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Getting Personal

If it depends on something other than myself whether I should get angry or not, I am not master of myself . . . I have not yet found the ruler within myself. I must develop the faculty of letting the impressions of the outer world approach me only in the way in which I myself determine. -Rudolph Steiner

With my realization that I did, indeed, have the “powers” to be undistracted by the honking horn – else why would I be meditating, which presumes the existence of such “powers” – I was immediately far less susceptible to the adversarial paradigm of conflict and retribution, and proportionately more susceptible to the paradigm of co-operation and forgiveness.  In recognizing that my upset was not a property of the horn – for if it were, then everyone would be comparably upset whenever and wherever the horn was being blown – I also recognized that my distraction was likewise not external. 

It is commonly known, to mystics and quantum physicists alike, that my savoring of distraction is no different than my savoring of any other flavor:

Is it the bell that rings, is it the hammer that rings, or is it the meeting of the two that rings? -Zen
It is we who make wine drunk. –Rumi   

The raspberry within itself does not contain its sweetness, nor does the tongue.  It is in the interaction between the two that this glorious manifestation of the divine resides. –Matthew Jacobson
Distraction exists as a consequence of the interactions of those who are distracted, not within the objects upon which their susceptibility to distraction may be projected. The honking horn itself was neither upset nor distracted. All of my experience of upset and distraction is ultimately sustained by my choice of how I interact, not in any of the stimuli that may evoke it. Thus those who do not savor raspberries simply choose not to taste them.

My beneficial presence can be forsaken only in the very place that it otherwise may be realized, within myself rather than in my outer world. None of the incidents in my life is ultimately causal of my response to it. My reactions and responses are instead caused ultimately by “the ruler in myself” – a.k.a. as the “powers” of choice with which I determine what to savor – rather than by any of the effects to which I may attribute them. The fact that my reactions and responses are often caused unconsciously, in part according to paradigmatically conditioned patterns of habit, in no way disqualifies the internality of my self-causal “powers.” This is indeed fortunate, for if the state of my own being were dependent on the state of the world around me . . . well, as they say, “There goes the neighborhood.”

“The ruler within myself” is the one who determines my mindless reactions or mindful responses to the world. My mindless reactions are caused unconsciously. My mindful responses occur with conscious intent.  

Thus far, I have mindlessly savored unforgiveness, and have mindfully savored forgiveness.  Forgiveness tastes better.

Remission of self-doubt

Unforgiveness favors the psychology of adjustment. Forgiveness instead favors the psychology of accommodation.

Ordination: Paradise Ingrained

We are all the same person trying to shake hands with ourselves.

-Hugh Romney (a.k.a. "Wavy Gravy")

My mother once wistfully lamented, “You were such an affectionate child....” Her lamentation lingers in my memory as a commentary on the overall human situation. 

I arrived in this world as an innocently carefree, universally accepting, joyfully unspoiled beneficial presence.  I was originally endowed, and thus ordained, to be present in this world in a manner that is beneficial to all concerned, myself included.

Every human being initially arrives as a beneficial presence. Our betrayal of this ordination is poignantly acknowledged in a poem by Christopher Morley:

The greatest poem ever known

Is one all poets have outgrown:

The poetry innate, untold,

Of being only four years old.

Still young enough to be a part

Of Nature's great impulsive heart,

Born comrade of bird, beast and tree

And unselfconscious as the bee--

And yet with lovely reason skilled

Each day new paradise to build,

Elate explorer of each sense,

Without dismay, without pretense!

In your unstained, transparent eyes

There is no conscience, no surprise:

Life's queer conundrums you accept,

Your strange divinity still kept.

Being, that now absorbs you, all

Harmonious, unit, integral,

Will shred into perplexing bits,--

Oh, contradiction of the wits!

And Life, that sets all things in rhyme,

May make you poet, too, in time--

But there were days, O tender elf,

When you were poetry itself.

Once upon a time, each of us was poetry itself, the presence and loss of which we sometimes entertain with tales that likewise begin with “once upon a time.”  

