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  Endorsements


  (for the first edition of the book)



  Dennis Waite has written a masterful and profoundly insightful survey of the Advaita Vedanta Teaching and the Contemporary Scene. This book will greatly contribute to a deeper understanding of this important movement, sweeping the West, and which eventually leads to Self Realization. Alan Jacobs , Chairman , Ramana Maharshi Foundation UK



  There are many places to find advaita teachings - in ancient texts, modern books, in satsang, and on the Internet. Dennis Waite has found them all. He writes as a friendly tour guide, presenting the teachings with simplicity, humor and deep understanding. The appendices alone are worth the price of admission, and contain a wealth of reference material available nowhere else. Greg Goode, PhD (Philosophy) , Philosophical Counselor, New York


  A refreshing approach to Advaita from a Western point of view. a personal, structured approach to a very difficult topic. Jay Lakhani , Vivekananda Centre, London


  The Book of One’ is a sweeping, fresh overview of consciousness subjects shaping the path of Advaita Vedanta. Topics are handled with confidence, and their most non-dual depths are struck effortlessly. Waite offers Advaita as a resolver of the problems of life and death. The book is practical, grounded in scripture, and respectful of the reader’s inclination -whether active, meditative, intellectual or devotional - and his level of familiarity. It is directed toward beginning seekers, researchers, students of philosophy or religion, those who are already familiar with Advaita and those already Self-realized who enjoy keeping up with what’s being written. If you take yellow brick roads that wind through Internet fields, this book will be particularly valuable and interesting.


  Unique about this book is the confident and graceful manner in which the author integrates and moves between Western, Eastern, and, if you will, Cyber influences. It is clear that Waite himself is intimate with the terrain of the Himalayas of Cyberspace, the paths, people, and places. This book has the fluidity of the World Wide Web. He creates a swirl in which the ancient familiarity felt with sages such as Ramana or Nisargadatta, is transferred to Kant, Schopenhauer, Berkeley and Plato. This role of the internet and Western thought upon Waite’s work is related to his intellectual and spiritual relationship with Dr. Gregory Goode, who is a teacher in New York, scholar in Western philosophy, and pioneer/participant in Non-duality on the internet.


  ‘The Book of One’ is framed by an exceptional Table of Contents and Appendices/Index. The TOC itself serves as an excellent introduction to the book and shows how carefully the author constructed this work. As well, there are numerous pages of recommended Websites. Jerry Katz , Owner of the first and largest non-dual website; author of ‘One: Essential Writings on Nonduality’


  ‘The Book of One’ takes the reader step by step on an intellectual inquiry of the truth of oneself. It provides a critical examination of the meaning and purpose of one’s life. This is one book that needs to be studied again and again. I must say, I thoroughly enjoyed studying this intellectually stimulating book. Dr. Kuntimaddi Sadananda , AchArya at the Washington Chinmaya Mission


  An excellent understanding with many good analogies of a tricky subject to write about. Dennis invites the reader through careful examination to see through our usual sense of ourselves to what is real. Isaac Shapiro , Satsang teacher; author of ‘Outbreak of Peace’ and ‘It Happens By Itself’


  It is an impressive piece of work and the style is clear and has humor woven into it. It gives loads of information without feeling heavy. Leo Hartong , author of ‘Awakening to the Dream’


  I am very much enjoying your exquisite and erudite book on Advaita. I have been savoring the thorough and razor sharp insights! A bow of gratitude for your love of truth. Pamela Wilson , satsang teacher


  The Book of One is a masterful, comprehensive and pragmatic guide to non-duality. Dennis writes in an intimate manner, which makes it a joy to read. I especially enjoyed his skilful use of parables and metaphors. His accurate study is well documented and referenced, with excellent appendices, which serve as a fine resource for readers. I highly recommend The Book of One to those who are open to the Unknown. Katie Davis , satsang teacher; author of ‘Awake Living Joy’


  Congratulations on your book: ‘The Book Of One’ which is an interesting and erudite overview of the whole subject of Advaita. Roy Whenary , author of ‘The Texture of Being’


  Dennis Waite is Advaita, “not two.” First and foremost, Dennis is an extremely talented writer, who is clearly devoted to his subject – the Truth of Being and its realization. If, up until now, you have missed the profound meaning and import of this cornerstone of Eastern Philosophy, The Book Of One will serve as your One needed teaching and reference guide. Dennis literally brings together a world of existing wisdom in this incisive and eloquently crafted writing, that offers every reader the supreme opportunity of an authentic life. Sundance Burke , satsang teacher; author of ‘Simply Being Free’


  His book is the most masterful and all-inclusive source that I have found to date for those studying Non-Duality. Floyd Henderson , author of numerous books on self-help and non-duality


  A common element of Western society in recent times has been the tendency to adopt trends, and in order for these trends to become accessible for a culture dominated by materialism and rampant distractions, the direction has usually been toward the superficial, that is, presenting these trends in an increasingly superficial light. This applies in most areas and certainly in the field of spiritual teachings. Zen Buddhism made inroads in the West in the mid-20th century, and was popular in the 60s and 70s, much as Tibetan Buddhism became in the 80s and 90s. But in both cases the tendency to reduce these teachings into very simple elements has been a double-edged sword. The problem with simplifying is that a failure to understand the philosophic basis of the teachings easily happens, resulting in a “feel-good” mysticism that conveniently glosses over the one quality essential for bona fide spiritual deepening— commitment. Without being committed to awakening, without prioritizing it in one’s life, there is little hope in realizing it.


  In more recent decades Advaita Vedanta has joined Zen and Tibetan Buddhism in the Western market place, and the field is now busy with many teachers of Advaita and books on Advaita. Many of these are good but few — almost none of those written in a popular manner for Westerners—has bothered to delve deeply and fully into the philosophic foundation of Advaita. Dennis Waite’s book “The Book of One” does exactly this. In covering the teachings in such an exhaustive fashion he prevents a superficial view of non-dualism from seeping in. In contrasting Advaita with some of the teachings of the Western philosophic tradition, Dennis also helps us to avoid simply “reinventing the wheel” by illustrating the universal nature of intelligence and how, ultimately, there are no original thoughts anywhere, precisely because the individual is an illusion, which is itself the very core of non-dualism anyway.


  I recommend “The Book Of One” for all serious students of the great tradition of Non-dual spirituality, as an essential roadmap into the infinite realm of Consciousness, and the realization of our identity as that. Philip T. Mistlberger , author of ‘A Natural Awakening’


  There are many books on the market that focus on the theme of advaita (non-duality). However, what separates Waite’s book from the others is his meticulous and yet practical approach to its theory and practice. Many modern schools of advaita advocate the `nothing to do, nowhere to go’ approach - this is fine in itself but can be greatly misunderstood to be a form of hedonistic fatalism. Whilst acknowledging that, ultimately, the ego is a non entity, Waite offers useful techniques and delineated steps along the path to freedom. Written in an elegant and accessible style, ‘The Book of One’ is, in my opinion, the standard `text book’ for modern-day advaita. Highly recommended. Paula Marvelly , author of ‘The Teachers of One’ and ‘Women of Wisdom’


  I would like to thank you very much for the ‘Book of One’. I stumbled upon it at some point after ‘the jungle’, and coming from nothing with no background in all this, it was actually extremely helpful in supplying concepts with which to parse what came unasked. I particularly liked the discussion of the difference between reality and appearance in terms of sublation - helping to fill in the questions to the answer as it were. Your writing is sound and good, finding a way through the chaos of teachings and hand-me-downs. David Carse , author of ‘Perfect Brilliant Stillness’


  Advaita Vedanta has been examined and explained by numerous sages and philosophers over the past three thousand years; and each writer on this theme does so with his own style and signature. Dennis Waite has written ‘The Book of One’ in an admirably reasoned and contemporary style, producing one of the most cogent and methodical expositions of Advaita Vedanta yet written.


  Understanding and Self-realization are not the same. However, there is an indelible link between the two. Intellectual understanding opens wide the consciousness of a new and wondrous perspective, and sets the stage for direct apperception, for clarity of awareness, for re-cognition of eternal Truth. It is understanding which awakens the subtler faculties of awe and intuitive knowing. As Mr. Waite points out, hearing or reading the words of the enlightened is essential for an awakening of consciousness, and Mr. Waite’s ‘The Book of One’ is carefully crafted to provide one of the most excellent sources of understanding available. I highly recommend it to the contemporary student requiring a thorough introductory guide to the philosophy of Advaita (Non-Dualistic) Vedanta.


  Postscript: I am struck by both the similarities and the dissimilarities of this book with my own book on the same subject (The Wisdom of Vedanta, first published in 1991 and to be re-released by O Books in July, 2006). The similarities appear in our common understanding of the basic principles of Vedanta, and the dissimilarities appear in our temperaments: his being predominantly that of a j~nAnI (or knower); and mine being predominantly that of a bhakta (or lover). In nearly all of my writings, I have discussed the fact that, while it is necessary to develop both sides of one’s nature, everyone is predisposed to a predominant temperamental inclination toward one approach to Reality or the other; either j~nAna or bhakti. One of the best examples of this difference in temperaments is found in Sri Ramakrishna (a bhakta ) and his esteemed disciple, Swami Vivekananda (who was a j~nAnI). One may cite also as exemplars of this temperamental opposition Paramahamsa Yogananda (a bhakta ) and Sri Ramana Maharshi (a j~nAnI ).


