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“Why should the mind be burdened with opinions at all,
 with what you think about this or that person, or book,
 or idea? Why shouldn’t the mind be empty? 
Only when it is empty can it see clearly.”

— J. Krishnamurti, The Only Revolution
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Earlier in my life, I read many wonderful, informative books about what is possible for us. I was inspired and enlightened by them. But in each case, the inspiration faded, and I was essentially left in the same place I started—with only a little more intellectual understanding, and a stronger belief that I should somehow be “different” as a result of having that information. But I wasn’t different in any significant way. I still wasn’t able to be the person I felt I was capable of being. I didn’t know how to be that person, and none of the books I read helped much.

I knew I wanted something more. I knew I was not happy and wanted to be happy. I knew I was tied in knots and wanted to be free. I knew I was suffering and wanted not to suffer. But I did not know how.

My own awareness practice has been devoted to putting into words the process, the how. For years I did not put my name on the books I wrote because I didn’t want people to focus on me as a personality, but rather, to focus on the practice. I did not tell the story of my own search for fear that those reading it would simply use it as one more unhelpful comparison. However, that way of doing things merely separated me from those with whom I actually wanted to connect.

This book is my best effort to lay out in a step-by-step format the process that will take you from where you are to where you want to be. Elements of my story appear throughout the book to illustrate the fact that waking up, letting go of what is keeping one stuck, and stepping free of the misery of the past is available to each of us—regardless of our circumstances. We all struggle, and life is challenging for everyone. Yet each of us has everything we need to overcome whatever obstacles we encounter. Anyone can do it; it just takes willingness and practice.
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“Whether one is Catholic, or a Muslim, or Hindu, or
 a Communist, the propaganda of a hundred, two hundred, or five
 thousand years is part of [the] verbal structure of images which
 goes to make up our consciousness. We are conditioned by what
 we eat, by the economic pressures, by the culture and society in
 which we live. We are that culture, we are that society. Merely
 to revolt against it is to revolt against ourselves. If you rebel
 against yourself, not knowing what you are, your rebellion is
 utterly wasted. But to be aware, without condemnation, of what
 you are—such awareness brings about action which is entirely
 different from the action of a reformer or a revolutionary.”


— J. Krishnamurti
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INTRODUCTION:
A New Direction

Where I’ve Come From

In 1944, on my first birthday, my father lay in the hospital with a brain tumor. The doctors knew they had to operate if he was to have any chance at all, but they had no confidence that he would survive the surgery. “We just don’t know, Mrs. Philbrook,” they told my frantic mother. “This is experimental surgery, and we cannot give you a guarantee about the outcome.”

My mother would leave that hospital and take a bus across town to where my brother, age three, lay in another hospital, so thin that his knees and elbows looked like doorknobs held together with lengths of bone, huge red sores all over his emaciated body. “We just don’t know, Mrs. Philbrook,” the doctors there told her. “We’ve done all the tests, but we don’t know what’s wrong.”

Then my mother would come back to care for me. I don’t know what arrangements she made for my care in her absence; I only know what she told me later—how at that early stage in my life, I seemed to experience the misery of abandonment. Unable to explain the terrible demands on her life at that time, Mother would rock me and sob. She was only 30 years old, facing widowhood and the death of her oldest child—and pregnant with her third baby.

Only a few years before, my maternal grandmother had committed suicide. Her alcoholic husband, my grandfather, had taken a job in Needles, California, one of the hottest places on the planet. My grandmother, her body covered with the eczema that had plagued her all her life, simply couldn’t face the prospect of month after month of 100- to115-degree weather. One morning when the family had left for work and school, she put a rifle to her chest and pulled the trigger. Finally, my grandfather stopped drinking.
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Thirty years later, I woke up in a hospital room two weeks after putting a rifle to my midsection and pulling the trigger. I opened my eyes and finally managed to focus on what turned out to be a man leaning over me. He was the surgeon who had saved my life. Dangling from his lips was a cigarette containing the longest ash I had ever seen. I was fascinated by that ash, watching it move up and down, back and forth, as he talked, wondering when it would fall, wondering if he had dropped one of those ashes inside me as he was sewing me up.

“I don’t know how you lived through this,” he announced, with a great deal of energy that sounded to me like anger. “That bullet should have killed you. I would suggest that you find out why you’re alive.” He saved my life in the operating room, but much more significantly, I know that he saved my life with that terse speech.

No one had ever spoken to me in that way. I was familiar with getting information—with strong feelings attached—that I should do or be something because it benefited the person giving the information. But this clearly wasn’t to benefit him. This was to benefit me.

Lying in that hospital bed, I began thinking, through a haze of morphine, about what the surgeon had said. I had spent my whole life trying to do what people wanted me to do, failing miserably. It may not have seemed so to others, but I really had put forward my best effort to fit in.
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I was learning disabled, but that was before the term became common, back in the days when intelligent kids not doing well in school were said to have a “bad attitude.” I don’t think I ever got a report card that didn’t say, “Cheryl is not working up to her potential.” I can remember sitting at the kitchen table night after night trying to do math problems, unable to get them right, and finally throwing the book across the room in frustration. Then the teacher would send home a note that said, “Cheryl isn’t trying.” I gave up on teachers, school, education, and experts in general. I gave up on the system, but I never quit trying.

I had received all the right messages about how I should go to school, get good grades, go to a good college, get a good job, meet the right guy, get married, have kids, bring them up, and save money for retirement. But I couldn’t believe that people really thought that was all there was to life. I had noticed—and therefore could not imagine that others had not noticed—that we human beings have some pretty big problems in front of us—problems that make retirement look like nothing. Here we are rocketing around in space on this clod of dirt. We don’t know how we got here, what we’re doing here, where we’re going, or what’s going to happen to us. Hasn’t anyone noticed that?

I got really nervous when I realized that if people had noticed, they didn’t seem to express the concern that I thought the situation warranted. You’re going to die! I don’t care how much money you make or save, you’re going to die!

I was clearly the odd person out—this was before the 1960s—and it seemed in my best interest to try to get going in the same general direction as the crowd. I went on to college, but lost what little enthusiasm I had for that venture when my mother died. I was 18. I had already met a guy—maybe not the right guy, but at least a right enough guy, so we got married and started the requisite family.

When I began to suspect that what was wrong with me was manic depression and learned that that disorder runs in families, a good number of things fell into place. I realized that in addition to the difficulties life had handed her, my mother must have been dealing with this debilitating condition. I felt great sympathy for my grandmother’s inability to face such a dismal future. I could see that my uncle’s alcoholism masked his depression. I realized that my aunt’s compulsive eating was her way of dealing with her depression. We were a depression “stream” going back as far as anyone could remember. When I looked at the various ways in which my family had chosen to handle our “problem,” I decided that my grandmother had had the best idea.
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As I lay in that hospital bed, it occurred to me that although I had put a lot of effort into doing what I was supposed to do, what I had never tried to do was be happy. I had worked so very hard to do the things that people implied would lead to happiness, but I had never been happy. I had been angry, guilty, sad, confused, and overwhelmed—but never happy. I decided to see if I could be.

I wanted to know two things: how other people handled this “rocketing around on a clod of dirt” situation, and how people managed to be happy in spite of the uncertainty of life. I thought that the world of philosophy would be a good place to begin.

I read philosophy from the Greeks to the present, and I found a lot of interesting ideas and pertinent questions. But it was clear that ultimately they were in the same boat with me: They did not know how things worked, and they did not seem all that happy with what they supposedly did know. I phrase it in that way because it was obvious to me that there was an awful lot of speculation passing for knowledge.

My next stop was the world of religion. Having been raised without any religious background, religion had always fascinated me. In my early teens, I badgered friends to take me along to the churches their parents made them attend. Only one of my friends was sincere about her religion and went to church by choice. I was intrigued by that, and I admired the way she lived from her beliefs. I wished I could be that way but knew I could not make myself believe, no matter how hard I tried. I was deeply disappointed, because I wanted to believe.

Soon I left Western religion behind and went looking toward the East. My first stop was India and the aphorisms of Patanjali. Wonderful, but nothing I was moved to pursue. With the Sufis, while I loved the poetry and could sense the wisdom, I didn’t feel inclined to go deeper.

Buddhism seemed the strangest of all—although the story of the Buddha did sound a lot like the story of Jesus, just without the “Son of God” aspect. Again, parts of it were attractive, but I couldn’t imagine believing it.