Each human being begins this life as a beneficial presence. We are born for giving, with the evidence of our innately beneficent nature quite literally in hand.  In my own case, for example, during the first few weeks of my life, no matter who put his/her finger in my hand – regardless of the person’s color, race, creed, gender, ethnic origin, size, appearance – I gently enfolded it with my own fingers.  I didn't grab or seize the offered finger, nor did I clutch, cling or hold on to it.  Instead, I gently and unconditionally enfolded every finger that came to rest in my hand, for however long my acceptance was invited, and I just as unconditionally allowed its passage at the instant it was removed. I enfolded the presence of all persons and allowed them harmless passage without prejudice, distinction or other imposition.

In the beginning each of us accommodated the presence of all others, without imposing ourselves on any. Our initial gesture of enfolding and allowing is the primal human handshake known at birth and briefly offered by every one of us to every other one of us – also irrespective of our own race, color, gender, ethnic origin, etc – as beings who are universally and unconditionally willing to shake hands with all other embodiments of our presence, enfolding them "as is" without holding on, and allowing them equally harmless passage. This universal handshake is powerful testimony to and a demonstration of our innately non-imposing and forgiving selves.  As we thus granted harmless passage to everyone, we witnessed to our original state of innately being "all for one and one for all." 

Having already “been there,” we know what is required to return:

How I know I have forgiven someone is that he or she has harmless passage in my mind. -Rev. Karyl Huntley
The good news is that my original beneficent state awaits my resurrection of its grace. Because it is a grace, it is impossible for me to eradicate my beneficial presence. At most, I can more or less eclipse it. In this regard a good friend recently testified, "I have been fortunate to have forgiveness as a grace.  It seems to come naturally to me, without a lot of effort."  Her exceptional good fortune is not that of having the grace of forgiveness, with which we all have been ordained, rather that of having considerably avoided the eclipse of her communion with this grace.
Grace-fully did our lives begin and, as it was in the beginning, grace-full may our lives be once again.  Equitable granting of harmless passage to all who come our way may yet again grace our being in this world, as we remit what is grace-less and resurrect what has only been eclipsed and can never be extinguished.

My remission of the betrayal of my beneficial presence and the corresponding resurrection of my original state of grace is the objective of the practice I call “disharmament.”  (See “Preface”)

PRACTICING DISHARMAMENT: As a mindful endeavor to remit perceptions that are hurtful to myself and others, and to resurrect my original beneficent nature, I frequently visualize a baby's hands unconditionally enfolding every finger that comes to rest there. I specifically focus this practice on persons whom I tend to perceive with hard feelings (a.k.a. "unforgiveness"). I visualize successive enfoldments of their finger by baby's hands of all colors – black, brown, yellow and white (my own color last) – thus serving as well my larger quest to restore equity of harmless passage in my own mind to persons of all races.
Enculturation:  Paradise Profaned

Enculturation: the process by which a person adapts to a culture and assimilates its values.

-Random House Dictionary
I don’t want to get adjusted to this world.

-American folk hymn

While I was growing presumably “up,” my original beneficent nature took a downward turn as I was molded to fit my elders’ presumably “wiser” ways. The social scientist’s term for such molding is “enculturation.” As experienced, however, this moldy process smacks (often literally) of “adult-eration” in accordance with the following assessment by psychologist Abraham Maslow: 

I find children, up to the time they are spoiled and flattened by the culture, [to be] nicer, better, more attractive human beings than their elders . . . The ‘taming and transforming’ that they undergo seems to hurt rather than help.  It was not for nothing that a famous psychologist once defined adults as ‘deteriorated children.’

Those human impulses which have seemed throughout our history to be deepest, to be most instinctive and unchangeable, to be most widely spread throughout mankind, i.e., the impulse to hate, to be jealous, to be hostile, to be greedy, to be egoistic and selfish are now being discovered more and more clearly to be acquired and are not instinctive.  They are almost certainly neurotic and sick reactions to bad situations, more specifically to frustrations of our truly basic and instinct-like needs and impulses.