  Mr. Waite acknowledges these two ‘paths’ as dependent on temperament, but seems to relegate the bhakti ‘path’ to a position inferior to his own ‘path’ of j~nAna , and gives it very short shrift. From my observations, it is usually the bhakta who acknowledges both ‘paths’ as valid, and the j~nAnI-s who maintain their own path as superior. I suppose that is only to be expected. Whether love or knowledge is viewed as superior, again, seems to be linked to one’s own temperamental preference, neither having that status in any absolute sense. My thought is that, in the most perfect circumstance, the two blend together to form a sweet but unnamable state of being. S. Abhayananda , author of ‘History of Mysticism’, ‘The Supreme Self’, ‘The Wisdom of Vedanta’


  FOREWORD


  
    Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs? (Emerson, ‘Nature’)

  


  It is likely that some essential curiosity about yourself or life’s purpose has led you to this work on Advaita. Why might you find this book helpful? Within these pages is a clear explanation of something of great benefit to any inquiring person: a systematic approach to experiencing the connectedness of all things and the wholeness of oneself.


  Most of us are driven by the mechanics and bustle of daily existence, putting one foot in front of the other, reacting to events as we tumble through them. Moments of introspection or self-examination are infrequent or ineffective. We sense the possibility of a certain deep satisfaction, of self-understanding, of a fuller life, and yet find these goals elusive amidst the pressures of ordinary living.


  And yet for some there is a quiet urge to find a deeper meaning, often working subconsciously. Maybe that’s why you hold this book. If so, you will find described herein one of the best systems of thought and practice ever formulated for directly understanding the essential nature of yourself.


  
    The Self is not known through discourse, splitting of hairs, learning however great. He comes to the man He loves; takes that man’s body as His own… He who has found Him, seeks no more; the riddle is solved; desire gone, he is at peace. Having approached from everywhere that which is everywhere, whole, he passes into the Whole… As rivers lose name and shape in the sea, wise men lose name and shape in God, glittering beyond all distance.


    (Mundaka Upanishad, Book III, Chapter 2)

  


  What is Advaita? Simply put, it is a philosophical and practical system aimed at self knowledge. The word has many meanings, which may be conceptualized initially as unity, truth, awareness, joy, but which are ultimately realized in self experience beyond concepts. At that point, Advaita is an indescribable knowledge of one’s own being, beyond constraint, form or history, simply present in all things. It is freedom, peace, joy, everything and nothing. It is the experience of the world as oneself and oneself as all things. It cannot be taught, demonstrated, claimed or even captured in a book such as this one – it can only be indicated. You must then find it for yourself.


  This inability to convey deep experience by words or thoughts is a common enough phenomenon. Consider love or joy – who could convey the experience to another? It can be described, and then when you experience it you realize what was being indicated. So it is with Advaita, a term used to refer to both the ineffable conscious reality of the ‘world as self’ as well as to the system of thought and practice that can help you find this experience on your own. This dual reference inherent in the term Advaita— both to the indescribable and to the description, goal and path —is a constant source of confusion, amusement and online disputations. Thus Lao Tzu opens the Tao Te Ching with the statement “The Tao that can be spoken of is not the Tao.”


  In the tradition of Advaita, this is known as a ‘leading error’, or saMvAdi bhrama (see vidyAraNya’s pa~nchadashI, Chapter 9 for details). A leading error is something that’s not quite right, but which ultimately leads you to that which is right. So the system of Advaita, including this work, is not the actual Advaita, but nonetheless can lead you to the experience of your true being and unity with all things. Remembering this is very helpful, as it prevents attachment to the system and its proponents and adherents, and keeps you free to move on. A boat may be used to cross a river, but who would carry the boat thereafter on their backs?


  Nonetheless, a few compassionate sorts look after the boats out of the joy of seeing some travelers find freedom. Hence this able book, a gift of insight for the wayfarer seeking to cross the confusions of existence. Do approach it with an open mind and heart, for the study and practice of the Advaita tradition can lead you beyond any such system to experience directly for yourself the truth echoed in the world’s many spiritual traditions. This book and its companion works How to Meet Yourself and Back to the Truth form one of the most approachable and clear expressions of the Advaita tradition available in English, and studying them is almost as useful as finding yourself in the presence of an affable and accomplished sage.


  What is not in this book, in addition to direct experience? What will you have to find or do on your own? Firstly, some study of the tradition itself, from traditional sources as well as such helpful sites as www.advaita.org.uk (soon to be replaced by www.advaita-academy.org). Secondly, the will to do some work, for Advaita is not a magic answer but a system of practice— which means you do have to practice! Thirdly, clarity in self examination: introspection, both intellectual and emotional, is what clarifies self knowledge and allows it to deepen. This takes time, application and occasionally some assistance. Finally, some assistance with meditation, a variety of specific practices that are used extensively in the tradition, and which cannot really be conveyed by the written word. It is quite helpful to find a teacher who can provide you the grace of initiation into the various forms of meditation, instruct you in the related disciplines and provide support and insight until you feel confident in your practice.


  
    I wish you great fortune in these endeavors.


    We shall not cease from exploration

    And the end of all our exploring

    Will be to arrive where we started

    And know the place for the first time.

    … A condition of complete simplicity

    (Costing not less than everything)… (T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding)

    



    John Lehmann, Advaita Meditation Center

    (www.advaitameditation.org), Boston, Massachusetts, USA

  


  Preface to Second Edition


  
    There is nothing so good that it cannot be improved upon, apart from the absolute truth. Me

  


  I welcomed the opportunity to produce a new edition of ‘Book of One’ because it gave me the opportunity to read it afresh. And it is a novel experience, reading one’s own material over six years after having written it, so that it seems almost as though it had been written by someone else. It is especially satisfying because I discovered that it is actually rather good – and it seems that I can say that without immodesty because of the time lapse. I have read very many books on Advaita and reviewed quite a number of these. I know how rarely it is possible, unreservedly to endorse a book. There are always niggles and queries and the thought ‘I could have explained that much better’. But this book was relatively niggle-free! And there is a very good reason why that should have been so. Up until a few years prior to writing it, I had been a member of the School of Economic Science (School of Practical Philosophy in the US), where I had been studying and teaching for many years. And, for a large part of that time, I had not known exactly what it was I was studying. The word ‘Advaita’ was not used in the early days and I had searched through Western philosophical texts, looking for the source without success. More significantly however, when I did eventually discover Advaita and begin to read about it for myself, I found numerous mismatches and aspects of the School’s teaching that did not seem reasonable.


  For example, the classes at the School were separated into ‘Gentlemen’ and ‘Ladies’ groups after a number of years because, it was explained, gentlemen were of the nature of puruSha (spirit), while ladies nature was that of prakRRiti (primary matter). It was only very much later that I discovered that this strange idea belongs to the dualistic sAMkhya philosophy and has nothing to do with Advaita. Also, they made much of ‘sound’, putting considerable emphasis on this as a motive power in the universe (which was literally ‘spoken into creation’). Again, I discovered that this belongs to another alien philosophy called sphoTa vAda . The terminology used by the School often did not seem to tally with that used in the books that I read. Eventually I realized that, although Advaita might be the central teaching, this was mixed to a considerable degree with concepts and terms from sAMkhya, yoga, sphoTa vAda and others so that the net result was confusion. I left in 1998. (It should be noted that the school has continued to develop, now being guided by a different source in India and many or all of these problems may now have been rectified. I freely admit that I do not know and certainly would not wish to criticize them unfairly. After all, they were the principal impetus for my truth-finding mission and for this I will always be grateful.)


  Accordingly, my primary purpose in writing this book was to set down clearly, for my own benefit, the key aspects of Advaita according to the traditional sources, endeavoring to avoid as far as possible introducing any alien teachings. I wanted to supplement those ideas by borrowing from any sources that I had encountered, which I had found particularly illuminating. And I wanted to make the presentation as readable as possible, using the best of all of the stories, metaphors and even jokes that I had come across so that a reader unfamiliar with Advaita would find the book entertaining but also be encouraged to pursue the subject further. And I like to think that this succeeded.


  But all of this is not to say that something that is ‘rather good’ cannot be improved upon. It was bound to be the case that I was sometimes mistaken and put forward a topic as being Advaita when it wasn’t really. Also, although I had learned a great deal, there were still aspects about which I was unsure. I now have the benefit of more than six years more reading and study, several more books written, and several hundred ‘difficult’ questions answered at my website. I now felt confident that I could correct any errors, clarify any aspects that were previously insufficiently well explained and add new topics where they might have been unintentionally omitted. So, given the opportunity by my publisher, that is exactly what I have done!


  Briefly, the categories of changes that have been made are as follows:


  
    	New chapters on Ishvara and Neo-advaita.



    	New topics: Sheaths, Behavioral Tendencies, dharma , dream metaphor, gold – ring metaphor, mithyA , What is Enlightenment, jIvanmukti . Other topics have been rewritten or much expanded.