A little book by D. T. Suzuki introduced me to Zen. I had read references to this practice and had a sense of its mystery, but I had never encountered it directly. When I picked up that book and read the first paragraph, my breath quickened. As I began the second paragraph, I realized that I had stopped breathing; I was holding my breath. My heart was beating fast—I was excited, thrilled, high. I raced on, my hands trembling. Never had I experienced anything like it. It dawned on me that I had no idea what the author was talking about! But I knew he knew what he was talking about, and I knew he knew what I wanted to know. Yes! That was what I’d been looking for!

But—now what? How to proceed? Would I need to go to Japan?

As it turned out, in that wonderfully weird way of life at some points, there was a Zen monastery less than 25 miles from where I lived. In the early 1970s, when there were only a handful of Zen monasteries in the country, and only a few books on the subject in English, how could there be a Zen monastery a few miles up the road from the podunk village where I was living? I have always filed that remarkable circumstance under “Blessings abound.”

From the moment I walked onto the monastery property and met the Zen master who became my teacher, I never wanted to do anything with my life except practice awareness. The practice of awareness has changed my life, put an end to my suffering—and has brought me the happiness I sought.
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My passion for Zen, for awareness, has only grown over the years. I owe my life to this practice, and my life is dedicated to assisting anyone who chooses to practice for themselves the process of awakening and putting an end to suffering.

In this book, I have attempted to present the necessary steps in that process, as well as articulate the attitude of mind required for the journey. I will describe significant junctures in my own journey, the points at which these various steps became available to me. I will also share with you stories of others who have followed this path and have managed to extricate themselves from the ignorance and delusion that had kept them in the bondage of suffering.

I invite you to join me on this journey. If you follow the process outlined here, I can promise you this: It will work. My start in life was as inauspicious as that of anyone who will be attempting the journey, and if I can reach a place of freedom, anyone can. People meet me today and think that life has always been easy for me. They assume that I didn’t have to go through the kinds of life problems they face. No matter how often I tell them that I have, indeed, “been there,” all they can see is the person I am today. I assure you I have taken each painful, terrifying step along this path to reach the place where I am now, and I have great confidence that if I am graced with more years on this planet, I will have the opportunity to take many more such steps.

Life is a process. If we learn to enjoy the process, life is an enjoyable journey. If we remain in ignorance and delusion, life is filled with suffering. There is nothing to fear in awareness. Awareness only makes life better.

And here is the greatest secret I can offer you: If you go through life with someone who loves you, who sympathizes with you, and who has compassion for your struggles, life will be a joy-filled, exciting adventure. We each have within us what it takes to be the wise, compassionate, loving presence we have wished and longed for. The Buddha said, “You must work out your own salvation diligently.” We each need to be saved, and we each are that which can save us. This is not something to wish for, to hope for, or even to believe in. This is an actual moment-bymoment experience that is available to all of us. More than that: It is our birthright.

So, with this book, I offer to others the basic elements in the awareness practice that has so profoundly changed my life. I invite you to take an active role in the process of developing a deeper, clearer awareness of how you operate in life—and how to go beyond what prevents you from having and being what you want.

Wanting to Change

If you are like most people, you have decided to read this book because you want to change. There is something different you want to do or have or be or get.

We are socially engineered creatures, and trying to be different is what we do. We want to be thinner, fitter, richer, more generous, less anxious; we want to work less, complete projects, learn new skills, feel more excitement, forgive the past, let go of a habit, have more enthusiasm, feel loved, be more loving, be more energetic, be content, be in love, be happy, enjoy life more—fill in whatever it is that you want to change about your life. Attempting to gain control of ourselves, our lives, and even the lives of others is a human obsession. Of course it’s not an accident that we’re obsessed with change and control. As children, we learned early and often that how we are, as we are, is not okay. We are subjected to social engineering in the form of conditioning, because as we were when we arrived, we were not acceptable to society.

My image for our struggle to see ourselves clearly, to recognize who we are and what we have been taught, to let go of the erroneous and extraneous, and learn to accept ourselves, is “socks in a washer.” All those socks are so intertwined, going every which way, that they’re impossible to sort out. If you want any clarity on those socks, you need to separate them, pull them away from one another, and lay them out. As soon as you do so, you can see which is which and what goes with what. The same is true for the tangled ball of conditioned beliefs, assumptions, aspects of the personality, and unexamined projections that each of us has learned to call “I.”

We tend to be spectators more than participants. Sports, movies, television, and Internet surfing encourage us to sit back, relax, and be entertained. The process of bringing conscious, compassionate awareness to a socially conditioned life, however, definitely requires active audience participation. A strictly intellectual understanding of the process of life is as meaningful as an intellectual understanding of flying or parenting. If you want to take full advantage of the impulse that caused you to pick this book up, I strongly encourage you to do all the work as suggested.
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In addition to teaching this process in workshops, meditation retreats, and at our Zen Monastery Practice Center, recently I also offered the opportunity for a large number of people to participate in two daily e-mail workshops, one ten months in duration, the other two months. These workshops were “interactive” in a low-tech sort of way—that is, people would read what was e-mailed to them each day, respond if they wished, and some of those responses would be made available for the other participants. Many of the personal accounts included in this book are from those workshops, along with questions, observations, and stories from other students I have worked with (all names have been changed). I hope their words, as well as mine, will encourage you to question, observe, and respond for yourself as a way of making this practice your own.

Language for the Journey

As with any foray into foreign territory, it can be helpful to learn the language of the natives. In this practice, you will encounter terms and phrasing that differ from customary patterns of expression. We intentionally use language in these ways to make certain points. At first it can sound like jargon, but I ask you to keep this in mind: We are searching for words that will communicate that which is outside our normal way of perceiving. If we use the same old words, we are stuck with the same old meanings, and that leaves us in the same old places. To draw our attention to a new and different perception, we use words that help catapult us out of the habitual world of everyday reality and into the fresh, awake, aliveness of the present moment.

Conditioning: The internal programming by which an individual is turned into a person who will fit into a given culture. The conditioning process is initiated (usually unconsciously) by a child’s primary caregivers, and continued and supported by family members, institutions, and society at large.

Examples:

• Conditioning is complete when a person knows what to think, how to feel, what to do, how to act—and is unlikely to question that knowledge.

• A conditioned response to disapproval is to assume one is at fault.

Egocentricity (or ego): Literally, “I” as the center; the sense of a separate self resulting from the process of social conditioning; the subjective “I” that is in relation to the “objective” universe (the question of objectivity is addressed in the text).

Examples:

• Egocentricity perpetuates the belief that one’s survival must be assured, no matter what the cost to others.

• Fear always arises from egocentricity.

• Egocentric is often used to modify conditioning.

• Egocentric conditioning produces the feeling that “I” is alone.

(In the way we use language here, saying “‘I’ is . . .” is a way of indicating that the “I” is an illusory viewpoint rather than the center of the universe that it believes itself to be.)

Suffering: The experience of being caught in the illusory world of separateness. Suffering can range from mild discomfort to abject misery; sometimes it is defined as dissatisfaction, in the broadest sense.

Examples:

• After practicing meditation for several months, Tom realized that even when things seemed to be going well, he experienced a constant if subtle level of suffering.

• This practice enables us to free ourselves from the world of suffering.

Subpersonality: An aspect of the illusory separate self, a persona, one of many such aspects that make up the personality. Subpersonalities are split off from the primary identity as a child encounters obstacles and is conditioned to deal with them in socially approved ways.

Examples:

• Johnny was afraid of the dark as a child, and as a result, he developed a superhero subpersonality who is afraid of nothing.

• Through the day, we move through numerous sub-personalities, without necessarily being aware of how appropriate each one is to the actual situation we are in.

Center: The present moment, here and now; the experience of being fully with what is. When we are centered, there is a sense of ease, completeness, belonging, well-being, a larger perspective in which the illusion of separateness is dispelled.

Examples:

• When Bob and Sally stepped back from their roles as adversaries and into center, they could each see alternative solutions for their shared problem.

• At center, there is nothing wrong.

Disidentification: The movement out of a subpersonality into center.

Examples:

• Disidentification involves taking a step back, seeing what part of our conditioning we are identified with, and choosing to be present instead.

• While driving to work, Janet suddenly disidentified from the “good daughter” image and became aware of how much effort that role required.

• Disidentification can also be the movement from one identity into another.

• Rick is “just one of the guys” as long as happy hour lasts, then he goes home, disidentifies, and assumes the role of “Mr. Domestic.”

Projection: Attributing to others qualities in oneself (usually qualities that are not recognized or are difficult to acknowledge).

Examples:

• A person whose conditioning includes intense concern about a given subject—tidiness, punctuality, looks, money—is likely to project that other people make judgments based on the same degree of concern.

• In awareness practice, it is important to become aware of one’s projections.

