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Every night and every day, black Pluto’s door stands open wide, but to retrace your steps, and return to the upper air – that is the task, that is the work.



The Prophetess to Aeneas before his terrifying
 descent into the underworld.
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A Reading Suggestion

When an asterisk appears in the text, it is an invitation to pause. It is marking a small ending, before another beginning. Sometimes you may want to stay with the ending, before moving on to the beginning.

Something ending is not generally as exciting as something beginning. But it is as necessary for life.

One of the reasons why life is so unhappy is that many of us have lost, or never found, the habit of reflecting on the day, of replaying the day lived through our body. There is a reason for this, and the reason is lack of education. No one ever taught us to listen back to the day. No one ever thought it important enough to take us aside and suggest we gently think about all that has been, both that which gave us heart and that which wounded us, that which lifted us and that which deflated us.

Such details of our day tell us much about ourselves, about how and who we are. But, being poorly educated, we were never told, and now find it hard to listen to such things.

Each day, therefore, we miss the kind instruction of feelings remembered, and thereby abort the possibility for growth. For they would tell us everything we need to know about ourselves. It is the simple and familiar things we need to see, but they are strangely hidden from us.

We fear to pause. For reasons known only to ourselves, we prefer amnesia. And this is sad. For by missing the present reality, we deny ourselves any future.

It needn’t be so. We can start by stopping – stopping at the asterisk.





PRELIMINARIES









This book is primarily concerned with offering ten new commandments or ten skilful attitudes towards the development of a beautiful life. Before reaching them, however, we will take three preliminary steps, for, as painters know, it’s all in the preparation.





STEP ONE





The Fire Woman and what lies ahead

The business of the novelist is to show the sorryness underlying the grandest of things, and the grandeur underlying the sorriest of things.    

    Thomas Hardy

A woman once had a dream. She dreamt she was a fire – a blazing fire, full of colour and life. She was a fire woman. And then suddenly, against her will, she finds forming around her a thick crust of lava. It begins to choke and smother the fire. It begins to stifle the life that is her.

And now in the dream, the woman is outside her body of fire, beating at the crust, trying to break it, to loosen its claustrophobic grip, to give the fire inside a chance to breathe, the fire once so bright and vivid.

But she beats in vain. For as her arms begin to ache and tire, the crust thickens, and soon the air-starved fire is extinguished. The woman is extinguished. In her dream, the life in her is extinguished.



*



This is a story of a struggle at the core of a human being, a story of living death. It is the experience of a terrible split in the human psyche and a splintering of identity. The victim knows only desolation, and the loneliness of someone far from where they want to be and this is strangely familiar to many.

The lava crust can take hold in more routine ways. Sometimes, it is merely the role we play in life, and it can happen without us knowing.

A trumpet on which only military tunes are played might imagine itself to be a military instrument, just as someone who has driven trains for twenty years might imgine themselves a train driver. But neither of these imaginings is so. The trumpet is more than a military instrument and the man is more than a train driver.

Whatever we do in life, we do it to the best of our ability, for all work is important, but we need never identify ourselves with it. If we do, a phoney ­definition of ourselves crystallises inside us, and a crust is formed. We become separate from who we are, disconnected.

And when we become disconnected from who we are, however it has happened, it is a long journey home.

What follows is a consideration of that journey – the journey home to a life more aware, more present and less fearful.



*



It is not therefore a book full of guidelines or advice. This is not done maliciously. I simply don’t know what you should do. Our journeys are different. What particular suggestions would a woman hang-gliding over the Pyrenees have for the motorist slowly making his way through downtown Bangkok? They are both journeys, but that is about their only similarity. Your path to freedom will look very different from mine.

So the ways are many, but the way itself is one, with your eyes set on anything which confines or imprisons us.



There is a home place through and beyond.

But the journey for each traveller is unique.



No wonder teachers from the East sometimes refused both to write and speak, opting only to point. Words from the mouth of another would have been an insult to the uniqueness of their pupils. It was their personal journey, after all. What had the teacher’s words got to do with it?