    	Any parts that I thought confusing, misleading or superfluous have been deleted or re-written.



    	New stories, metaphors and quotations have been added.



    	Many topics have been expanded where this enhances the overall presentation.



    	A number of new extracts have been added (from books read since the first edition) to provide additional interest, clarity and reinforcing argument.


    	The Sanskrit Glossary has been considerably expanded and also now shows the actual Sanskrit script (Devanagari), which was not possible in the first edition.



    	The Appendix of Internet Links has been revised, updated and considerably expanded – there are now many more websites than existed when the first edition was written.



    	The Appendix of Recommended Reading has been revised, updated and expanded.



    	Italicized ITRANS spellings of Sanskrit words have been used throughout (i.e. the Anglicized versions that were used in the First Edition have been removed), apart from a few exceptions such as proper names and the word ‘Advaita’.


    	The spelling has been changed to US English (apologies to UK readers but this is to suit the majority of readers).



    	The text has been reworded throughout wherever there was potential confusion or poor sentence structure.



    	Corrections to grammar etc. have been made as appropriate.



    	Overall, the word count has increased from around 115,000 to over 150,000 and the Bibliography from 69 books to 144.

  


  Preface to First Edition


  
    Life is a moderately good play with a badly written third act. Truman Capote

  


  It might seem strange, when you think that people have been asking questions about the meaning of life ever since they were able to ask questions, that they do not seem to have been able to find any clear answers. Western philosophy can be traced back to ancient Greece well over 2000 years ago but it is almost as though, as time has progressed, consensus about the answers has diminished rather than increased. In the last century, mainstream science seems to have dictated the way that we think and has led many to believe that all of human experience will ultimately be understandable in purely material terms – even consciousness is only ‘an epiphenomenon of matter’. Deep down, most of us are less than happy with this! (Note for second edition: This ‘epiphenomenon of matter’ idea was actually a belief of the materialists or chArvAka-s in Shankara’s time and he refuted the idea convincingly in his Brahma Sutra bhAShya III.iii.54.)


  Once, people turned towards religions to provide them with answers. It is almost certainly true that the founders of those religions did have direct knowledge of universal truths. Unfortunately, after they died, knowledge was often communicated only via litany and ‘holy books’ to priests and committees, who then passed on only such information as they themselves understood, or deemed acceptable, to the devotees.


  It seems logical to assume that only someone who is alive now and has discovered the answers for themselves can genuinely be in a position to guide others. Are there such people out there? If it is possible to discover universal truths and if some have done so from time to time throughout history, then surely there must be some alive today who have also done so – after all, there are more people, education is better and so on. If you peruse the shelves of the ‘New Age’ bookshops, you will quickly come across many books that claim to have the answers and their notice boards will announce talks and meetings with various people who declare that they have ‘found the truth’. How are we to differentiate and find those books and teachers who are able to help?


  Even the richest Western traditions seem to lose their way for periods – and people may consequently become disillusioned. The past fifty years or so seems to be one such period and many have turned to the East in search of firm foundations for investigation and for some sort of ‘spiritual path’ that has been validated actually to lead somewhere. One of the most ancient of these, which, once understood, could also be found at the heart of all of the others, is called Advaita. It is this tradition that is used in this book to provide the answers to the questions of ‘life, the universe and everything’.


  In essence it is a breathtakingly simple approach and has the immediate, intuitive ring of truth. It is very practical, yet offers explanations satisfying to the intellect. Because it does originate deep in India’s past, however, when the language of philosophy was Sanskrit, there are a few, unfamiliar concepts and a number of words that are not easily expressed in English. In order fully to benefit from this teaching, it is necessary therefore to make a little effort to learn these new terms. They are fully explained, as they are introduced, and there is a comprehensive glossary at the back of the book. Where appropriate, the relevant Sanskrit word may be given even when the English equivalent is quite acceptable. Here, the reason is that, if you read other books on the subject, especially those translated from Sanskrit or more recent Indian languages, you are quite likely to encounter only the Sanskrit term and you will be expected to understand it. Also, if you decide to join one of the email groups on the Internet, you will find that many writers use these words automatically.


  It is often said of religions and philosophies that there are many paths up the mountain but all lead to the same place. Some are also more arduous than others! Advaita provides a simple and elegant framework within which all of the problems of life and death may be understood and resolved. The answers are ultimately surprising and a great relief. So, put aside your prejudices, open up your mind to new possibilities, and enjoy! Life, above all, should be happy – and the meaning of this will be addressed later.


  A word of warning to the unwary, however: You are about to embark upon a journey from which you, the ego, can never return…


  1. Introduction


  There is a prayer in one of the most ancient of documents – the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad:


  
    Lead me from the unreal to the real,

    Lead me from darkness into light,

    Lead me from death to immortality.

  


  Its implication is clear. In our present state, we are ignorant of our true nature. We believe ourselves to be limited individuals, with vulnerable bodies and uninformed minds, condemned to a relatively short and frequently miserable existence in a largely inhospitable world. In virtually every generation however, there are a few people who see beyond this and discover how things really are. Though they may express this knowledge in slightly different ways, what they tell us is essentially the same, namely that we are completely mistaken in our current understanding. It is the purpose of this book to present these findings and to describe the disciplines that are open to enable us to discover the truth for ourselves.


  The material is split into three sections. The first, ‘The Unreal’, describes how things appear to be to us now: who we think we are, what we typically want out of life and the means by which we try to achieve this. The second, ‘The Spiritual Path’, details the techniques and disciplines described by the scriptures and Sages within the Advaitic tradition, which are available to help us understand who we really are. The third section, ‘The Real’, explains how it is that we are unable to see reality now and why we are so mistaken in our present view of the world. The process by which we may realize the truth is looked at more closely, along with concepts such as cause and effect, and free will. Finally, our true nature is revealed and the nature of Consciousness itself investigated, as far as this is possible. Appendices look at the many sources available for finding more information and at the scheme used for representing Sanskrit in an Anglicized version (there is also a full glossary of all of the terms used in this book).


  Why Advaita?


  You may not have heard of Advaita before. It is pronounced ‘Adwighta’ in the UK or ‘Ad-vighta’ in the US, with the second syllable rhyming with ‘might’ in both cases. You will naturally wish to know what it is and why you should pay attention to what it can tell us. All religions and many philosophers have offered explanations for life and prescriptions for how to lead it. Why should we pay any more attention to this version?


  Advaita is one of the branches of Hindu philosophy. Very similar ideas are expressed in Sufism, the intellectual branch of Islam, in Taoism, Madhyamika and Zen Buddhism and in the more esoteric of Christian doctrines, e.g. the Gospel according to St. Thomas discovered amongst the Dead Sea scrolls. The writings of many philosophers show that they, too, reached similar conclusions, e.g. early Greek Philosophers such as Parmenides, the Romantic Idealists Hegel, Schelling and F. H. Bradley, and mystics such as Master Eckhart. Quotations from the key texts of most religions can easily be found, which suggest that this truth was known to them but that it was surrounded by ritual or deliberately hidden by the priests for their own purposes.


  In fact, I should point out now (and this is one of the numerous clarifications/ additions made to this second edition) that Advaita is not, strictly speaking, a ‘philosophy’, although it is often referred to as this. A better noun would be ‘teaching’. Swami Paramarthananda who, together with his guru Swami Dayananda, I now regard as the person who has contributed most to my understanding of the subtler aspects, speaks of it as a pramANa , which can be translated as a ‘means of obtaining knowledge’. Advaita effectively provides a proven methodology for bringing about Self-knowledge. We begin with the firm belief that there is a separate world, containing separate people. Through successive stages of deconstruction, Advaita questions our experience and explains in a reasoned manner what is the true nature of reality.


  An analogy might be that of a child seeing a magic illusion, for example the ‘sawing in half’ of a lady. He sees the lady climb into an empty box; he sees her head and feet protruding from the ends and he watches as the magician saws through the box and moves the two halves apart. What he sees is indubitable and, in his naivety, he is forced to believe it to be true. If the child is intelligent, however, we may then draw diagrams showing the construction of the cabinet, and explain how there is a second lady already in the box behind a panel that is not visible because of the use of mirrors.


  We are in the position of that child, seeing the world of objects and believing them to have a separate reality; seeing people being born and dying and believing them to have a separate and limited existence. Advaita explains how this is an appearance only, similar to that of the sun rising and setting. Despite the appearance, it is not actually like that at all.


  The full title of the teaching is ‘Advaita Vedanta’. ‘Vedanta’ simply means that it derives from the scriptures that form the last part ( anta means ‘end’) of the Vedas, the four sacred texts of the Hindu religion. (It should also be noted that this really means the ‘final conclusion’ – siddhAnta – of the Vedas, since Upanishads may occur in the physical middle of a Veda rather than the end.) It is not itself a religion, however – there are no churches or priests. The first parts of the Vedas does contain rituals and so on but Advaita does not itself rely on these. They may, nevertheless provide a valuable source of ‘preparation’ for the mind. These aspects will be explained in Section 2.