To employ metaphors just entering our language in Maslow’s day, enculturation “bugs” the “program” of our original state of being. And what bugs us most is not so much what goes on in the world about us, rather what is no longer growing on within us.

The above perspective on human spoliation was also shared even more forthrightly by one of Maslow’s contemporaries, R. Buckminster (“Bucky”) Fuller, a genius of 20th century engineering, architecture, mathematics and natural philosophy, who some have likened to Leonardo DaVinci. However, when asked if he was a genius, Bucky replied: “I am convinced that neither I nor any other human being, past or present was or is a genius. I am convinced that what I have, every physically normal child also has at birth. There is no such thing as genius. Some children are less damaged than others.”  

When I quoted Bucky’s declaration to a class of college students that I was teaching in the mid-1960’s, asking how it is that some of us manage to “stay in the grace” of our innate genius more effectively than others, a spontaneous confessional ensued in which the students and I recounted our respective experiences of being more or less “de-geniused.” I was moved to summarize our testimonies in a song entitled “A Plea for Damaged Children,” whose verses epitomize the aversion of young people at that time to being “put down.”  

The song’s verses also alternate between genders, in keeping with the emerging equality of respect for our primal diversity, which also characterized that decade.

Most every newborn babe in this universe is put together mighty fine.

Though one of millions conceived in nature's bountiful purse, he's the only one of his kind.

Born for perfection, given over-protection, he's boxed in body and mind.

Born to be him, he's raised to be us, and we put him in a lifetime bind.

We've gotta let grow our little children, cause verbs weren't meant to be nouns.

Yeah, children are a whole lot like people that way, and we've gotta stop putting ‘em down.

The six-year-old child is brought into school where we tell her what she doesn't know.

We tell her what we're gonna tell her, then we tell her, then we tell her that we told her so. 

Born for creation, not regurgitation, she diligently wilts in her row.

Born to think her thoughts, she's stenciled with ours, and she's made to be someone she won't know.

We've gotta let know our growing children, cause verbs weren't meant to be nouns.

Yeah, students are a whole lot like people that way, and we've gotta stop putting ‘em down.

When graduation comes the student's on his way, he can start to be a human being.

But he'll only have a couple hours a day when he's not serving some machine.

Born for relations, it's for manipulations his life is rewarded so green.

Born to do his thing, but doing some thing's thing, he seldom gets a chance to mean.

We've gotta let go our grown-up children, cause verbs weren't meant to be nouns.

Yeah, grown-ups are a whole lot like people that way, and we've gotta stop putting ‘em down.

[My use of the feminine gender in the next verse created quite a stir in the 1960’s]

Though our Creator saw that all she made was good, we haven't learned to share her trust.

We think that other people behave as they should only when they act like us.

Born for expression, not moral repression, they never become what they might.

Born to sow their seeds, they're made to reap ours, and they never grow in their own right.

We've gotta let sow our fellow sinners, cause verbs weren't meant to be nouns.

Yeah, sinners are a whole lot like people that way, and we've gotta stop putting ‘em down.

Though others get on my case, my only disgrace is to join with them in their loss cause.

No matter what they may think, it’s with me I’m in synch, for which I don’t require their applause.

Born for presentment, not others’ contentment, I’m here to be on my own way.

Born to do my dance, not listen to their can’ts, it’s time for me to write my own play.

I’ve gotta let grow my way of being, cause verbs weren’t meant to be nouns.

Yeah, my self is a whole lot like all selves that way, and I’ve gotta stop putting it down.

As acknowledged in the final verse of my “Plea,” in my own succumbing to self-adulteration I committed the “original sin” of doubting myself and questioning the validity of my experience. I also learned to perceive malevolence in other people, a prevailing “badness” in persons (and categories of persons) that my elders deemed as being such. Inevitably, my belief that the beneficial presence of others was contaminated drew to me the onus of being likewise judged, ultimately by myself. 