*



Neither will this book concern itself greatly with your thoughts. Thought is a marvellous and remarkable tool, and can lead us to the threshold of some extraordinary views. But to visit the places themselves we need to go beyond thought. Thought can show – but cannot transport or transform.

The assumption from here on is that all important truth lies beyond the mental struggle. Some may say that means stepping into the territory of value judgements, and unverifiable fantasy. I would say in reply that there is not a human being on earth who has not always lived in that territory. Our intellectual life is based on little more than chance associations in our past, which over time have become more or less fixed. There is little thought that is free, and no clean knowledge – only interpreted knowledge.

We all live in a fantasy world – the only question is whether one fantasy is more truthful than another.

So perhaps we must call this a spiritual book, and read it as such. To this end, we will be aided by what Keats called ‘negative capability’, whereby an individual is ‘capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact or reason’. A spiritual book is one that is happy to remain open-ended. It desires to engage, but not to convince. Reading it will be like watching smoke from an extinguished candle, fluid and smooth in the air, before it dissipates gradually into the big space. We do not argue with the smoke – we merely contemplate it. It has no claim on us but the attention we give it. The smoke does not prove anything, but suggests many things. It does not make sense – but might make things clear.

To say that it is a spiritual book, however, is not to suggest that it should be your friend. The aim of a spirit­ual book is to stimulate life – not explain it. A spiritual book can hardly contain its passion for you – but it is less caring of your feelings. Indeed, on occasions, a spiritual book can feel less like self-help and more like self-destruction. During your relationship with such a book, therefore, it should probably be thrown across the floor in anger, stamped on several times in frustration, left to rot on the sideboard for a while, held still in an occasional moment of revelation – and retrieved from the bin at least twice.

But here’s the thing – no one can point you to anything you do not already know. You alone are the alchemist of your humanity. The power is given to you alone to turn base metal into gold, to turn such base energies as fear, worry, anger, deceit, hatred, and delusion into generosity, openness, spontaneity, kindness, courage and awareness.

This is your genius, and it would not be a spiritual book if it did not start with your genius.

And genius starts by noticing simple and familiar things: both the sorryness and the grandeur.



*



We started with the story of the woman’s dream, because it contains as accurate a picture of the human race as has ever been portrayed. Cut off from who we truly are, we become a stranger not only to ourselves but in the world, and to others.

In this desperate situation, our only security lies in the conviction that we are in control. This is what we cling to. Living outside our true nature, we cease to trust life, and try instead to control it. Unable to trust, we must manipulate our way forward.

In the pages that follow, we shall never be far from the story of the fire woman, excluded from herself. It is a story that aches for redemption, for healing and for homecoming.

Perhaps she shall experience homecoming. These things are not impossible.



If a friend today were to point me towards a truth, where would they be pointing?





STEP TWO





On Discerning Truth

Advice to the mushroom picker: ‘Stay away from those surrounded by dead flies.’    

    Anon

When two people meet for the first time, they are each feeling their way towards the being of the other. In the early exchanges, though it is opinions that are shared, it is not the opinions of the other that they seek. The more pressing question is: Who are they? It is not their achievements we want to discover, but their nature.

They may talk of shoe shops, foreign affairs or Dalmatians, but such matters are not the pressing concern. When two people meet for the first time, somewhere deep within each they are both silently asking the same question: What comprises this life I have just met? Will I like it or hate it? Is it twisted or beautiful? What is the truth of this person?

It is the purpose of this book to consider the truth of people and the truthful possibilities within them. We will reflect on both the unhelpful activities that damage, and the skilful attitudes that nurture.



*



From here on, therefore, the concepts of good and bad will always be secondary to true and false. The human journey is primarily about becoming true, rather than good. Truth is primary to goodness, because without truth goodness can have no sense of what it is. Goodness imagined by the false is sometimes a most terrible thing. Hitler believed he was good to be saving Germany from Jews, gypsies and homosexuals. Many others thought him good too.

It is more important to be true than good.



*



In pursuit of truth, we will look always with the inner eye; or as Jesus said to religious leaders of his day, ‘Look at the inside of the cup rather than the outside’. We are not concerned here with external things, things seen and reported. Rather, we are concerned with the internal textures out of which we create our lives. We are concerned with the energies that comprise us, rather than the rules imposed on us.