  If, after reading this book, you decide that the philosophy appeals to you, you may wish actively to pursue it. This is because, although you may relatively easily gain an intellectual appreciation of what is said, the full import is most unlikely to become immediately apparent. There are various ways in which practical ‘research’ may be done and some of these are described in more detail. Appendix 1 contains a comprehensive list of pointers to further avenues – organizations that may be joined, E-Group discussions on the Internet, sources of information on all aspects – and Appendix 2 suggests some recommended reading.


  Advaita is an extremely simple philosophy. Its complete essence is summed up in its Sanskrit name: a – not, dvaita – duality. In a very real sense, there is no need for a book to try to explain it. It can all be summed up in a single sentence: “There are not two things.” A well-known teacher of Advaita, Robert Adams, summed it up like this:


  
    “Everything is Consciousness – everything. When you ask what is Consciousness, there is no valid answer. When someone asks me to write a book or give a lecture, then I have to explain Consciousness in about fifty different words, and each word has another fifty words to explain that, then those words have another fifty words. So your volume of the book is written. What does it say? ‘Everything is Consciousness.’ I could have written one page. And in the middle of that page I would say: ‘Everything is Consciousness,’ and the rest would be blank.” (Ref. 70)

  


  What do we want from life?


  Everyone wants something, usually many things, most of the time. Picking up this book now, even if it is not at the forefront of your mind, you will have some idea of what it is that might bring you satisfaction. It is interesting that, when we use the word ‘satisfaction’, we often qualify it by the phrase ‘short-term’ or ‘long-term’. It is as though we know that it is not possible to obtain ‘permanent’ satisfaction, only something which lasts a finite time before it is replaced by the more usual status quo. “I can’t get no satisfaction” was the cry of the nineteen sixties’ Rolling Stones’ hit and it seems that youth ever since then has been trying desperately to prove that sentiment wrong.


  There are several categories of people in respect of answering the question ‘What do you really want?’ There are the younger ones, with their whole lives in front of them; a potentially infinite vista of possibilities stretching before them: ‘What should I go for to make the most of my life?’ Then there are the older ones, with most of a lifetime of experience behind them; some ambitions achieved and some cherished dreams abandoned: ‘What must I do to avoid the danger of regret for lost hopes?’ In between these two extremes, there are the people who, perhaps, have committed themselves to some degree but may still change direction to find fulfillment. Perhaps you have, once or twice, actually succeeded in achieving your aim! But, despair, you found that it did not bring quite the expected level of happiness that you had imagined. Disappointed once or several times, you may have begun to consider the possibility that the desire of the moment is possibly not what you really want at all.


  People seem to want to ‘make a name for themselves’. They want to ‘live on in posterity’ with their name on a book in the library. They want to be able to say ‘I am one of the few people who have climbed Everest, run 100 meters in under 10 seconds’ or whatever. Or they want to say ‘I am the most beautiful woman in the country’ or have the most expensive car and so on. We seek status, admiration, and respect; want to feel more important, be more intelligent, and be able to ‘drink everyone under the table’ or ‘take on all comers’. Just look at a copy of the ‘Guinness Book of Records’ to see some of the ludicrous things that people do in order to get their name in that book and be recognized as someone who has achieved dubious notoriety. Why?


  
    Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I’m not sure about the universe. Albert Einstein

  


  Most people, at any given time in their life, usually have a pretty good idea of what it is that they want. If only they could have x or reach y, that would be it . They would have achieved fulfillment, at last be contented and able to relax. They might spend large portions of the day, dreaming about these desired objects or states and devote much of their efforts working towards them by whatever means are available or likely to bear fruit. In many cases, no doubt, people live their entire lives in pursuit of their elusive aims only to die frustrated. Perhaps these are the lucky ones – at least they still have their hope! Sometimes, objectives are achieved… and then what?


  [My book ‘How to Meet Yourself (and find true happiness)’ (Ref. 71), looks at the topics of meaning, purpose and fulfillment in life. It uses the findings of sociological surveys, evolutionary psychology and western philosophy to point towards the truth and to introduce the philosophy of Advaita. For details and extracts, see:


  www.Advaita.org.uk/discourses/meet_yourself/meet_yourself.htm]


  There are not so many areas into which these most valued desires, ambitions or aims fall. Here are some general categories (some of which may overlap – and you may not always agree with the section into which I place them but it doesn’t really matter very much):


  
    	Body – I want to be healthy, thin etc; I want to run a mile in under four minutes; be beautiful – whatever that means; I don’t want to get/be old (not much we can do about that one).



    	Material – I want a Porsche; a big house in the country, with a swimming pool and a tennis court and a wood behind and at least two bathrooms and…



    	Mind/Intellect – I want to get a degree; be able to understand quantum mechanics / Picasso / Wittgenstein / The Simpsons; I want to be self-confident.



    	Emotional/Self-esteem – I want people to like me; find my soul-mate (and live happily ever after); I don’t want to be afraid of _____ (fill in your least-favorite thing); I want to write a best-selling book on Advaita philosophy and become famous.



    	Spiritual – I want to go to heaven; be a better person; see God.


  


  You will probably think that many of these, in whichever category, can be summed up by the simple sentiment ‘I want to be happy’. And this is so, though what exactly we mean by the word ‘happy’ merits some later discussion. Many people however, come to realize that most of our wants are either beyond the possibility of attainment or that, even if they are satisfied, the resulting ‘happiness’ will be short-lived. Eventually, such a seeker recognizes that all but the desires of a spiritual nature are ultimately of no consequence. It is the ‘big questions’ that really matter: Who am I? Why am I here and what should I do? What will happen to me after death? It is questions such as these that form the subject of this book. It will aim to tell you just what it is that you really want. And, if you are one of those strange individuals that wants to know the end of a book before you have even started it, it will also attempt to convince you that you already have this mysterious ‘something’ now!


  We do not really understand the true meaning of many of the words that we commonly use. In fact, we are often mis-taken – we take them amiss. We are ignor-ant – we are ignoring or turning away from the truth. We need to re-cognize , or know again, the situation for what it really is. We have to remember who we really are, i.e. put together the seemingly separate bits into the unity from which they originated. You see how it is that most of us have even forgotten the true meaning of our own language.


  We’ll begin by looking at who or what we think we are. By showing up our mistaken views we will be able quickly to dispense with some of the more basic of the wants in the list above. Some of the others are more tenacious and, in order to throw those off as well, we will have to delve more deeply into the nature of the world around us and our place in it. Along the way, we will see what (if anything) can be understood about reality itself and find out what is meant by lots of interesting things such as ignorance, truth, consciousness and action. Some deeply entrenched ideas will be challenged by questions such as: ‘can we actually choose to do anything at all?’ and ‘does it make any difference anyway?’


  The journey is full of interest and mental stimulation; is hopefully entertaining; may shatter a few sub-consciously cherished illusions; is the only worthwhile thing doing; is life. And the end may be both surprising and a tremendous relief.


  SECTION 1 – The Unreal


  2. What I am not


  
    Talk to a man about himself and he will listen for hours.

    Benjamin Disraeli

  


  When we say ‘I want…’, we think we know something about this. But who is the ‘I’ that supposedly wants them? Although you may have thought ‘of course I know who I am’, this book aims to rectify that. As you read more about the philosophy of Advaita, you will discover that things are rarely as they first appear and our true nature is very much more profound than most of us appreciate.


  You will have difficulty accepting some of the following. Some of the reasons for this are opinion, belief and habit. Your parents will have told you much; schools and universities will have added to and revised this. You may have read lots of books, containing other people’s ideas, and the media try to tell you all sorts of rubbish every day. You need to try to drop this. Do not accept anyone’s ideas or opinions – especially your own, and including mine – until you have consciously and dispassionately exercised reason and discrimination with a still mind. Do not trust your thoughts – thinking is a most dangerous pastime and should be avoided if at all possible. Remember that you have this in-built tendency to believe things without ever really having investigated them. Equally, however, you are asked not simply to take as true what is going to be said but to see for yourself what is actually the case and apply reason.


  We can never really understand our nature. A gas can dissolve in liquid but not vice versa. Similarly, the mind can understand matter and the intellect can differentiate between concepts but what I am going to call our ‘Self’ is higher than these. Though this Self can (and does) penetrate all of them, it is itself inaccessible to them. What we can do, however, is try to find out what we are not. A good policy to adopt in this study is that of Sherlock Holmes – when all has been investigated and rejected, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.


  Just think for a moment how it feels to be you. There you are, reading this book, conscious of these words, this body and this mind. This is now and seems to be real. This feeling of being ‘you’ is something that you live with from moment to moment and its quality is the most familiar sensation you have. How it felt yesterday and the day before is easily recalled. How it felt in your childhood, though less well remembered, will still be known. Of course, you were a child then but it was you who were the child, not someone else. The point to note is that this feeling, ignoring the day to day changes in physical or mental well-being and the fact of ageing, is always the same .


  Not the body


  The most common belief is that we are a body and this body harbors a separate ‘I’. We conclude that ‘I’ am born with the body and die when it dies. Yet our actual feeling is rather that we have a body than that we are a body. We know that the body is only a mass of water and chemicals and, if you think about it, it is simply irrational to believe that this is what we are. Our body is, ultimately, nothing but food (and water).