Some of the terms you will find in this book are familiar from psychology. Our use of those terms is likely to be different, in subtle but profoundly important ways. I would encourage you to pay close attention to those differences rather than assuming that you already know the meaning of such words. If you encounter terms or usages that you do not understand, keep reading, with an eye on allowing yourself to discover the experience within that the words point to. This in itself is a most helpful approach as we undertake this journey into awareness.

Two Possibilities

People live in one of two worlds. The first of these is ordinary reality, which consists almost entirely of an idea of how things should be, based on an imaginary past and future. The second world is the present moment of oneness with everything that is.

The ordinary reality is illusory. It is created through the process we call egocentric conditioning, by which we come to experience ourselves as separate from everything else. Egocentric conditioning is all that stands between you and what you are seeking.

Most of us live most of our lives within the conditioned reality of egocentricity. That means that, at any given moment, we are suffering to some degree from a belief that life is not as it should be, that there is something wrong. From that sense arise fear, worry, insecurity, resentment, criticism of others, self-criticism, tension, boredom, indulgence, guilt, blame, shame, confusion, and all other forms of misery and dissatisfaction.

In rare moments, we are present, here and now, not identified with an egocentric, conditioned, illusory belief in a separate self, but experiencing the ease, well-being, sufficiency, openness, acceptance, expansiveness, compassion, and even joy of nonseparateness. Such experiences tend to be brief; through tiny gaps in the near-constant barrage of messages from egocentricity, we glimpse the world in which nothing is wrong.

The awareness practice presented in this book enables us to learn which of these realities we are inhabiting, and how to move from one to the other.
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It is not possible to stop suffering from within the world of suffering. Imagine this: You walk from the light into a dark house, down a dark hall, into a room with no windows or other sources of light, and you stand in the middle of it, ranting and raving about the darkness, hating the dark and yourself for being in it, despairing that it will never be different, wondering what’s wrong with you for being there, and trying to figure out what to do. That is a pretty good image of what it’s like to live in egocentric conditioning. Now, picture walking out of that room, down the hall, out of the house, and into the light. That is a pretty good image of the freedom that comes with awareness practice. We can walk out of that dark room anytime we choose.

Leaving that room is the choice we must make if we wish to end suffering—and it is imperative that we realize that choice is available only in the light. That is why we meditate. (Actually, we meditate not so much to enable us to walk out of that room into the light, but so that we can learn to recognize that we are in the room and eventually not go unconscious and walk into that house in the first place—but such distinctions are down the road a bit.)

The process we will work with here is extraordinarily subtle. I am going to ask you to learn to question your every assumption, everything you think you know. Your “koan” (a spiritual riddle, in the Zen tradition, that cannot be answered intellectually) is “Do I know that?” When, through a burst of intuitive knowing, you have successfully answered that koan, the next one will be, “How do I know that?”

Through this process, we learn to approach every moment of life without assumption, to cultivate a completely fresh awareness. If I hear a voice in my head say, “I’m not an artist,” rather than experiencing a reaction to that statement and assuming that the reaction means the statement is true—because the voice has always said that and I have always believed it—I am going to question that voice. I will ask myself questions designed to enable me to examine the situation more carefully. “Is that true? How do I know that’s true? What if it’s not true? What does it mean if it is true? What would it mean if it weren’t true? How did I get this information? Who is defining the terms? Who is setting the standards? How can I test this?”

The mind that asks these questions is open, inquiring, curious, alive, and free. Our purpose here is to bring conscious awareness to our moment-by-moment experience in order to see through and beyond the ways in which we have been conditioned, and to step free of what it is that causes us to suffer.

An Issue to Work With

Let’s begin by selecting something you want to change in your life. Think of a problem you’re currently having, a way in which you wish you were different, a circumstance that you can’t seem to get out of, a behavior that is not leading you where you want to go, an orientation to life that is getting in your way, or something you’ve been trying to let go of but just can’t seem to turn loose. What you’re looking for is a quality or a behavior or an attitude or a habit. Choose something that has been around for a good while, something you’ve been working on, something you’re familiar with and continue to be dissatisfied about.

Give yourself as much time as you need to identify the issue.

This will be an issue that you use to practice awareness with as you go through this book. Pick just one issue. You will be learning a process that you can apply to any situation, but focusing on a single small issue in these exercises will make it easier to grasp each step as you untangle the problem.

Go over the issue in your mind as thoroughly as you can. See yourself as you are when you are in the throes of this situation. Take your time. It would be most helpful if you write down an overview of the problem or verbalize it into a tape recorder.

Personal Survey on Change

When you have completed your overview, carefully and thoroughly answer these questions:

• What would you like to do or have or be or get that is different? (In other words, what is the problem? What exactly would you like to change?)

• What makes this a problem? Is it that you don’t like it, or that others don’t like it? How do you know it is a problem?

• How long has this been an issue in your life?

• Is there anyone else involved?

• What have you done about this issue in the past?

• How has what you have done affected the problem? What has worked? What has not worked?

• What would it mean for you to change this? How would you be different? How would your life be different? How would you/your life be better? Worse?

• What stops you from having what you want?

Before going any further, I want to ask you to turn your attention to a subtle but crucially important point. When answering questions like these, it is very likely that your conditioning will immediately come into play—in ways that will prevent you from gaining anything from the exercise and keep you from making any changes.

First of all, conditioning may manifest as resistance. If you find yourself suddenly realizing that you have more important things to do than this exercise, or thinking that this is silly and probably won’t work, or discovering that the issue you chose to work with really is not a problem after all, you just might want to consider that those are common forms of unconscious resistance to change.

Conditioning also manifests in less obvious ways. For instance, let’s say I realize that I said something insensitive to a friend. Simply appreciating that insight will enable me to bring clearer awareness to future interactions with my friend, and thus, be more sensitive in that relationship. But my conditioning may be to respond to that insight with something such as, “See what kind of person you are? You are cruel and hateful. You’d better watch out or you won’t have any friends at all.” The implication is that without conditioning to monitor, control, and punish my behavior, I will be a horrible person. In fact, it can be argued that conditioning is doing everything it can to prevent the insights that would free me from the conditioned survival responses that are causing (in this case) my insensitive behavior.

Becoming aware of how conditioning blocks change is so important that, at the risk of sounding repetitious, I am going to draw it to your attention at the end of each personal survey.

Remember: You are seeking greater awareness about this issue in order to better see the ways in which you have been conditioned. Your conditioning is not the same as your true self. Be careful not to allow your conditioning to use your awareness against you.

While doing this work, you will learn to see where you are, where you want to go, what you need to do to get from point to point, and most important of all, what stops you.

Now, I recognize that a lot of people don’t want to do the work involved in learning these things. It’s much more appealing to read a book, get some information, and congratulate yourself on your intellectual understanding. However, as most of us know from long experience, reading books does not change how we operate, and acquiring information does not develop a skill. You cannot learn ballet dancing from a book. You cannot learn to sing from a book. You cannot learn to swim from a book. You can fit information about those things into your conditioning, but until you actually begin practicing those pliés and singing those scales and swimming those strokes, you will have learned nothing truly new.

Only the moment-by-moment awareness practice that enables you to see through your social conditioning will allow you to be where you want to be. I will walk you through the process, and you can practice the various steps.

This is not an intellectual process. If you read the book but don’t do the steps, nothing will happen for you. Then, awareness practice will be filed under “One more thing that doesn’t work,” and you will fail to notice that you never actually did it.

Keep in mind that everything is part of the process. As long as you don’t quit, you are still participating. In fact, it can be argued that quitting can be part of the process, another step to explore, a detour rather than an end. One of my books is titled How You Do Anything Is How You Do Everything—which is true. If you really want to know how you are you, simply pay attention to everything, believe nothing, and don’t take anything personally. Everything is a clue. Every resistance, every little bit of miserable conditioning, every cry of helpless victimization brings you a gift of clarity, wisdom, and compassion. Don’t miss any of it.

Are you ready to begin?

Seeing into the Issue

To demonstrate how this process works, each chapter will provide questions for you to consider with respect to the issue you have chosen. The sample issue we will use is wanting to work for myself and not doing it. Substitute your own issue, and let’s begin our exploration.

I want to [work for myself].

Working for myself feels like an important goal, but I never seem to make much progress in realizing it. When I mention it, people offer reasonable, concrete, even exciting suggestions for how I can make it happen. I need to have clear goals, they tell me. I need to be sure that this is an authentic ambition. I need to find support. I need to have a mentor. I need to be disciplined. I need to take certain steps each day. All these are excellent ideas for solving my problem. I can see exactly what I need to do to achieve my goal of working for myself.