As a consequence of acquiring so many self-negating sentiments, I forsook my former communion with the beneficial presence of my being.  My original beneficent nature was eclipsed 

· by a deep distrust of both myself and others,

· by fearful feelings of inadequacy, incompleteness, ignorance and unworthiness, 

· by malingering emotions of anger, guilt, and shame,

· by constant cravings for relief from all such experience.

In thus succumbing to the process of putting myself down, I became to my own self no longer true.

My subsequent addictions to temporary, artificial highs, which I self-induced to satisfy my cravings, failed to erase my foreboding sense of inner tragedy, and rather fueled its increase. Only after I had enjoyed as much self-negation and torment as I could stand, did I choose to cease my own participation in the continued adulteration of my being. I began the ascent from the second-hand personhood to which I have been enculturated, in commitment to the resurrection of my original beneficent nature. 

I sometimes jokingly refer to myself as a “recovering adult.”  Central to the “recovery” of my original state of grace – being poetry itself – is my requirement for forgiveness, and most of all forgiveness of myself for surrendering to others’ inducements to be who I am not.

PRACTICING DISHARMAMENT: Whenever I find myself in a self-negating mood, I sincerely ask myself, “With whose eyes am I looking at myself right now?  From whom did I learn to see myself in this negative light?”  Although I am open to receiving an answer to these questions, I realize that my true power lies in their asking, rather than in their being answered.  For as soon as I sincerely ask these questions, I remind myself that self-negating feelings and perceptions are acquired, and not required. For whatever reason I may have chosen self-negation in the past, I can now, for present reasons, replace it with self-affirmation.

Rejuvenation: Paradise Reframed

We spend the first half of our lives growing up,

and the second half of our lives recovering what got lost in the process.
-Maori Proverb (paraphrased)

Always be a first-rate version of yourself

rather than a second-rate version of someone else.

-Judy Garland

The price of enculturation is its assessment of what I call its “social maturity tax” – the constant challenge to being myself by a world that expects me to be like others. To the extent that I succumb to this incessantly taxing circumstance, I settle for a second-hand life in forsakement of what is most worthy of maturation: my authentic self.

The social maturity tax of enculturation is assessed on every hand. For instance, my mother wanted me to be a doctor, because doctors make lots of money.  My father wanted me to be a musician, because that’s what he was. My stepfather wanted me to be a farmer because he was one. My teachers wanted me to be a good student. My Sunday school teachers wanted me to be a good Christian. My peers wanted me to be like them.  

Nobody, however well intentioned, seriously inquired what I would like to be. 

Since I did not wish to be a conformist, when the question did get put to me in its routine “when you grow up” format, I replied, “unusual.” It was clear to me that anyone who could manage to grow up being authentically him/herself would have to be unusual.

For all of my clarity on this matter, however, I nonetheless tended to please others at the expense of being my authentic self – “keeping down with the Joneses” as it were, by feigning to be someone and/or some way other than who I am, and by doing this so successfully that I forgot who and how of my authenticity. In the process of this capitulation, I fell from the grace of my original nature.  

How utterly usual!

I eventually learned that the hallmark of unusualness is less a matter of its preservation than of its recovery. My authenticity is forever preserved in latent potential, awaiting my actualization thereof.  Hence my occasional reference to myself as a “recovering” adult. Yet I claim to be in recovery only with the understanding that true self-realization is far less a matter of what I am recovering from (i.e., my “adult-eration”) than of what it is I uncover in the process: my authentic self.

Our loss and recovery of our pristinely authentic being, as evidenced in the primal handshalke with which we initially greeted everyone, is the theme of many stories that describe our "fall from grace" into error, and our subsequent quest to restore right relationship to our original authentic nature. Among the most well-known examples of this theme, which is archetypically known as “the myth of eternal return,” are the stories of Adam and Eve and the Prodigal Son. Perhaps the theme’s briefest representation is T.S. Eliot's enigmatic statement, "We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time." 