  
    Everything you see I owe to spaghetti. Sophia Loren

  


  How big/heavy is our body at birth? How big/heavy is it now? From where has that substance come? All our cells are completely replaced, so we are told, every seven years or less. Materially speaking, there can be no argument but that our bodies are what we eat. There is nowhere else from which all of this added weight can have come. So how are we able to make such a clearly unreasonable conclusion as that we are these bodies?


  The answer lies in the way we think and feel. We observe a pain in the head – we say ‘I’ have a headache. We have not learnt how to control the body in the water – we say ‘I’ cannot swim. As soon as we are able to talk, we say ‘my’ name is Tom or Sarah; ‘I’ am a boy, a girl, a man; ‘I’ am clever or stupid and so on… and on.


  Alan Watts put forward an interesting theory (Ref. 51). He recognized that most of us, if asked to say where that which we thought of as ‘ourselves’ was located, would point to the head, i.e. the brain. We tend to have the idea that we are essentially a brain, with various supporting organs and appendages such as legs to move the brain from A to B, a stomach to provide food, and so on. But suppose that our original form was a stomach. Without this, the rest would not survive very long. After eons of evolution, the stomach would eventually develop limbs so that it could move on, once the source of food was exhausted. It would develop senses, so that it could detect food more effectively, and the brain would be needed to control these additional functions.


  In the east, most people claim that their ‘seat of consciousness’ is located in the centre of the chest. But this is not to say that one is the heart, in the way we might claim to be the brain. [In fact, this is almost certainly a legacy from the past, when Indian philosophers believed that the mind was located in the heart.] Common sense seems to tell us that whatever we essentially ‘are’, this is unaffected by minor parts of the body. When we cut our nails or go to the hairdressers, we do not feel we are removing part of ourselves. Someone who loses a finger or a limb still feels herself to be the same person, even if their mobility has been restricted. Beethoven was still himself – perhaps more so – after he went deaf.


  At what point did you come into existence, at the moment of emergence from the birth canal of your mother? Or were you already ‘you’ in the womb? How early in the womb? When the fertilized egg first separated? Before then? Were you yourself even in the sperm or egg which began the development of your body? But are not all of these things simply food as well? All of the material aspects of our body, including sperm and eggs that will produce new bodies, all grow into existence as a result of food we eat. There is nothing else at this material level. Clearly we cannot be that.


  Nor should we think that what we are really is in some way connected to our genes. Our DNA is nothing more than a set of instructions for converting the food that we eat into forms of more immediate value to the body. Once the body has no further use for these, there are other sets of instructions held by bacteria and worms for converting them into other forms, which are later acted upon by plant and animal DNA – and so on… Though there is an enormous amount of intelligence invested in all these processes, there is nothing there that we can call ‘I’.


  
    When I say I live in a house and the house is leaking, I don’t mean that I am leaking. Swamini Pramananda (Ref. 81)

  


  Not the mind


  Once we have seen through the initial illusion that we are our body, the next likely port of call is to think we are the mind. Pamela Wilson, a spiritual teacher and disciple of Sri Poonja (affectionately known as Papaji and a direct pupil of Ramana Maharshi) has this to say about the mind:


  
    “What mind? Can you find it? It’s like what they say about the Mafia. You know, they call it ‘organized crime’. Everybody says ‘Well, it’s not that organized!’. So we see this grand title to a bundle of thoughts; we call it mind. We make it an object, and then we think it’s a big deal, because there’s a universal agreement that we all have them.” (Ref. 72)

  


  How often do you change your mind? As a child it is normal to have quite naïve ideas about the world. As we are educated, our outlook matures. An intelligent person can change his opinion on a given topic within a moment if a reasoned argument is presented. Even beliefs are only strongly held opinions. After all, didn’t people once genuinely believe that the earth was the center of the universe?


  And what about feelings and emotions? I am tired, and all I want to do is go to bed. Then I get a phone call from an attractive member of the opposite sex asking if I want to go to a party. Suddenly I am wide-awake and raring to go! Clearly I cannot ‘be’ these either. Anything that changes from one minute to the next cannot be this unchanging Self which we acknowledged earlier.


  Perhaps the most enduring aspect of ourselves is what we commonly call our ‘personality’. Thus some people are extraverted, others introverted. For many people, these seem to be fixed and we might be excused for thinking that this might in some way be our ‘real’ self. But it is possible to change this too. Someone who is very shy can overcome this with the help of reason, discussion and, above all, practice. Phobias can be conquered with counseling and discipline.


  We have already discounted the possibility that we could be the material of the brain. We cannot be the thoughts or ideas occurring within it either, assuming for the moment that the mind is a part of the brain. There is the process of thinking, whereby thoughts are presented to consciousness and there is an intellect or reasoning function that we could say discriminates between these thoughts and assigns relative values to them. But we feel somehow that ‘I’ think and ‘I’ discriminate by using these thinking and intellectual tools, which themselves seem to be part of the brain. It does not appear to be reasonable that we could actually be them. So what is this ‘I’ if not any of those things?


  Note that nothing has been said here about simply ‘observing’. If we just watch what is happening without thinking about it or commenting on it and without discriminating between aspects that are observed, is the mind then involved? And if not, what is the ‘I’ that is observing? Can we observe what is going on in the mind? More about this later!


  Not the ego


  
    When a man is wrapped up in himself he makes a pretty small package. John Ruskin

  


  Our ‘real self’, whatever it is, becomes associated with something very limited in various ways. This process is one of attachment or identification. In Sanskrit, it is called ahaMkAra. (These strangely spelt words, which you will see increasingly frequently throughout this book represent the Sanskrit. Sanskrit itself uses a non-Roman script that is totally unintelligible without some serious study and is also only just starting to become usable on the internet – browsers are able to display them providing that the computer has the corresponding font. However, a ‘Romanized’ equivalent representation, called ITRANS, has been around for a number of years and is widely used on the Internet, especially in email List groups etc. ITRANS allows you to show the correct spelling and pronunciation of Sanskrit words using only those letters on the keyboard that can be transmitted by the most basic software. More details about this are contained in Appendix 3. This also provides some guidance to pronunciation; e.g. the ‘M’ in ahaMkAra is actually pronounced as a guttural ‘n’.)


  ahaMkAra means the making – kAra – of the utterance ‘I’ – aham – but, in practical terms, it describes the process by which the real Self is identified with something in creation. In order to communicate meaningfully with others, we have to use the word ‘I’ but most of us do not think that we use it merely as a convenience. We believe that it refers to something unique about us as an individual; something concrete that could be pointed to or picked up, except that, if asked exactly where or what this ‘thing’ is, we begin to find it difficult to define. Moreover, we believe that we are separate, autonomous entities that do and think things in our own right. Effectively, we mis-take ourselves for something limited. It is this single act that is the root of all of our problems. As soon as we attach the basic feeling of ‘I am’ to anything at all, we create duality because if ‘I am something’ (e.g. a woman), I have simultaneously defined something that I am not – a man.


  It is as though an actor becomes so identified with the role that he is acting in a play that he goes around in his day to day life thinking the thoughts and feeling the emotions that might be felt by that role and entirely forgetting that he is an actor, merely pretending to be the role in the play. There is no reason why he should not play the part of a murderer in the matinee performance and a lover in the evening; who-he-really-is has nothing to do with either.


  In an analogous manner, Advaita says that the Self actually has ‘nothing to do with’ the world – is totally unaffected by it. What happens is that the process of ahaMkAra identifies the Self with something in creation and that ‘something’ is bound by the laws of creation. Thus, whilst it seems as if our real Self is bound, subject to misery and death, it is not really so. It is only the body that dies.


  Don’t worry if these ideas appear to be rather far-fetched. Just let them rest for the time being, rather than throwing the book out of the window. We’ll return to them in more convincing detail later… and the window will still be there.


  Not a ‘person’


  In the West, we refer to our sense of self as the ‘ego’. This word simply means ‘I’ in Latin. We don’t think that what it actually refers to changes from moment to moment. And yet: ‘I’ have a toothache refers to the body; ‘I’ think that this is all a bit far-fetched merely refers to an opinion; ‘I’ am going to read this book from cover to cover may imply a reasoned discrimination. It is not at all clear, precisely what it is to which we refer when we use the word ‘I’. In fact, as I hope to convince you in this book, the ‘ego’ does not really exist; I, as an individual ‘person’, do not exist.


  The word ‘person’ stems from the Latin ‘ per sona ’ and refers to the megaphone mask worn by actors in the Greek-Roman theatre. Since the performances were in the open air, without amplification equipment, the mask was a device through ( per ) which the sound ( sona ) was projected. Thus the word ‘person’ was never meant to refer to our true self but only to the mask that we present to others on the stage of life. It is interesting that the word has come to mean the exact opposite of what was originally meant; so that we now commonly think that we really are the mask.


  There is no such thing as a person. What we call the person is only the summation of all of the limitations with which we have identified. If you think of a pot and the space within it, we tend to think that there is a pot-shaped space occupying the pot itself. In reality, the space is totally unaffected by the pot. If the pot breaks, the space previously ‘contained in’ the pot is still there. In the same way, the Self does not occupy the person. The person is an artificial construct relating to a bundle of thoughts and feelings and some matter in a particular shape and form. Furthermore, the ego relates to all of the memories and experiences of the past and the hopes and fears for the future; it has no existence in the present moment.