But my immediate problem is this: I don’t do those things. I don’t act on the good advice of my friends. Day after day goes by without my taking any of the steps that I know I need to take in order to work for myself. I have made resolutions, called myself names, punished myself—and nothing changes. I feel completely frustrated, a failure. What can I do?

Often the answer to that question is, “Try harder. If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” But when you’ve tried and tried and tried, done everything you know how to do over and over, and still gotten nowhere, the thought of trying yet again just leaves you demoralized.

I would like to suggest looking in a completely different direction. Meanwhile, here are some questions for your consideration:

• Do you think you are the only person with this kind of difficulty?

• Have you ever known or heard of anyone who had an issue they could not seem to resolve? Is your problem worse than theirs?

• If you had a friend in this situation, what would you advise?

The next chapter is about going into, through, and beyond what stands between us and what we want.
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ILLUSION:
Between Us and What We Want

As we embark on this practice of awareness, it can be helpful to consider this: To move from where we are to where we want to be is a single step. Now, the difficulty is that that step takes us outside the illusion that we have always thought of as life, which can be a very threatening idea. But let me offer a different perspective.

Imagine the experience of a newborn infant. Imagine not being able to discriminate sights, sounds, smells, and sensation; not knowing what anything is or what anything means or how things go together; and having no idea who people are, or what is good, bad, right, wrong, helpful, or dangerous. Picture not only not knowing that you are you, but not even knowing that you are a you. Imagine that there is nothing “other,” no one “else.” Everything is one big, undifferentiated “this” with no “that”: no separation, no spaces, no end of me and beginning of you—just “we.” Everything is equal. Everything is the same. All is one. Now, think about your reality, and consider for a moment that everything you have experienced in your life since you were an infant—the entire universe as you know it—is a systematically conditioned program of beliefs and assumptions that you have been taught.

That, in fact, is what has happened to each of us. Conditioning is the term we use to refer to this process.

Conditioning is possible only because human beings have the unique ability to experience themselves as separate from life. It’s possible for a human being to be physically in one reality and mentally in another. This ability is the wonder and the curse of humanity.

To understand this, we must go back to one of our most fundamental assumptions about life. The popular way of looking at birth is that a new life comes into being. But a baby is not a new life; it is a new form. Life is. Being is. It does not come and go; our perceptions come and go, and particular forms come and go. This is an extremely important point: It is this unexamined, false assumption that life begins and ends that perpetuates the illusion of a self that is separate from life. And that illusion is the origin of our suffering.

A baby is born out of life and into a context. Very soon, the interaction of the baby with its context begins a process of creating and maintaining the illusion of an individual identity that continues for most people until the dissolution of the body.

How the Illusion Is Created

A human being possesses the ability to remember and discriminate. This means that we can learn to see one thing as separate and distinct from another, and we can hold a picture of that thing in our mind or store that picture in our memory in order to apply it at another time. As soon as possible, a child is taught how to relate to the environment the family considers reality. (Currently there is an effort to begin the conditioning process in the womb by reading, talking, and playing music to the fetus.) Over and over, information is repeated to the baby: who a certain person is; what we call that person; what this object is; what that object is for; how we feel about this (ummmm, good!); how we feel about that (yuck, dirty!); and, through it all, unspoken information is transmitted about what all this means. The child is rewarded (with approval) for the right response, and punished (approval withheld) for the wrong response.

Regardless of the circumstances, the conditioning process, if not the content, develops along the same lines for all of us. The content, the particulars, vary. In one family, orderliness (or spontaneity or discipline or emotional expressiveness or whatever) is encouraged, while in another, it is scorned. In some families, one parent holds one view, and the other parent holds the opposite view. In some cases, a particular kind of behavior is encouraged in certain circumstances and not in others. The process, though— how conditioning is accomplished—is the same: What is conducive to survival of the individual is adopted, and what threatens the survival of the individual is avoided.

We must keep in mind that a child has no information other than that which is provided by the environment. A child lacks any social network or access to a larger perspective, and so has no chance to ask around. Many adults believe that children know how they are expected to behave, and even accuse children of knowing (“He does that because he knows it annoys me”), but children only have the information they have been given, directly or indirectly.

“Eat your vegetables; people are starving.” What in the world does that mean? What message are we meant to derive from that? As a small child, I don’t know that there are people other than the ones I’ve seen. I don’t know that there are other countries. What is a country? I don’t know what starving means. I don’t know what eating my vegetables has to do with anything—with growth, with health, or with money. I’ve never not had food. I don’t know what gratitude is, let alone that it might be associated with getting stuff. All I understand is the idea that not eating what’s on your plate makes you a bad person in the eyes of the people around you. Eating everything is really important. (And many of us are still trying to meet that standard.) Here is the point to keep in mind: Children cannot allow their survival to rest with an unknown. If a message is not clear, the child learns to make up meaning from what the message sounds like or feels like or seems like.

This is why we cannot predict how a child will be affected by a particular circumstance. For instance, father’s way of communicating his displeasure is to yell and wave his arms around. One child is terrified and spends a lifetime in dread of a man raising his voice. Another child responds by egging Dad on, and takes that pattern into the rest of life, pushing people until they yell. (As an aside, it’s common to see parents threatening children who seem not to take the threats seriously. If threats of punishment are used to control the behavior of a small child, the parent is in a rough spot when the child learns that the parent can’t or won’t follow through on the threat. I remember thinking as a child, What are they going to do, kill me? From that moment on, I only followed those rules I chose to adhere to.)
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I use examples, metaphors, and analogies to attempt to communicate the very difficult notion of social conditioning. Often people hear the example and respond with something such as, “Oh, that never happened to me,” and the conclusion they reach is that they must not have been conditioned. No, no, no. We all have been conditioned, and we are all living out that conditioning.

Here is the difficulty as I see it: Finding differences serves egocentricity in a way that finding similarities does not. Therefore, we are always conditioned to see the differences between everything and to compare. It is considered a mark of intelligence to be able to perceive the most subtle differences. In some situations, this is useful, but in general, certainly in human relations, it is a huge cause of suffering. If people focused on the similarities between people, war would be impossible. Instead, people focus on relatively small differences and then hate and kill one another over those differences. They speak a different language. They have a different skin color. They worship a different God. They worship God in a different way. They believe something we don’t believe. These are small differences when we consider that all people have language, all people have skin, most people worship, and everyone on Earth believes different things (even those who want to believe that they share the same beliefs as those around them).

Egocentricity has its life in being other, different, and separate. It thrives on struggle, conflict, and strife. Egocentricity wants to find the point of disagreement in everything. So, when an example is given—Jill’s mother, always wishing she could have been a nightclub singer, forced Jill to take singing lessons, with the result that now Jill will barely speak—see if you can avoid the conditioned temptation to think, Wow, my mom never made me take anything. Guess this doesn’t apply to me. Instead, look to see what did happen in your youth. Did you wish you could have lessons, but your family couldn’t afford them? Did you have lessons and love them? What were you forced to do? Can you see how being forced to do something in childhood has caused you to avoid it in adulthood? Do you find yourself holding beliefs about the value of teaching children certain skills whether or not the child wants to participate? Do parents have the right to force children? Are there things you were not required to do that you now regret not being able to do?

There are no absolutely correct answers to these questions. However, each answer will reveal our conditioning. That is, every reaction we have can tell us something about ourselves if we pay attention. Please keep in mind that I am not saying that parents are doing anything wrong. Social conditioning is something that each of us has received and each of us continues to do to ourselves, to one another, and to all children. There is no fault or blame. Until we see where we are, there is no hope of going anywhere else.

How the Illusion Is Transmitted

In discussions of this perspective on social conditioning, parents tend to become alarmed and want to know how they can avoid doing to their children what was done to them. My response is that our children learn who we are, not what we try to teach them. The old expression, “Do as I say, not as I do,” is necessary precisely because reality is the very opposite. Children do as we do, not as we say. As long as our way of being is dictated by the social conditioning we received, we will automatically pass that same conditioning along to our children, like an infectious disease. The only way we can cease to transmit the harmful aspects of our own early conditioning is to recognize it in ourselves and consciously let it go.

A father told me about observing his three-year-old son in a fit of frustration. The child had a look of such disgusted impatience on his face that the father was alarmed. It was not a look that anyone would wish to see on an innocent young face. There was nothing that the father could do except attempt to support the boy in his endeavors, and dissuade him from what appeared to be a very harsh judgment of himself, but the incident troubled the father nonetheless. A few weeks later, the father was in his own fit of frustration, and in one of those moments of insight for which we can be grateful, he felt his face twisted into the same disgusted impatience he had seen on his little boy. The child, watching his father to see how a human being operates, had mimicked his father’s frustration just as he might imitate his father’s walk, speech, or way of dressing.