Four Quartets, "Little Giddings 2"  

From the perspective of forgiveness, and especially of self-forgiveness, the fall-and-redemption drama may be encapsulated in a foreshortened version of the Garden of Eden story, in which Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden is considered as a learning experience rather than a punishment.

"Wait a minute," Eve said to Adam after they had journeyed several miles from the Garden of Eden.  "We don't have to continue this trip."

"But God said—"

"Yes," Eve spoke decisively, "and until we heard what God said we didn't know that being out here was an option.  We didn't even know that options existed until we ate that apple.  How could we have known?  We were...just there."

"We're not there now."  Adam was bitter.  "God kicked us out for good." 

"No!  We can go back!" Eve said, with a certainty that astonished Adam.

"How?"

"By choosing.  By choosing to go back."

"But God said—"  

"Yes," Eve asserted, "and what God said is a choice that we don't have to accept.  I'm just now seeing this whole business of making choices well enough to use it rightly."

"For instance?" Adam challenged. 

"Like I already said, we didn't even know that the choice to be out here was available until God chose it for us."

"How does that change anything?"  Adam was unconvinced.

"Now that I see how we've always been at the disposal of choices that weren't our own, I also see the power that knowing about choices gives us." 

"Humph!  Enough power, I suppose, to convince God to let us back in?"

"Exactly."

"You're suggesting that God will take us back simply because we choose to go back?"  

"Especially because we choose to go back.  That's just it.  We weren't in the Garden by our choice before.  We were..." Eve searched for the right words, then shrugged.  "It's like I said, we were just there.  Put there, I mean, with no idea that there was an alternative, no idea that we could choose whether or not to be there."

"I get it.  You think that God would appreciate having us around again if we were there by our choice."

"I'm sure of it," Eve declared.  So the two retraced their steps to Eden, building their case for re-admission.  

"We're back!" they called to God, when they reached the edge of the Garden.

"So I see," God greeted them.  "And just what is it that brings you back so soon?"

Emboldened even further by the absence of sternness in God's voice, Eve and Adam came right to the point of their new-found understanding of the power of choice.  

"We realized," Eve declared, "that banishment is a choice we don't have to accept.  The further we walked, the clearer it seemed to me that we were headed for a lot of things that we have no desire to choose from." 

"In other words," said Adam, "from what you've made it possible for us to learn about choices and their consequences, we've learned that being anywhere else but with you isn't worth choosing."

After a pondered silence, God declared, "It's really good to have you back!" then added, in quiet afterthought, "and you sure did cut short one hell of a story."

Rather than detail my own “hell of a story,” I am here content to summarize its essence. 

My original sin, my “fall” from the grace of my beneficial presence, was committed at my first moment of submission to self-doubt, and thus my capitulation, via the pleasing of others, to paradise profaned

Yet try as I would, I never mastered the politics of measuring up to others’ standards. Inducing others to see me favorably is the politics of worldly dominion, of molding myself to others’ expectations so as to project an image of myself for which others vote their approval. So long as my objective is to match or mold others’ perceptions of me, I forfeit my self-dominion for the sake of gaining transient dominion over others’ approval.  As I thus campaign in the politics of worldly success, I raise the greatest question ever asked concerning the pursuit of such dominion:  “For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world and lose his own soul?”  (Matthew 16:26)

All of the great spiritual traditions teach that while we are here for each other, we are not here as one another. Accordingly:

· I am here to do my best for the sake of all concerned, not to measure up to others’ standards of what is best for me.

· I am here to do my best, not “there” to do everyone else’s best. 

No one has ever succeeded at doing another’s best, because no one has ever been nor ever will be where someone else is coming from. Each of us comes from the near and how of his/her own unique being.  

I am the only one of me

the universe shall ever see.

At being who I am

I have no rival.

But at being other than who I am,

I am no one else's equal.

Only when myself

is all I try to be

is my life no contest.