The best rules may protect us, but can never change us; whilst the worst rules are mere expressions of other people’s egos. They have nothing to do with us. The awake do not need rules, for they spontaneously create appropriate ways as the setting demands.

We are human beings rather than human doings. What we are must always come before what we do, for how we are defines our world. If we are negative within, we will take in negative impressions, like someone breathing in exhaust fumes.

Consider the one who allows ninety-nine pieces of praise to pass them by, hearing only the one slight criticism, and taking huge offence.

And then consider the one who sings even when they are losing, in pleasure at the other’s excitement at winning. They are losing happily.

Our real life is not outer events but inner states. How we are defines our world.

In what follows, what you do is almost irrelevant. It is why you do things that reveals all.



*



This sort of truth is not a subject taught in our schools. Discerning truth may be the greatest challenge we face on earth, but it is not in the curriculum, not part of our education. After all, it is neither academic discipline nor vocational training, so what place could it have? And anyway, it’s the sort of thing you pick up as you go along, isn’t it?

Not so.

We do not pick it up, and the passing years in themselves teach us little. The consequences of this are most hurtful, both for us and for those with whom we share the planet.

We learn many things in life, certainly, and some of them are remarkably complex and clever, but they are all utterly useless, until we know what it is to be human. Until such time, we are the famous bull in the china shop – temperamentally unsuited to our surroundings, unaware of the power in our hands, and destroying everything we touch.

True education is our undoing. For true education is undoing all the conditioning that has taken us so far from home.



*



What follows is ancient and simple teaching, with its outlines in many centuries, settings, cultures and religions.

Only one thing is ever required of us – that we give up everything we imagine we know. From here on, all assumed knowledge counts for nothing. Once we give up everything we imagine we know, our progress towards truth becomes a good deal freer, and life more hopeful.

Nan-in receives a university professor who has come to enquire about Zen. Nan-in serves tea. He fills his cup, as a good host might. But he carries on pouring until the cup is spilling over.

The university professor watches until he can contain himself no longer.

‘It is over-full!’ he says. ‘No more will go in!’

‘Like this cup,’ replies Nan-in, ‘you are full of your speculations and opinions. How can I show you Zen unless you first empty your cup?’



*



Along the way, therefore, there may need to be some unlearning of old things, and some removal of old clothes. There may need to be a dismantling of things certain, an unknotting of the mind, some loss of control and some duties abandoned. We can allow madness; we can allow the heart to be washed in sadness. There may need to be some failures re-named, and all things reviewed.

Such things are wonderful, for there are no eggs in last year’s nest.



*



Whether we will permit ourselves the possibility of truth is open to question. For many, truth is something no longer worth searching for. They have become disillusioned by, and even angry with, such talk. Truth is dismissed as merely the story on top, the one told by those currently in power.

There is validity in such disillusionment. History tends to be written by the victors on their own behalf, while the present is dominated by the stupidly convinced, who use their convictions to dominate and control.

What price truth therefore?



*



Truth in this book refers to psychological truth, the truth of people, which is entirely observable. The setting for psychological truth is a connected universe of cause and effect, in which one thing leads to another, where outcomes have origins.

Let us take a simple example. The child of a depressed mother will struggle with self-esteem throughout its life. This will be the outcome of this particular origin – poor stimulation when the social brain of the child was forming. The child got used to a lack of concern for its well-being, and expects nothing more thereafter.

Or again, see the child who grows up refusing to allow anger against its parent. The anger they feel inside is reckoned by them to be unacceptable, and is therefore denied. Such people will be those who forever feel guilty. They will turn the unexpressed anger in on ­themselves, and experience feelings of guilt. A pattern of guilt in a life is almost always the result of repressed anger. Psychological outcomes have psychological origins.

The authenticity of psychological truth is clearly established by observation of the world, and even more powerfully through self-observation. Buddha based all things on such truth. Not for him grand truth from the skies, imposed on us from the outside, and to be taken on trust. He believed only in the truth he could observe within himself. It became in time a clear window on the world.