Similarly, when my daughter was six years old, I became aware that she had a slightly arrogant, sarcastic tone to her way of speaking that was not at all attractive in such a small child. As with the father in the preceding story, I saw in a flash of intuitive understanding that my daughter talked the way she heard her mother talk—and I realized that that manner of speech was not attractive in me either. Fortunately, she soon grew out of it. Her mother is making progress.

We fail to realize that children miss nothing. Before the process of social conditioning, the child naturally looks inward for information—seeing the world with fresh, clear eyes that have not yet been taught to see only certain things in certain ways and not to see other things at all. Like little sponges, they take in everything, exactly as is, unfiltered. Children don’t play by our conditioned rules of it not being acceptable to see certain things and so pretending not to. When a child’s comments are not threatening to adult reality, they are seen as cute and charming. When, however, those comments require the adult to glimpse, consciously or unconsciously, an unconditioned reality behind the conditioned reality, the child will elicit disapproval, or even rejection.

How the Illusion Is Maintained

Each person in a parental role (mother/father/aunt/uncle/ grandparent/foster parent) makes this sort of agreement with a child: I am your caregiver, and if you please me, if you are the way I want you to be, if you do what I say (to validate my worldview), I will love you and give you everything you need, or at the very least, keep you alive. In an attempt to keep up their end of the bargain—and please the person in whose hands survival rests—children learn to turn away from themselves and choose what the caregiver says over their own experience. The child agrees: If you will care for me and see that my needs are met, I will give you authority over my life.

For example, as your mother, I tell you not to lie. Yet when you point out how fat Aunt Ethel is, I respond in horror and let you know that there is something really wrong with you for saying such a thing. At every family gathering Uncle Ed passes out in his soup, reeking of whiskey, and you’re told he’s not feeling well. When you learn to say, as he lands in the soup, that Uncle Ed is not feeling well, you get a lot of acceptance. In the same way, little Joey learns that he doesn’t like dolls, and little Jill learns to shriek when Joey pulls a frog out of his pocket—and the whole family breathes a collective sigh of relief. Social conditioning is firmly in place, and all is right with the world.

Again and again, as children, we receive information telling us that those around us are involved in a complicated “arrangement” and that we need to figure out what to do and not to do, what to say and not to say, how to be and not to be within that arrangement, without letting on that we are aware of it. As children, we each made that agreement to please an external authority who would meet all our needs—and for each of us it was a bad deal. Why? Because regardless of how loving and committed and well intentioned they may be, no person can meet the essential needs of another. No one can replace the authentic self of someone else. Once we leave ourselves, we are bound to suffer, until we return to our own authenticity.

When the conditioning process has been completed, around the age of seven or eight (according, I’m told, to both modern psychology and traditional Roman Catholic thinking), we have learned to refer to the world of social rules for information rather than referring to ourselves in the unconditioned reality of the present moment. We no longer look to our body and emotions and intuition to tell us how to respond; we look to what we’ve been conditioned to believe we should do. What have I been told?

What should I feel? What is the right way to behave under these circumstances? What is the right answer?

Postures

Our beliefs, assumptions, opinions, standards, concepts, and judgments are what we call “postures.” These postures define us and distinguish us from others.

Because we believe so strongly in the “truth” of our opinions, and because we so desperately cling to the notion that there is a “right” answer, we constantly look toward the people who know, the authorities, the ones with the right information. We forget— we have been taught and are encouraged to forget—that no one knows anything. What we think of as the givens of life are all fabrications of our conditioned minds. It all seems logical, it makes us feel more secure, and we believe it. We convince ourselves and one another. We dislike, reject, punish, and sometimes kill those who do not agree. Often we learn later that there is new information, a new opinion, a better idea, a truer belief, and we begin the process of adjusting to the new reality. It doesn’t seem to bother people that we are convinced and fervently believe something that turns out to be false; it’s the process of believing that seems to be essential. Believing something makes people feel secure, even when they know, deep down, that it is not true.

Our postures may serve the aims of society, but they do not serve our purpose here. We are attempting to bring conscious awareness to our moment-by-moment experience. To judge what we see as good or bad derails our efforts to see what is. If what I see is viewed as unacceptable, the result is that I learn not to see what is so, in a misguided attempt to make myself believe I am the way I’ve been taught I should be. But lying to myself does not change the way I am. Lying to myself is lying to myself, and if I’m fooling myself, I’m compounding the problem.

Meaning

Clinging to our beliefs about what things mean is how we avoid seeing that those meanings aren’t true. Most of us are terrified of questioning the validity of those meanings, because that involves going against our internal programming, which we think keeps us safe. But not examining the hidden meanings prevents us from addressing the issues in our lives that cause us to suffer.

For instance, I think that if I take more than is considered my share, I might be seen as selfish, and being selfish means I am a bad person. But does it? Taking “more than my share” doesn’t mean anything except that I am a person who on this occasion took more than what was considered (by someone) “my share.”

Doing acts identified as “kind” does not make you a good person; it does not even mean you are kind. Doing kind acts makes you a person who is currently doing what someone has labeled “kind acts.” Having a lot of money does not make you greedy; you are simply a person who has a lot of money. Yelling at the kids does not make you a bad parent, it makes you a parent who is yelling at the kids.

When we can separate behaviors from all the “meanings” that define a person, we can sort them into groups and address each for what it is, like sorting the socks. I cannot look with fresh eyes at my relationship with money as long as I am busy either defending myself against, or identifying myself with, a label of “greedy.” I cannot have an uncluttered view into my relationship with food as long as I see myself as an undisciplined, indulgent pig. I will not be able to get past the label long enough to be able to find any clarity about the issue.

This is an extremely subtle and enormously important point. What would the issues of your life look like if none of them meant anything?

I am not saying that the issues are unimportant. I am not suggesting that they should be ignored. I am simply suggesting that an issue will never be seen for what it is, and the solution to the problem will never be apparent, as long as we are stuck focusing on the erroneous and irrelevant baggage of meaning that has gotten attached to it.

A common analogy to this process can be found in our government. A bill is introduced for consideration by legislators. Certain interests want the bill to become law, and to make sure that will happen, they are willing to overlook a lot that they don’t agree with. That opens the door for others to attach irrelevant pieces of legislation to it that they want, with the result being that the whole bundle, irrelevancies and all, is passed into law. Attaching meaning works in a similar way in our lives. Social conditioning involves tagging all sorts of irrelevant meanings onto behavior. The resulting bundle of patterned, programmed thoughts, feelings, and actions is a conditioned human being.

The Social Program

In fact, everything in the world of conditioning is made up. We must be programmed to believe what we believe, because otherwise we would never conclude, for example, that people are more or less important based on their income, looks, religion, skin color, sexual orientation, education, or occupation. To a young child, those are irrelevancies. Babies clearly know and express what is important to them: being in a congenial temperature, with full tummies and dry clothes. If the body is comfortable, everything is fine. If the body is not comfortable, they let us know. As long as comfort is provided, they are perfectly all right; they have no opinions about the “value” of the provider of that comfort. All of the information about comparative importance and worth, better and worse, every basis for judgment—which supports the illusion of being separate that is the cause of our suffering—is added slowly, moment by moment, as the child grows.

If we can grasp that the world we have been taught to see is made up, and grasp that we have been socially engineered to fit into it and perpetuate it, why can’t we just accept that and turn to what is real? Because to most people, allowing that perception to slip in would be as threatening as the earth dropping out from under us, leaving us to fall helplessly through space.

What is there to hold on to if what we have been taught to believe is not the truth? What do we believe? What can we trust? What is going to happen to us? We wouldn’t know who to be, what to do, or how to act. Without our conditioned reality to tell us what’s what, the world would be in chaos and we would be out of control. Even when there is that nagging suspicion that the whole thing is made up, people would rather deny that possibility and believe what is not real than face the anxiety and insecurity of admitting that nobody knows.

Here is something I received from someone struggling with selfishness, selflessness, and judgment. As you read this, see if you can become aware of socially conditioned patterns within yourself that are similar to or different from Charlotte’s.

CHARLOTTE

I’m jealous of friends and acquaintances who (seemingly) receive love and money unconditionally from their families without having given or sacrificed for them I feel I have given and have not received. This is especially so in my having taken care of elderly neighbors whose grown children did not help when it was needed. I see the children as selfish (in not taking time to visit their parents). I was not selfish. I was good. I did what they should have done.

I know I am judging. But I don’t understand how my seeing their lack of care (selfishness, which is provable in a reality check) makes me selfish. Because I see selfishness doesn’t mean I am selfish, does it? To recognize it means I know that behavior. So I own it, saying I, too, have been selfish, am selfish sometimes. So we are alike. Seeing that, I should feel compassion for them and not judge them.