  
    There is no such thing as a healthy ego any more than there is a thing called a healthy disease. Sri Poonja (Ref. 73)

  


  Recent developments in medical science, particularly in the sphere of transplant surgery and genetic cloning, suggest that, at some time in the not too distant future, a bizarre experiment might be possible:


  Suppose that, in x years time (where x = your personal prediction), becoming rather old and contemplating the prospect of dying, you decide instead to replace all of the old bits with new ones. You have become very rich and the vast expense of this process poses no obstacle. You arrange to have a series of operations over several years, during which all of your organs will be replaced by spares, specially grown for this purpose in medically farmed pigs. Some of the more personalized aspects, such as the brain, for example, you will grow from your own cells. DNA will be extracted and persuaded to produce ‘stem cells’ from which the required organs will then be grown. And so, when all of this has been completed, you feel, and look, like a new man. Or, to be strictly accurate, like a new woman, since you decided, having spent seventy years as a man, that it was time for a change.


  Now, it so happens that you earned all of your wealth by being a pop star and, as such, you had the usual following of mad groupies. Most of these, of course, tended to lose interest as you and they entered their later decades. One, however, who was also very rich, had been so obsessed with you that she had literally wanted to be you, and she did not lose interest. When she learned of your intended transformation, she saw her opportunity and arranged, by suitable financial incentives with the team of surgeons and scientists, to have all of the discarded organs, limbs and even the brain for her own use. Whenever you had new parts grafted on to the rest of your (?) body, she took the old bits and had them replace her own original parts.


  Thus it was that, at the end of many months stay in hospital, two people emerge into the sunshine one early summer’s day. The assembled media have never before seen the first person to appear – you. After all, some of the bits are seeing daylight for the first time, while the rest have not been in quite this particular configuration before. It appears to be an attractive young woman in her late twenties. The second figure is immediately recognizable as the ageing pop star, albeit somewhat the worse for wear who was seen first entering the hospital three years earlier.


  Now everyone is aware of what has happened. The first of such complete makeovers to actually take place, it has been the centre of media attention ever since it was first announced. The world has been waiting to see the results with eager anticipation. The interviewer who has been awarded the prestigious job of being the first to speak to the two transformed individuals suddenly has a profound attack of philosophical angst.


  How does he address you? How does he address the person who appears to be you? Who the hell are you anyway? If your name was Gary Baldy, does he now call you Miss Baldy? And what about the person who was a woman but now not only looks like you but whose body and brain are literally those that used to be yours? Is she still Miss Gloria Love or is she now Mr. Love or is she now Mister Baldy?


  If such a procedure ever does take place, what will happen to your perception of who you are? Obviously you will start out being you and, as odd organs or limbs are replaced, there is no reason to suspect that you will start to feel alien in any way. After all, many people have had some degree of transplant surgery without any such identity crisis. Many people suppose that a change would happen if the brain were replaced. You would enter the unconsciousness of anesthesia being ‘you’ and wake up being – what: the identity of the donor? But what if the brain were replaced in parts, with tissue grown from your own DNA?


  When stem cells are grown and injected into the damaged area of the brain, healthy brain tissue begins to grow back to replace the dead. Thus, in a progressive way, one assumes that ‘old’, imperfectly functioning parts of the brain could be deliberately burnt out by a well-aimed laser beam and new stem cells injected to grow back into brand new cells. These could be quickly trained to perform their required function with the full vitality of the original young cells. In this way, at no time would you be without a brain at all and your full identity could be retained. Or would it?


  And what of Gloria, who is now the proud possessor of your cast-off brain, not to mention all of the other parts. What of her identity? If she has your brain, will she in fact be you, in some real sense?


  Here you are, looking into a mirror after your transformation, and saying to yourself: “What does it mean to be me? Here I am looking at this hand. It is my hand. Is it a part of ‘me’? Clearly not. I have now had it replaced by a spare part but I am still ‘I’. Similarly as regards every other part of this body, including the brain, which is completely new, even though grown from my own DNA. Am I then only my memory? Do I still have a full set of memories after these operations? Let’s suppose I do. We’ll suppose that they reside in particular molecular configurations of proteins in parts of the brain. Let’s allow that, because the brain was replaced a bit at a time, anything lost from one part was regenerated in one of the new bits before an old bit, containing the last legitimate traces, was taken out. So, although they are not ‘original’ memories, they are a bona fide reconstruction of them.


  “But if this is all that I am, then Gloria must be even more ‘me’ than I am, since she now has the ‘original’ memories, in the complete, original brain. And, if that is how it works, Gloria is actually now dead, since her brain was scrapped when mine was substituted.”


  With this line of reasoning, though, what happens when someone suffers amnesia? Do they effectively cease to exist? And so we could go on; this sort of speculation throws up no end of seemingly strange questions about what it means to be ‘me’; about who in actuality ‘I’ am.


  Attachment in general


  Before looking in more detail at what it is that we actually are talking about when we refer to ‘I’, let’s have a closer look at this process of ‘attachment’ or ‘identification’. This question of who we are has been of interest to philosophers, east and west, probably ever since man was able to think about anything other than where his next meal was coming from. The French philosopher Descartes, notorious for his seriously introspective cogitations, attempted to discover something about which we could be absolutely sure and concluded that ‘I think, therefore I exist’.


  The Scottish philosopher David Hume also considered the problem a century later. He was skeptical of Descartes’ findings and made his own attempts to find some irreducible ‘self’ of which he could be certain. He decided that he could find no such thing. He wrote that mankind “is nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and movement” . (In this, he would probably have felt accord with the yogachAra Buddhist philosophers who said much the same thing over a thousand years before this.)


  In effect, he was saying that, whenever he attempted to look for ‘himself’ he could only find thoughts, feelings and perceptions; never a ‘self’ that is the perceiver, feeler and thinker. And so he concluded that there was no such thing. A contemporary of Hume, Thomas Reid, hit the nail on the head when he wrote: “A person is something indivisible… My thoughts, and actions, and feelings, change every moment; they have no continued, but a successive existence; but that self or I, to which they belong, is permanent, and has the same relation to all the succeeding thoughts, actions and feelings which I call mine” .


  But Hume would have none of this and persisted in his skeptical view. One feels one wants to get hold of him and shake him and say: “Yes, when you look, all that you find are thoughts, feelings and perceptions but who is it who finds this? What is the ‘who’ that is doing the looking?”


  In fact, one way of considering this entire problem is to ask yourself: “Who or what is it that says ‘I’ when I make all these statements?” Clearly it is not the body speaking – the larynx does not originate the speech of its own volition. The mind is a tool that I use to work things out. The senses are instruments that I use. And so on. I can negate all of these things – what am I then left with?


  What normally happens to us all of the time is that we ‘latch on to’ some object, role or idea and believe that it, or some combination of these things, somehow defines us as a separate entity. We actually come to accept that we are this body because it feels pain when it is injured or satisfaction when it has had a good meal and we identify with those feelings. It seems alien even to talk about it in this way – we prefer to think that ‘I’ have had a good meal, not that ‘the body’ has. We would never say ‘this body has a toothache’, for example, and most listeners would look at us very strangely if we did. Similarly, we say ‘I am a teacher’, not that our professional role is that of a teacher. We might concede that the latter is the true situation, since we would accept that we could leave that job and change to a less frustrating career. If the role in question is that of a father however, we might insist that ‘ I am actually a father’ and that this is not something that I am able to change. But, here, it is quite likely that you are also a ‘son’, if your own father is still alive. So that you can see that the role is a relative one only (no pun intended).


  It is fundamental to the practical side of this philosophy that we cannot be that which we observe. We see an object across the room. It is clearly separated from us by space; therefore we cannot be it. If we can see our body, we are in one place as it were, looking at a material thing in another place; we cannot be it. We see thoughts arising and the mind playing with these, if we are in a still, meditative state; therefore we cannot be those thoughts or that mind.


  A role, too, is only an idea in mind. Consider what we mean by the word ‘teacher’. We associate groups of ideas, such as taking responsibility for a child in loco parentis ; working in a building with lots of other children; transmitting information on a particular subject to a group of children of similar academic standards and so on. These ideas, together with many others, are associated with the single word ‘teacher’, for the sake of convenience. I may indeed perform such activities and it is true that it is much easier to use this single word than to attempt to describe all of the various tasks that I routinely carry out. But though I may say colloquially that ‘I am a teacher’, I should also be aware that this is quite untrue.


  Whatever we can see objectively, we cannot be that. This applies just as much to the idea of a role, that is actually a group of concepts in the mind, as to a physical object that we believe to exist on the other side of the room. Indeed, this is another argument to explain how it is that our real Self must forever elude the mind. We can never know it as an object simply because it is always the subject.


  It is total misconception to think that ‘we’ are inside our bodies or inside a mind in the brain – this is another one of those examples of the usual way of thinking being the exact opposite of the way things really are. The related objects, feelings and thoughts arise in our consciousness, not the other way round.