It is such truth we consider here.



*



The hidden history of our childhood commits us to patterns that are entirely predictable, for we live in a universe where outcomes have origins. There is nothing random about our personality. Our personality is formed in response to life. We each live our histories as best we can.

And so it is that some are left feeling they must succeed at all costs, driven to do and achieve; and some are left with a black hole of abandonment within, which they feel no one can embrace or fill; some lock themselves in an emotional castle tower, carefully observing all who approach; whilst others are stubborn in poor self-esteem, down on themselves but craving attention.

As we have noted, some live crippled by guilt, judging themselves and others, and some seek authority behind which to hide, untrusting of themselves; while others are restless in search of ever-fresh options, desperately riding each tide of escape and thrill. Some live the compulsive concern of the determined saviour, needing to be needed; while others take the world on in bullish aggression, at home only with confrontation.

These familiar outcomes have origins. Psychological truth is as observable and enlightening as the sun rising in the morning.

When we prepare for truth, it is for the psychological truth common to all; it is in this shared but demanding arena that we shall have our adventures.



*



Certain things have changed down the centuries.

We don’t now imagine that our leaders will tell us the truth – for power does not encourage it. They have more money than us and a larger staff – but perhaps no more wisdom. We are a cynical generation, who expect only the crooked or the vain to make it to the top. Certainly we do not expect to find truth-tellers there.

Neither are we persuaded by mass appeal. Some of the most absurd and dangerous movements in history have been widely applauded and adored. Many still are.

Hitler drew ecstatic and committed crowds. Like many leaders, he was an extremely successful communicator. He motivated many, with poor self-image and an unhappy history, to believe they could succeed, believe they were part of something big and glorious. ‘Believe the new truth and all things are possible,’ he said. And so, together, leader and followers walked confidently into the abyss.



*



I remember only one key fact from my education, and it was written on the toilet wall: ‘Eat shit: four million flies can’t be wrong.’

The prophet had spoken, and it was the one lesson I took with me into adulthood. Just because everyone imagines it is so does not mean that it is so, for stupidity can be both corporate and enduring. The words were not in gold lettering like the school motto in the big hall, but in weak and scrawled black biro, in a hidden-away place.

But it was the biro, and not the gold, that held truth.



*



Political success, therefore, is unlikely to be one of the truth-teller’s credentials, for people do not vote for truth. They want acceptable lies. If you want to be successful, don’t tell the truth.

Buddha, Socrates and Jesus all died rather lonely deaths. Each was an idiot in the original Greek meaning of the word – ‘a private person, one who possessed something’. They were sufficient in themselves, but lonely in the world. A good-sized majority voted for the death of Socrates. Buddha’s followers vainly tried to have him die in a place other than Kusinara, which was a dreary little town, a jungle outpost of mud walls, and a backwater of civilisation. They would have preferred one of the big cities for his send-off. While there were only four standing at the foot of the cross on which Jesus died, and one of those was his mother.

Every country, religion or organisation tends to get the leader it deserves: the leader who addresses them on their level, however low that may be, and who is able to make their darkness look like light. We create structures in which only liars and dissemblers can thrive; we choose the clever over the wise; and then entertain ourselves by exposing them for what they always were. People like us.

We call this sophistication.



*



Truth-tellers tend to be reluctant public figures, as they have no need or desire to display themselves. Wisdom does not want to see itself in lights. It wishes to enlighten others.

Socrates and Hippias were a case in point. Socrates was very critical of people like Hippias who discovered that ‘wisdom’ could bring fame and fortune. Socrates said that the wise of earlier times had not been wealthy public figures; they had been ‘too simple to notice the value of money’. Hippias missed Socrates’ irony, and heard that as a criticism of the wise of earlier times. Hippias saw such people as poor naïve fools, who had missed a trick. But he didn’t. He made a fortune from wisdom.

But for Plato’s writings, Socrates’ life would be little known now. He was shy of the limelight, but has turned out to be greatly remembered. Hippias, on the other hand, who sought out fame, is now forgotten.