But I’m jealous, and I’m unhappy about that. I don’t approve of being jealous. I feel small. I’m angry that I cared for their parents, then they come along and never say even a thank you, inherit all the money and stuff, and go on their way. It’s not the money that bothers me, I don’t think. It’s that I sacrificed (so maybe I didn’t care for them in my heart?); and now I feel deprived, jealous, and miserable.

I get jealous over other deprivation issues: people with families, grandchildren, good health, money, confidence. It’s the jealousy I want to get rid of in my life. It’s daily, and I suffer with it. Then I hear I should just let go of this jealousy.

So, where am I? Am I missing the point?
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The part of us that holds a conditioned belief is not going to give it up willingly. A part—in this case the part of you that holds beliefs about selfishness, about who is and who isn’t selfish, about what does and does not constitute selfish behavior—will cling to an identification with your conditioning—not in spite of the suffering created by those beliefs, but because of the suffering created by those beliefs. This is a perfect example of the world of conditioned illusion, or delusion. The stage is set: Life is this way, people should be this way, people who are the way they should be are good and will be rewarded, people who are not the way they should be are bad and will be punished. It may sound familiar—but none of it was ever true.

“I don’t understand how my seeing their lack of care (selfishness, which is provable in a reality check) makes me selfish.” Ah, the subtleties. First of all, was there a reality check? Consulting our conditioned views for verification of our conditioned views and getting a verification is not a reality check. The critical piece we have to grasp is that our conditioned view of the world is simply our conditioned view of the world. We can find others whose views are the same, but that just means that our conditioning is the same; it doesn’t mean that we’re right or that our view is “true.”

“I see a person as selfish.” Well, where does that idea come from? It comes from my conditioned standard of selfishness. That person’s behavior doesn’t meet my standard. That’s all.

Now, here is the kicker. The reason that this is such an issue for me (speaking as the person who is focused on selfishness) is that all of my life I’ve been twisting myself into knots, trying not to act out of my “selfish” impulses. If I didn’t have such strong prohibitions against certain behaviors, I would be acting exactly as these other people are—maybe more so. But I cannot. I am simply not allowed, and, therefore, I cannot stand it when they are allowed to act the way I would act but cannot. Of course I feel jealous. They are getting to have what I am not allowed to have.

Seeking Safety Through Punishment

Even though as individuals we may chafe against the external controls of society, the belief that punishment makes people behave is so strong that the idea of removing it is intolerable. We tell ourselves that we are afraid of what “they” might do if they weren’t being controlled. A closer look, however, will show us that this is pure projection—we are afraid of being uncontrolled ourselves.

We have been deeply conditioned to believe that punishment is what makes people good and keeps them that way. From childhood on, we have been taught that left to ourselves, without someone to watch over us and punish us, we will be bad. This is small-child thinking, but most people still operate from it. With the completion of social conditioning, each individual is charged with doing their own watching, monitoring, and punishing. Guilt is good, says social conditioning. Without it, you would be selfish, lazy, and indulgent. You would do bad things, and without feeling guilty, there would be nothing to stop you.

When questioned about these beliefs, people often try to hide behind the old idea that children need to be conditioned for their own safety. Consider this: A child picks up an expensive object that she has been told not to pick up. “Put that down right now! Shame on you. You’re a bad girl.” Sound familiar? There may be no danger at all to the child—the danger is to the adult. The adult is protecting himself and a worldview. The adult has projected all sorts of meaning and value onto the object and does not want to lose that object, and by extension, that value and meaning. Is the child bad for picking it up? Should she be ashamed? Is there anything the matter with her? Of course not, but it is an essential, unconscious message from the adult: “Do as I tell you, because when you look only to yourself, you get it wrong, and you do bad and shameful things.”

I can hear someone saying, “But what about physical safety? Should we let our children just run into the street in front of cars?” Obviously not. What is it about not looking before going into the street that makes a child bad? It is true that a child is not able to think ahead, not able to comprehend danger, injury, or death, and therefore must be protected. But making children feel that they are bad because they cannot comprehend complex ideas such as danger, injury, and death seems flawed. The child is ignorant of a larger picture, but not bad.

A Parallel Reality and the Land of “Should”

As stated earlier, with our ability to discriminate and remember, human beings are able to appear to live in two worlds at once. The difficulty with this sleight of hand is that people don’t realize that they are merging what is real with what is imaginary. A simple example: I have decided to accompany my husband to a business conference so we can have some time together without the kids. Instead of the romantic interlude I have imagined, I am abandoned in a strange city while he schmoozes with the guys. I wail, “I should have known this wouldn’t work. I should never have come on this trip. I should have stayed home and painted the kitchen.”

How can I make myself so miserable? Because I have the ability to remember and discriminate. I imagine the time that I want to spend with my partner. I can see it so vividly in my mind that I fail to notice that it is absolute fiction, all made up, and does not exist anywhere except in my mind. Then I get attached to that illusion. In my mind, it is real, and there is no room for anything else. I go over the dream, fill in the details, embellish it—we’ll go there, I’ll wear this, he’ll say that, and we’ll be so happy together. I don’t need to tell him any of it because I assume he is sharing my reality. Alas, he has been doing the same process, except that in his version, he is the star. He’ll meet so-and-so and say such-and-such, and they’ll have a drink and make a deal. . . .

Once the social conditioning process is complete, we live almost exclusively in the parallel reality of how things should be. Life as it actually is often appears to be an annoying, unfair interruption of our pursuit of life. In life as it should be, I get what I want, people do what I want, things are easy, lights are green, traffic flows smoothly, people are polite and helpful, what I want to buy is on sale, things never break, my loved ones are happy and well and successful and adore me, and I am attractive and financially secure forever. How do I know that’s how life should be? It’s so obvious! I see it—when something goes “wrong,” I can see how it should have been. How do I know I believe that’s how life should be? I can tell by how upset I am when life isn’t that way.

Attempted Escape (an aside)

Many of us reached a point in adolescence when we made a last-ditch effort not to succumb to what we clearly saw as the craziness of the adult world. Adults were phony, hypocritical, deluded, and out of touch with reality. “I’m not going to be like that!” we asserted. By that time we were already conditioned. Our reaction to what we saw around us was merely to go in the opposite direction, to the other side of the duality. “If adults value tidiness, I’ll be a slob,” says the rebellious adolescent. “If they think healthy eating is important, I’ll eat junk. They think drugs are dangerous, so I will take drugs. They think I should work toward the future they value, so I will do the opposite.”

Individuals caught on this seesaw do not see that they are not free at all—they are just as trapped, just as deluded as adults. The adult says yes, the adolescent says no, and they are stuck at opposite ends of the same continuum. Most of us have passed the point where rebelling loses its charm, whereupon we decided that the adult world of conditioned reality is what we want after all. As if that were a choice. . . .

There is no freedom in doing the opposite. Freedom lies in moving easily along the whole continuum, as appropriate—and that choice is possible only when we have stepped out of the illusion altogether.

Dualism

The structure of our illusory, conditioned reality is maintained by dualism. As we grow in conditioning, we are taught an overwhelming list of qualities and characteristics that are desirable and that we must exemplify if we are to be good, bright, and acceptable (which may explain why so many people feel overwhelmed by life). We are taught an equal and opposite list of qualities and characteristics that are undesirable and that we must never be or do because then we would be bad, wrong, and unacceptable.
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		strong
good
right
kind
kind
selfless
smart
successful	weak
bad
wrong
wrong
selfish
selfish
a failure	




We could go on filling in pairs indefinitely. Life consists of good/bad, right/wrong, night/day, black/white, us/them, me/you. The cruelty of this is that we are not all given the same list; we are not taught the relationship between the two sides; we are not taught how. How do you get to success? How do you know when the goal has been achieved? How long does the success last? How do you relate to its coming to an end? How does success relate to failure? How do you handle failure?

The physical world we live in is not dualistic, it is a continuum. Night does not at some point stop being night and suddenly become a separate, distinct, other thing called day. They are each an aspect of one thing. We live our lives in day-nights.

Unfortunately, most of us have been conditioned to cling to each side of a continuum while attempting to push away the other. Day is positive, night is negative. In fact, just as there is no night without day, and no day without night, there can be no good without bad, no right without wrong, no me without you, no us without them, no this without that. Yet we live our lives on these seesaws of false dichotomy, believing we should be able to have one side without the other.

Our lives consist of a constant monitoring of our position and movement along countless continuums. The monitoring is done by comparing. Each interaction, each exchange, each registering of information on any level is an experience of comparison. How am I doing? How did that sound? How did he take that? How do I look? What was her reaction? Did I do that well? Was that enough? Too much? Each comparison addresses the unasked question from our childhood conditioning: “Am I surviving?”