  Confusion of Self with ego


  Francis Lucille, a present-day enlightened teacher, uses the analogy of the eye to help see the problem more clearly. The eye can never see itself, even though it is the organ of sight. It can see a reflection in a mirror or an image in a photograph but never directly perceive itself. But this is not to say it doesn’t exist, for without it we would see nothing at all. Similarly, the ‘I’ is responsible for all awareness but can never be directly aware of itself as an object of awareness. This is not to say it does not exist – I would have to exist in order to deny this existence! Without it there would be no consciousness and, if there is one thing of which you are absolutely certain, without reference to any past experience or knowledge, it is that you exist; that you are conscious.


  On those probably very rare occasions when everything is totally silent; when your eyes are closed so you can see nothing; when there is complete peace outside and not a sound to be heard; when your mind is still, disturbed by not a flicker of a thought; who is the witness of this silence?


  But how can it be that we could possibly ‘overlook’ something so fundamental as our real Self? Listen to the story of the tenth man. On the face of it, it is a very silly and obvious story with nothing useful to tell us. And so I thought for a long time – I understood it but somehow the full import hadn’t clicked. When it does, it is really quite profound and sobering.


  There is a party of ten men travelling together to a distant village in a remote and rugged area. They encounter a swollen river, which they are obliged to cross. They join hands and begin the perilous crossing but inevitably they lose their footing in the strong current and have to swim. Much later and wetter, they reassemble on the opposite bank. As each counts the number of men who have arrived, they can only find nine and conclude that one of their number has drowned.


  As they are bemoaning their loss, a monk passes by and asks them what the matter is. They explain and, quickly assessing the situation, he recognizes their mistake. He asks them to line up and, taking a stick, he hits the first man once, the second twice and so on down the line, counting out the number aloud each time. Reaching the end, he hits the last man ten times and calls out ‘ten’. What had happened, of course, is that each man had counted the others but forgotten to count himself, and so had only reached nine.


  The reason for the total number is significant, each standing for an element in the ‘makeup’ of Man. Note that this is as it was understood in ancient times – don’t let any modern scientific hang-up about this distract you from the fundamental profundity of the story. (The first nine are made up of the five elements of gross matter – earth, water, air, fire and ether – together with the four subtle elements of mind: the part responsible for discursive thought, called ( manas ); the part responsible for memory amongst other things, called chitta ; the intellectual, discriminating part, called buddhi and the ego ( ahaMkAra ).). The whole point of the story, however, is that we always forget the tenth, which is, of course, the true Self, known in Sanskrit as Atman (when we are speaking about it in a ‘personal’ sense) or brahman (in a general or ‘universal’ sense). Who is the one who witnesses the silence?


  Wei Wu Wei has added an amusing extra part to this story – see http://sentient.org/past/wei-wu-wei.html. (Contrary to any impression given by the name, Wei Wu Wei was an Irish Sage, real name Terence Grey, who died in 1987. He took his name from the Taoist term ‘wu wei’, which means ‘non-action’. There is a web site devoted to him and his works – ‘The Wei Wu Wei Archives’ – at http://www.weiwuwei.8k.com/). His version says that, even after hitting them all on the head and getting them to call out the number, they still did not understand how it was that each of them had only counted up to nine. When, after the monk had gone on his way they recounted, they still only found nine and still believed one had died. Sometime later, one of them went to the river to get some water to drink. Bending down he saw his reflection and called out to the others saying he had found the drowned man.


  Each of them came in turn and, looking into the water, saw the drowned tenth man, though it was too dangerous to try to pull him out. Later, the monk, returning from his journey, found the men holding a funeral for their lost friend. The bemused monk then told them then that, since each had seen his own dead face in the river and they had each mourned the death of all of the others, they were all now well and truly dead. Upon hearing this they were all instantly enlightened!


  Rudyard Kipling wrote a story explaining how it was that the Gods, fearing man’s imminent realization of his own divinity, hid man’s godhead somewhere where he would never find it – inside himself. One of the Upanishads, called the Katha ( kaThopaniShad ), somewhat older than this, says the same thing (Ch. 4, Vs 1 - 4):


  
    God created the senses pointing outward. Therefore one sees the outside world, not into one’s own nature. A wise man, wishing to be immortal, turns his eyes within and sees the real Self.


    The ignorant follow their desires and fall into the outspread trap of Death. Instead the wise, knowing the imperishable Self, do not look for satisfaction in this world of impermanence.


    Only through this Self does one know form, taste, smells, sounds, sensations and sensual pleasures. What else is there in this world that remains unknown? This is truly that Self.


    The wise man grieves no more, having realized the great, all-pervading Self, by which he discovers both the end of dreaming and the end of waking.

  


  (The Upanishads are books that were mostly written a long time ago, up to several thousand years BC. There are around 108 of them today, though there was once many more, and each forms part of one of the four ‘Vedas’ – huge tomes containing stories, hymns, instructions on how to behave and some of the most profound philosophy ever written. More will be said on them later but expect to see quite a few references to them as we proceed.)


  It is incredible how rarely we actually consider our real Self. In practically all that we do and think, when we speak of ‘I’ we are really referring to the ego, that illusory aspect of our true nature. It can only speak from habit and stale opinion, from memory, from the past. The Self is alive and fresh in every moment, if only this could be recognized.


  In fact, there are just a few moments when most of us will have had direct access to this. The most common, perhaps, is upon awakening from deep sleep in the morning. Occasionally we may experience what might be called a ‘pure feeling of existence’, containing none of the limitations normally associated with our consciousness. Unfortunately, this is usually superseded immediately by a sense of panic, as the ego fights to re-establish its hold: “Where am I? What day is it?”


  Other than this, the moments when we reconnect with our true nature seem to be very few and far between. They are short-lived and cannot be generated at will, being triggered by something quite outside the ego and its domain. Suddenly, the attention opens right out; everything is vibrantly alive as if an old black and white film is transformed into three dimensional color and Dolby surround sound. The small, insignificant prison of the ego dissolves into a universe and there is a certainty that this is the true reality. And then it is gone, leaving only a memory which, however, stays with us forever.


  The Self exists; the ego doesn’t in reality . We shouldn’t think of ourselves as a ‘thinker’, ‘feeler’, ‘doer’ or ‘enjoyer’. All of these things ‘happen’ on the stage of this play of life but the Self is not any of them. (In fact, it would be better thought of as the stage itself, on which they appear.) Without it there could be none of these, yet it neither does nor is any of them itself. It is rather like electricity, which can power a refrigerator without getting cold, a heater without getting warm or a fan without moving. But this is only a very poor metaphor! The mind will try to grasp the Self as a concept and fail. Just don’t let this bother you. In fact, if you notice this frustration, that is good. It is the ego that is getting frustrated and you have spotted it in action. It is precisely through learning more about its games that some understanding can be gained and, in theory at least, its dominion reduced.


  The above has been a ‘taster’ for what follows. It is almost certain that, if this is the first time you have encountered such ideas, you will be feeling a bit overwhelmed and not a little skeptical. It will be a general policy to introduce these radical concepts gradually, so we’ll take a break now and continue to look at who we really are in chapter 17 ‘The Nature of the Self’.


  3. Nature of man


  Hierarchy – minerals, plants, animals, man


  What exactly do we mean by the ‘nature’ of man and what is his place in the apparent scheme of things? We have ridiculed the concept of a ‘person’ and stated flatly that the ego does not really exist, yet have implied that there is something else defining us. Well, for the moment we are talking about how things appear to be, rather than how they actually are. This distinction is crucial and will be discussed in depth in the third section of the book. As far as our practical experience is concerned, the so-called ‘relative’ or ‘empirical’ level of existence, it appears that there are lots of things on this earth and they appear to differ from one another in very clear ways. So let’s pursue this for a while and humor ourselves.


  There seems to be a progression of awareness and intelligence in the world around us. The hierarchy could be defined as: – minerals – plants – animals – man. E. F. Schumacher describes this excellently in his ‘A Guide for the Perplexed’ (Ref. 52). He says that stones seem to have no awareness and no control over their environment; in fact scientists might well say that they have no life .


  Plants grow and reproduce; they have acquired this characteristic of life , whatever it is. They take in nutrients from their surroundings; they grow and eventually die , after which they take on the characteristics of minerals. They have limited awareness in that they can respond to some outside stimuli such as light but they do this in an automatic, preconditioned manner.


  Animals seem to have a new property, called consciousness , which plants did not have. They are able to ‘lose’ this, for example under an anesthetic, in which situation they revert to the plant-like behavior. They appear to exercise limited choice – e.g. whether to eat, move or sleep. But their overall behavior is well defined and they cannot act in a manner that transcends that boundary. Thus a lion will never become a vegetarian; a deer will be timid and a tiger aggressive – they are driven by their instincts. They are clearly aware of others and of their environment but only to the extent that it impinges on basic aspects of their existence, such as survival and reproduction.


  
    We talk of wild animals, but the wildest animal is man. G. K. Chesterton

  


  The behavior of man is vastly more complex and much more difficult to generalize. There are aggressive men and timid ones and they sometimes revert to the category of animals, as far as their behavior is concerned. The key difference, however, seems to be that man has acquired yet another new characteristic – that of self-awareness . He is conscious of being conscious and can examine and investigate this in an objective way. He is also able to change his nature to some degree, given the right conditions, incentives and so on. He appears to be able to choose to behave in ways contrary to those that might be thought instinctual. He is aware of (or postulates) aspects far beyond the capability of the animal, such as beauty and truth and can choose to follow these even though to do so might conflict with survival. It is this ‘self-awareness’ which is both his supreme achievement and his downfall. On the one hand, it enables him to realize his true nature; on the other hand it causes him to judge himself, to perceive limitations and strive mistakenly all his life to overcome them. His humanity can lead to ultimate freedom but all too often brings him misery and apparent bondage.