*



But whether truth-tellers are public or private figures, how might we recognise them? What characteristics will give them away as authentic? If a ‘truth-teller’ post were created, and interviews arranged, what would we want on the specification for candidates?

If I was on the panel drawing up a shortlist for our imaginary – and, I have to say, unlikely – post, I might have scribbled at the top of my page the words ‘Suffering’, ‘Judge’, ‘Homesick’, ‘Vision’, and ‘Nonsense’.



1) Suffering: I would be interested to know what the candidate had done with their suffering. Had they acknowledged the presence of pain in their past, and understood its legacy in their life? We hurt people out of our unexamined suffering. There is no tyrant with a happy childhood; no ethnic cleansing arising out of experiences of joy and trust. Once given power, the tyrant merely recreates at a national level the terrors of their family past.

This is significant because most tyranny we endure is rather more routine. The woman who returns home in a bad mood and makes everyone’s life hell for half an hour is a victim passing on her own unexamined suffering to others. It may be small-scale tyranny but it is most unpleasant.

Truth-tellers will need to have befriended their personal sadness. We hurt each other when we live and speak from a place of unacknowledged pain. The truth cannot come from a place such as this.

2) Judge: I would be interested to know whether the individual had a judgemental disposition. Do people blossom in the hopeful and peaceful presence of the candidate? Or do they wither in either spoken or unspoken criticism?

Someone who has come home helps others feel at home without speaking. Their work is done almost before they open their mouths. They create virtue around them by being, not telling.

A judgemental disposition, on the other hand, is the property of a damaged and negative soul, which can create fear, but not virtue.

The truth-teller will be aware of their own deep incompleteness, or as Jesus put it, aware of the beam in their eye. With a beam in your eye, you can barely see others, let alone judge them.

3) Homesick: The successful candidate should make listeners homesick. The best art, philosophy and religion is concerned with a strange longing for home. It is as if we do not quite feel at home where we are, as though we wander through an empty house, pushing a door here, banging at a wall there, shouting out occasionally, wondering if this is in fact home, and where we are meant to be – or just a passing-through place?

We suppress this longing, however, for it is too painful. We become busy with doing instead. We make the best of the incomplete, and label all else as unobtainable.

The truth-teller, however, will bring this ache for homecoming painfully to the surface. The truth-teller will remind us of the original figure of flame, now smothered. The truth-teller has no wish to construct something new. Merely to help us to recover that which we’ve lost.

4) Vision: What does it look like?

True vision does three things: It sees things as they are, the sorryness and the grandeur; it connects people to each other, in both curiosity and solidarity; and arises from pure will, a strong and unpolluted river within.

The truth-teller’s vision will arise from their being. People can only create around them what they themselves are.

5) Nonsense: The truth-teller will know that their words are nonsense. The truth-teller will know that all words are a collapsing staircase, a vanity of inaccuracy. Truth cannot be explained or told. It cannot live in formulations – merely noticed in passing and greeted with a smile. Truth must show itself, manifest itself, in ways and means unbiddable and mysterious. The truth-teller will not want anything built on their words, but hopes only that life will grow in the gaps in between.



We must now just hope for some applicants.



We close this exploration of discernment with an ancient parchment covered in sand. The Dead Sea scrolls were discovered between 1947 and 1956 in caves near the Dead Sea. In one of them, people are pictured as consisting of nine parts of light or darkness; or a mixture of the two. The fragment which survives tells of two people. One would be considered a fairly good person, with six parts light and three parts darkness; the other is less attractive, with eight parts darkness and only one part light. 

This is the context for Jesus saying ‘Let your whole body be full of light, having no dark part.’ And here is an invitation, perhaps, to wander through the rooms of our inner house, pushing open doors to check that we’ve opened the curtains in each to let the light in. There’s little discernment in a dark house.

Today, I will asterisk my day. I will be one who pauses at possible moments. I will listen for how people’s comments make me feel, for it is rare that I am completely neutral about remarks made. I will listen also for the roots of my own comments. I will listen not only to what I say, but the spirit in which I say it. I will not judge anyone else or myself. Just contemplate the event, allow it to speak, and follow each golden thread my listening presents.

We will seek the truth.





End of sample
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