The irony is that the question of survival is asked by conditioning of conditioning about conditioning. The only survival being monitored is the survival of conditioning. The survival may not, and usually does not, have anything to do with the actual well-being of the individual. For example, people can have serious accidents because they are unwilling to admit that they need glasses. People allow their closest relationships to deteriorate because they refuse to wear hearing aids. I’ve even heard of cases in which someone with food stuck in their airway choked to death in a rest room rather than endure the embarrassment of causing a scene in a restaurant.

The Difficulty

When discussing social conditioning, people often want to idealize past cultures, hoping that those other people somehow managed to elude our fate. I see no evidence that any such exemption ever existed. All peoples, all societies, and all cultures have used some form of social conditioning to regulate the behavior of citizens. Could it be otherwise? Of course—if that were what people wanted. But people do not want it.

The reason we cannot see through this illusion created by social conditioning—the illusion I would suggest is the root cause of all human suffering—is that we are trying to comprehend that which contains us. As Albert Einstein put it, we are attempting to “solve a problem with the same mind that created it,” and that cannot be done. I cannot use a conditioned mind to see my conditioned mind. I have to be “outside” the conditioning to gain a perspective from which to view it.

To get a taste of being outside our conditioning, try to imagine the following:

What would your world be like if you were living in China 500 years ago? Imagine the world of a female person rather than a male. Imagine the differences between the lives of a wealthy person and a poor person.

What would it be like to live in an African village 300 years ago? Imagine being old and left behind by the slave traders.

Picture being an unwed mother in the world of Charles Dickens.

Picture being under suspicion for heresy in the days of the Inquisition.

Imagine being born blind or unable to walk or speak.

Imagine living before germs were identified. Disease kills people every day, but no one knows how or why; explanations range from witchcraft to the wrath of God. Many women die during or shortly after childbirth, and infants die in large numbers.

Now, how many of the issues currently in your life would be issues in those times and under those circumstances? If you could step outside your specific conditioning, would you consider your “problems” problems? Would you have the same relationships with family and friends? Would you approach your future in the same way? Would you have the same expectations about life?

Personal Survey on Beliefs and Assumptions

Have you ever wondered which of our current beliefs and assumptions about life might be just as baseless as notions from other times and places that we scoff at as “primitive”? The following questions may reveal unconsciously held, culturally supported but not necessarily true ideas that operate in our lives every day.

• When you get what you want, do you think you’re being rewarded for good behavior?

• If you have a disappointment, do you try to figure out what you did wrong to deserve it?

• Do you believe that if you pay close enough attention, you can control what happens to you?

• When people get sick, do you wonder what they did to cause their illness?

Remember: When considering these questions, you are seeking to better see the ways in which you have been conditioned. Seeing your own conditioning is not the same as judging yourself. Please do not allow conditioning to use your growing awareness against you.

The World of Opposites

The illusory dualistic world is often referred to in Eastern philosophy as “the world of opposites.” This is commonly understood to mean black/white, good/bad, us/them, and should/ shouldn’t. After looking for some time at this whole process of creating an artificial reality, I have come to the conclusion that the world of opposites actually refers not only to dualism, but to the fact that so many things are the opposite of what we’ve been taught to believe.

For example, contrary to what we’ve been told, dissatisfaction does not lead to satisfaction; it leads to dissatisfaction. Disliking something does not move you toward something that you will like; it trains you to dislike. Wanting something does not result in getting what you want; wanting results in a habit of wanting. Hating something does not make it go away; it causes it to continue. Trying to change keeps things the same. Trying to improve keeps you unacceptable.

How is this so? Because one process does not lead to another. It is not true—it is, in fact, false—that doing one thing will result in another, opposite outcome. War does not result in peace. Treating a disease does not create health. Having a lot of money does not lead to happiness.

The reality a person exists in is created and maintained by the focus of that person’s attention. What you place your attention on determines the quality of your life.

This is why we practice awareness. If we don’t know what we are attending to, if we don’t know what reality we are keeping in place through the focus of our attention, we are doomed to continue doing the same things we’ve always done while hoping for a different outcome.

The situation described below illustrates how we are unwittingly caught in repeated behaviors over which we seem to have no control.

SERIAL VICTIM

Paul related an amazing story about his relationships with women. He had been married three times, and each time his wife had left him for another man. Before each of the wives left with a new partner, she’d had other affairs. In between the marriages, Paul had had girlfriends, each of whom he had caught in an affair. “Have you ever been involved with a woman who was faithful to you?” I asked. “Never,” he replied, with just a touch of what might have been pride. He seemed so calm about the whole thing. “Well, Paul,” I asked him,” how are you managing to do that?” It was his turn to be amazed—it had never occurred to him that he might be playing some part in this pattern.
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Until we realize that we can take responsibility, we have no choice but to be a victim. Even if, like Paul, we make a “good sport” identity out of suffering wrongs perpetrated by others, we are still in the victim role. As we pay closer attention, we realize that, difficult as it may be to see initially, we always have choice in our life experience.

That realization is empowering. If life is simply an external force that acts upon me, and I have no choice but to react as I do, unless I’m really lucky, life will be hard and painful much of the time. If I realize that I can learn to see what is going on, make the connections and understand how things work, and from that greater understanding create different responses, life gets much easier and more interesting.

Using an example of a more common concern, let’s say that I hate my overweight body. I believe that if I stop hating my fat and my deplorable eating habits, before long I will weigh a ton. All of my attention is directed to how fat I am, how much I eat, how incapable I am of stopping myself, and how much punishment I deserve for being this way. I don’t realize that I am keeping the cycle in place through the constancy of my attention. I am so focused on how I believe I am that there is no room for any other possibility. In 12-step programs, this process is defined as insanity—doing the same thing over and over, hoping for a different outcome. Here’s a similar account.

KAREN

I’m struggling with bulimia. I feel guilty about it and powerless to stop it. It takes up a lot of my time and money. I can’t get into better physical shape, I can’t lose weight, and my self-esteem is adversely affected. Other people are thoroughly disgusted by my condition. It is more acceptable to be an alcoholic, sex addict, or wife beater—anything short of being a murderer. People are so offended and bewildered by this behavior that I have to keep it secret.
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Not What, But How

My teacher introduced me to the notion that “it’s not what, it’s how.” When I first heard that phrase, it had about as much meaning as if he had said, “It’s not green dogs, it’s pink kangaroos.” At least I would have realized immediately that I had no way to relate to that sentence, but it seemed as if I should be able to understand those five simple words that he repeated so often. He sometimes mentioned that people would say to him partway through a conversation, “I understand every word you’re saying, but I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.” That was my experience exactly.

During that period of my training, I was assisting one of the other monks in offering workshops in the larger community. We would travel to various cities and lead workshops on the structures and processes we were attempting to bring into awareness: postures (beliefs and assumptions), projection, subpersonalities, disidentification, and centering. We would teach people how to sit in meditation, and offer support for their fledgling forays into awareness practice.

When I returned to the monastery after a workshop, my teacher would assist me in exploring the ins and outs of the interactions with the participants. In that way, he helped me see a larger perspective than the one that was currently available to me. I didn’t realize it at the time, but he was guiding me to step back from each limited view and see a broader picture. We would be talking, and he would say, “Well, you know, it’s not what, it’s how,” and my brain would come to a screeching halt. What does that mean? Then he would go on with what he was saying, and I would relax. Finally, I realized that if that sentence, “It’s not what, it’s how” appeared in every conversation, it must be important.

Eventually, I got to the point where I could tell when he was going to say it. I didn’t know why it would occur at that particular point, but I knew that was the place for it, and I began to anticipate the announcement: Here it comes—he’s going to say, “Well, you know, it’s not what, it’s how.”

I can remember the moment when the lights came on. I was telling him about learning (from a mutual friend) that a woman I had known for years hated me. I was shocked. As I went on about how I just couldn’t believe it was possible, my teacher said to me, “Who did she hate before you?” In a blinding flash, I saw it all: She had been actively hating one person or another forever. As the recognition dawned, he smiled and said, “Well, you know, it’s not what, it’s how”—and I did know. Yes! I was the what, and her process of hating people was the how.

To me, the heartbreaking sadness inherent in our unconscious acceptance of our conditioning is that instead of questioning the original premise in the way we’ve been taught to approach life, we assume that every problem is with ourselves. Then we turn to selfhate as the way of dealing with it, we blame and punish ourselves, and we pass the same process of suffering on to our children.