  Science, complex and sophisticated though it has become, successfully addresses only the first of these essentially discontinuous levels of existence. There have certainly been attempts to investigated the nature of consciousness but none have been (nor could ever be) successful. The reason for this is simply that there would always be a subject investigating an object. The subject is never accessible to objective investigation, by definition. Some scientists even try to explain away life and consciousness as mere side effects of evolution of the material. It is left to philosophy to try to make sense of it all.


  Also, science is only concerned with trying to discover ‘causes’ for the various ‘effects’ that we see in the entire universe. But it will be seen later that the nature of reality is beyond cause and effect, time and space and so could never be amenable to investigation in this way.


  The three ‘Qualities’ of nature


  There is a scheme in Indian philosophies that is helpful in looking at the different ‘levels’ of existence, though it is quite alien to Western systems of thought. It applies to the entire universe, living or inanimate. In its most extreme form, this method says that everything in Nature is made up of three constituents called guNa-s ( guNa ). Everything contains these three guNa-s but in varying proportions and the relative proportions determine the nature of the thing. They are what the system calls subtle elements in that the senses (or science) are unable to perceive them yet they are nevertheless ‘responsible for’ the behavior in the gross world. This extreme form of the idea, in which matter is believed literally to be constituted of these guNa-s , is held by the philosophy called Sankhya ( sAMkhya ). This is a dualistic philosophy, separating reality into spirit ( puruSha ) and matter ( prakRRiti or pradhAna ). Advaita does not support this belief but instead holds that the guNa-s are ‘attributes’ or ‘qualities’ only; matter is only a form of the non-dual Brahman.


  As you read on, you will realize that there is nothing mystical about them, even though they clearly cannot fit into a modern, scientific ethos. Indeed, we can make use of the principle very quickly, after first hearing about it. Even should you remain skeptical about whether there is any ‘truth’ in it, you will find the concept useful. This is especially so when talking about such things as how you feel, what the atmosphere in a room is like and so on – as long as the person to whom you are speaking has also met the terms.


  The ‘lowest’ of the three guNa-s is called tamas . Minerals exhibit almost only this property. It has the characteristics of dullness, ignorance and inaction. When it predominates in a person, he is lazy, careless and stupid with a very narrow outlook on life, dogmatic and egocentric, often dwelling in the dead past.


  rajas is the guNa that is related to activity. Thus plants have a little of this but to nowhere near the extent of animals. In a person, rajas is associated with emotional behavior, desire-driven activity and passion, deriving pleasure from money and material gains. Successful businessmen are driven by rajas , constantly seeking new goals and worrying about future outcomes.


  sattva is the highest of the guNa-s . Only in man can it be exhibited to a large degree. It is associated with knowledge, peace, wisdom and spirituality. A man whose nature is predominantly sattvic ( sAttvika ) is free from attachments to the world and its concomitant miseries and excitements. He seeks out truth and knowledge and allows these, rather than his own selfish motives, to dictate the way in which he lives his life, in harmony with the rest of nature. Only when this guNa predominates is there a chance of seeing how things really are.


  Note that all three guNa-s play an essential role in creation and should not be regarded as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ in that sense. What is being said is that it is necessary to cultivate sattva and suppress tamas in one’s own nature if one is to progress on a spiritual path and reach the truth.


  Animals tend to be naturally tamasic ( tAmasika ), only becoming active in order to acquire food or to mate. They are driven by instinct. In order to overcome tamas in ourselves, we need to get up and do something – rajas can eliminate tamas . Over a period, sattva can be cultivated through stillness, meditation, study and reflection and so on. This sequence is the evolution of man from animal towards God, the highest state being attained when he realizes his true nature as being beyond the guNa .


  The ‘covering’ of our true nature


  If our true nature is not apparent on the surface, then it follows that this must somehow be covered over. The first chapter looked at some of the ways in which we might do this. For example, we see our bodies and think that we are them. The body-idea is effectively a covering of our real nature. Thus, someone who is born with an inherited disease will very likely believe that ‘they’ are limited in a particular way and this belief will predispose them to behave in a particular way. Genetic traits are regarded as ‘nature’ as opposed to the cultural/parental/educational influences, which are treated as ‘nurture’ influences but the latter, too, can effectively obscure our real nature. As an example of the second type, someone brought up by parents who steal for a living may tend to act similarly and justify it to themselves as acceptable behavior.


  (Note that the idea of ‘covering’ is only a metaphor. It will be seen in the final section of the book that who-we-really-are is not covered over by anything.)


  Sheaths or layers of identification


  It has been noted above that ‘I’, the real Self, identifies with the body for example, with the end result that I think I am the body. There is a system in Vedantic literature that describes these various layers of identification. They are referred to as ‘sheaths’ (Sanskrit kosha ) which cover over our true essence. But, although the literal meaning of the term may be the scabbard that covers a dagger or sword, this is not a good metaphor. A better one is the famous rope-snake metaphor, in which we mistake a rope for a snake.


  The first of these layers – the grossest and the one with which we first tend to identify – is the body. This is referred to as the sheath made of food ( annamayakosha ). The body is born, grows old, dies and decays back into the food from which it originally came (well, food for worms anyway) but this has nothing to do with the real Self, which is much closer than hand or skin.


  The second layer is called the ‘vital sheath’ or sheath made of breath ( prANamayakosha ). Hindu mythology refers to the air as breathing life into the body. We might call it the vital force by means of which the body is animated and actions are performed. Although this force derives from the Self, as indeed everything does, it is not the Self. We each of us tend to believe that we are somehow immortal. Although we acknowledge that the body must eventually die we feel that there is this animating force which will survive that death. This is the identification with the vital sheath.


  The next layer is the mental sheath consisting of the thinking mind and the organs of perception ( manomayakosha ). This is the part of the mental makeup responsible for transmitting information from the ‘outside world’ but which usually gets up to mischief that is really none of its business, i.e. thinking and trying to understand everything. The Sanskrit word for this ‘organ’ of mind is manas , as we have already seen. This is probably the sheath with which most of us identify.


  Beyond this, however, there is the higher faculty of mind, responsible for discrimination, recognizing truth or falsehood, real or unreal, without recourse to mundane things like thought and memory. In silence, it knows without needing to think. We might call this the intellect; Sanskrit calls it buddhi . It is responsible for such judgments as Solomon’s in respect of the two mothers claiming the same child. He suggested sawing the baby in two and giving half to each woman. Supposedly the false mother agreed to this while the real mother said that the other woman could have the child. This is the intellectual sheath, ( vij~nAnamayakosha ).


  Some readers who meditate may have been fortunate enough to experience moments of the most profound peace and silence, when the mind is completely absent and a feeling of deep contentment can be felt. It might be thought that this is the state of realization for which we are aiming, if only it could be maintained. Instead it lasts mere minutes or, very rarely hours for a few dedicated ascetics. But no, this is just another state, albeit perhaps a desirable and blissful one. We are still observing it and therefore cannot be it. It is the final sheath, called appropriately enough the ‘Bliss’ sheath ( Anandamayakosha ). Because of its supremely blissful nature, it is the most difficult of the sheaths to transcend.


  What we truly are, then, is the ‘Real Self’ or simply ‘Self’ with a capital ‘S’ as it will be called in this book. But, through identification with these various layers or sheaths, this Self is obscured. It is like water contained in a colored glass bottle. The water itself seems to take on the color of the glass, though it is itself colorless.


  Behavioral tendencies


  These are called vAsanA-s in Sanskrit, literally meaning ‘wishing’ or ‘desiring’ but used in Advaita in the sense of the sub-conscious or latent tendencies in one’s nature that will have their way eventually, like it or not. (Note that we tend to add ‘-s’ to an ITRANS representation of a Sanskrit word when we want it to be in the plural. Obviously the actual plural in Sanskrit does not end in an ‘s’.) Edward de Bono, of ‘lateral thinking’ fame describes a model that is helpful in thinking about this (Ref. 53). If you take some jello (jelly), solidified and turned out onto a plate, and you trickle very hot water onto the top, it will run off onto the plate and leave behind a faint channel where the hot water melted the jello. If you now pour more hot water, it will tend to run into the same channels as before, since these offer the line of least resistance, and deepen the channels. If this is done repeatedly, very deep channels will form and it will become difficult, if not impossible, to get the water to run anywhere else. The equivalent of an entrenched habit has been formed.


  This tendency to act in a certain way, in a given situation, is called a vAsanA . The less aware we are at the moment of action, the more likely it is that we will act in that way. If we are alert in the moment, with our intellect able to discriminate between alternative courses of action, then it is possible that the innate tendency may be overcome. Just as the channels in the jello have been formed by the earlier pouring on of water, so our vAsanA-s are formed by our past actions.
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