Seeing into the Issue by Noticing the Process

With this framework in mind, let’s turn to the problem you identified as something in your life that you wish to change. Here is the first question to ask when beginning to explore the issue you have chosen to work with:

How do I not [work for myself]? (Substitute your own issue.)

It is not true that not working for myself is “just how it is.” Not working for myself is not some external turn of events that has dropped into my life and I am now helpless in the face of it. Not working for myself does not happen by accident. Not working for myself is something I am doing. It is not a piece of content—a “what” as we’re fond of calling it—such as a car payment or an annoying co-worker, but a process. Every time I don’t do what is necessary to work for myself, I go through the same process to get to that same place.

That process is a complex system of sensations in one’s body, beliefs, conditioning, emotional reactions, and behavior patterns.

To decide that I’m not working for myself because I’m a wrong/bad/loser sort of person is like deciding that the car won’t start because it is a wrong/bad/loser sort of car—a popular way of looking at things, but popularity doesn’t make it true. Life is a great deal more complex than people want to think it is. People want to believe that being, feeling, thinking, and doing what they are supposed to will get them everything they want. No problems, no hassles, no disappointments—do the right thing and get the right result. The flaw with this kind of thinking is simply that life is not that way.

We think because we can see how something “should” be (“should” being “could” with a personal bias), that if something is not that way, there is a mistake, something is wrong. It is the most obvious and completely unacceptable truth (to most people) that life has absolutely no interest in how we think it should be.

So, instead of focusing on what should be happening, let’s focus on what is happening. I’m not working for myself. How? I don’t know. I need to find out.

You notice that I didn’t ask why, I asked how. Why?(!) Because it doesn’t matter why. Why just takes us into our conditioned thinking patterns and away from the situation at hand. In the course of answering the question how, one will often answer the question why. But to answer the question how from answering why would be an utter fluke. “My car won’t run.” Why? We are returned immediately to the world of the three-year-old. “Why?” asks the child. “Because,” answers the weary parent.

How takes us to interesting places. How is the ignition system functioning? Is it getting gas? Is there a spark? Will the engine turn over? How is movement. How reveals. How is process.

The following stories give us a glimpse into the importance of looking for the how that underlies a pattern of behavior.

THE MYSTERY OF THE MIDAS TOUCH

Ellen is a whiz at making money. She would be the first to tell you that she is not good at other aspects of life—relationships, health, and relaxation, to name a few—but she knows how to make money. People claim that she has the “Midas touch,” in much the same way that certain gardeners are said to have a “green thumb.”

At this point, one of Ellen’s challenges is that people around her want her to work the magic for them. But she’s found that she can’t do that. She can only make money for herself, and only for a short time. After a certain point, she loses the money. One day everything just falls apart, as if she’s jinxed, and she goes into a financial downward spiral.

When she’s lost everything, or is close to it, she becomes deeply depressed, hearing hate-filled internal voices telling her that she deserves everything that’s happening to her, and that she’s a fake who deserves to be revealed for what she is. She becomes paralyzed, unable to leave her bed, obsessed with suicidal thoughts.

A few weeks later, she “wakes up.” She has her old energy back, sees the possibilities in life, is eager to get back to the “real world,” and turns her attention toward the thing that will make a lot of money.
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When the whole sequence of events was mapped out, and we got to the bottom of this pattern, I realized how similar Ellen’s pattern was to that of another woman I worked with, although the content of their stories is completely different.

LOVE STORY

Bobbie had always struggled with depression, especially during her teen years and into her early 20s. In her 30s, she became involved with a man she absolutely worshiped. Rich was, in Bobbie’s mind, the perfect human being. She had never been popular in school, being viewed as more of a brain than a beauty, so Rich was the football captain she had always secretly dreamed of.

To Rich, Bobbie was wonderful, brilliant, and attractive. He supported her fully, taking her side in every dispute with a boss, co-worker, or family member. Rich was strong and confident and always knew what Bobbie should do in any situation. All she had to do was tell him what was wrong, and he would tell her how to fix it. He wanted to be her whole world and was not happy sharing her—even with others who loved her.

It seemed like a match made in heaven—of course they would live happily ever after—but instead of being content with this situation, Bobbie felt herself slipping back into depression. This was, of course, extremely upsetting for her, not only because her past episodes left her with a dread of descending permanently into hopeless despair, but also because this was one situation that Rich couldn’t deal with. He wanted to help, but he lost his enthusiasm when nothing he offered could fix her depression.
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As we worked on seeing how all this was happening, Bobbie made several painful yet illuminating discoveries. She realized how much Rich was like her mother. Her mother was loving and supportive—and controlling. Bobbie could never be angry with her mother, or disagree with her, because her mother was so wonderful. Instead, she learned to depress feelings about her mother. Naturally she was drawn to Rich; he was exactly like her earliest and most consistent experiences of love—supportive, good to her, and controlling. Eventually, she used the same weapon against his complete takeover of her life that she had learned with her mother—depressing the “negative” feelings and becoming someone he could not control. Rich was not interested in seeing through their conditioned patterns of relating, and instead, escalated the behaviors in an attempt to regain control of Bobbie and the relationship. She ended up leaving him.

In the ensuing years, Bobbie returned to the relationship twice. Both times, she realized later, she went back because she was growing and changing and felt out of control. Rich would quickly move into the role of providing boundaries and structure for her, only to have her move to the other side of the duality and begin to chafe under the externally imposed restrictions. She wanted to be free to be herself.

Bobbie eventually realized that she was using Rich to recreate a childhood survival pattern. Her mother had provided the structure in which she felt safe enough to explore her desires for freedom and autonomy. When her mother withdrew support, Bobbie would feel frightened and come back to the controlled environment. When she felt strong enough, through the support, she would feel angry at being controlled, go into a depression, come out of the depression with a desire to be free, and the whole thing would begin again. Despite her new understanding, Bobbie was amazed that each time she felt that life was too big, going too fast, she had a nearly overwhelming urge to call Rich.

The urge to repeat our childhood survival systems, which maintain our identity, is nearly irresistible; and egocentricity counts on us to revert to habits under stress. If Ellen made money and never lost it, what would happen to her identity as a depressed person? How would she be able to continue to believe she is a fake? Why should she become paralyzed and obsessed with suicidal thoughts? The cycle maintains itself: Ellen makes money and she is okay. But being a person who makes money is not who she really is, according to her conditioned identity—she is a fake who deserves to die. She loses the money, and now the truth is revealed—yes, she is indeed a fake. But that can last only so long—that reality loses its charge if there is nothing to compare it to. Hope returns, and Ellen starts the pattern over.

Similarly, Bobbie found herself drawn to the controlling hand of a partner as a way to perpetuate her childhood relationship with her mother. She would feel the desire to be free because she had the safety and security of a structured (controlling) relationship. But being free is not who she really is, according to her conditioned identity—she is a person who needs to be controlled in order to feel safe and secure. The very feeling of freedom triggers the conditioned desire to be controlled.

This full-circle nature of conditioning is one of the reasons we have such a hard time catching on to it—it doesn’t seem to make sense. I work and work to free myself of the things that have controlled my life so that my life can be bigger, better, fuller, more exciting, and the net result is that I feel frightened and dash back to the security of someone else controlling my life. I work hard to make money, and then being successful frightens me so much that I lose everything in order to once again feel like “myself.”

Conditioning is not just the side of the duality that we don’t like; it is both ends of the continuum plus everything in between. We are not successful in seeing through what is keeping us stuck, because we focus only on what has been identified as the problem, which is not the problem. The problem (and it’s not really a problem, it’s simply a source of suffering) is the part of ourselves that survives by pointing a finger and saying that is the problem. The only problem that can actually be solved, the only problem that stands in the way of change, is the underlying conditioned belief system about who and how we need to be in order to survive. I may think that alcohol is my problem, but if I focus only on not drinking and pay no attention to the rest of my life, I will very likely continue to drink. If I decide to quit smoking but pay no attention to how smoking reinforces the survival structures of my life, I will very likely replace those cigarettes with food or fingernail-biting.

There may be those who wonder what the difference is between what we are discussing here and psychotherapy. Depending on the therapist, the difference may be small, but awareness practice includes two factors that are not necessarily part of psychotherapy. First, in awareness practice, there is no assumption that something is wrong and needs to be fixed. Second, there is no outside authority; the only expert involved is the individual practicing self-awareness. With the guidance of someone who has experience in awareness practice, Ellen and Bobbie observe themselves and learn from what they see. The support they are offered is simply that of an encouraging, compassionate presence—a witness to their work.

In the next chapter, I will offer some specific ways to shift our awareness from content to process. We will also look at what stands in the way of our doing so.
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