-The Wizard of Is
Being like others is a popularity contest. Being myself in a world that expects me to be like others is a challenge – either of not entering the contest by paying its entry fee of self-doubt, or of withdrawing from the contest via the rescinding of my self-doubt.

Refusing to enter the contest is not an option, for we are all caught up in the seine of culture’s enmeshment for the sake of appearing to be sane. Not to be in seine is to court the appearance of being insane. Therefore, insofar as the process of enculturation assures my payment of its entry fee of doubting my authenticity, my subsequent revocation of that doubt is my only way out. And that is where self-forgiveness comes in.

Blaming my culture – parents, peers, politics and the like – for “framing” me obscures the fact that it is I who framed myself under cultural pressure. And so long as I do not reframe myself, by forgiving my “original sin” of accepting the culture’s invitation to doubt my authentic self, my unforgiveness assures my continued enthrallment to that doubt.  

Only my forgiveness of my ongoing “original sin” – the doubting of my authentic self – opens me to the resurrection of the beneficial presence that I have always been and latently still am. And in the present state of today’s “civilized” world, such surrender by all concerned is a moral imperative if civility is to prevail.

Redemption: Paradise Un-seined

It’s hard to fight an enemy who has outposts in your head.
-Sally Kempton

When I was a college student the mid-1950’s, I took a course entitled “The Psychology of Adjustment.”  By masterfully regurgitating the course’s contents at examination time, I earned an “A” for my effort. Nonetheless, in my mind the “A” represented an accommodation on my part rather than an adjustment. I accommodated the course’s terminology without adjusting to its paradigm, in honor of the concluding sentiment of an American folk hymn sung by The Weavers: “I don’t want to get adjusted to this world.”

The necessity to make some accommodation with this world (“rendering unto Caesar”) is an inevitable consequence of my taking part in it. Adjustment to the world (rendering unto seizure) is optional. What accommodation blends, adjustment bends. Accommodation is a co-operative, blending process that increases overall workability for all concerned. Adjustment is a co-optive, bending process of capitulation that increases workability for some at the expense of what works for others. Accommodation freely permits what adjustment arbitrarily fits.

What the world needs least from me is one more fit, whether by the attempted adjustment of its way to my own, or vice versa. “My way or the highway” merely maps the route to “no way.”

Learning how to accommodate the world, rather than adjust myself or be adjusted to it, has been the route of my liberation from the seine of cultural enmeshment described above, and especially from its entrainment of the adversarial paradigm. And central to my accommodation with the world has been my disharmament, via forgiveness, of the enemies in my own head and body/mind. 

Our “fall” from the grace of our original nature, in capitulation to the enemies in our heads, is acknowledged in the Biblical passage, “God hath made man upright, but they have sought inventions” (Ecclesiastes 7:29). In some translations of this passage the word “schemes” is used instead of “inventions.” 

Among the most insidious consequences of our scheming inventiveness are what I call my “inner terrorists,” the thoughts and feelings that “bug” my original “program” of beneficent being by eclipsing my uprightness with uptightness.  The way that these enemies – my “inner terrorists” – have tended to squeksh the beneficial presence of my being is described in a talking blues song whose lyrics I have somewhat modified to accommodate my own experience:

Well I woke up this other morning to this meeting in my head,

My ego had formed a terrorist group and I knew what lay ahead.

There'd be death threats on my confidence and extortions of my heart,

And I'd have to remain in control so as not to fall apart.

So I called my new-age girlfriend, who'd self-helped herself for years,

And I asked her I could overcome all of my inner fears.

She said that force would only drive ‘em deeper, I’d have to love my fears away,

But she sounded so together, that I was ashamed of being afraid.

So I called my local talk show radio therapist of the air.

She told me to write myself little love notes and paste 'em up everywhere.

She said it was not good to be ashamed, I should get therapy or meditate,

And right then I realized that I felt guilty that I was ashamed of being afraid.

She said "thank you for sharing," and put me on hold.

I got right off the line--I knew she was trying to trace the call.

So I said "I know I'm in there," and I walked over to the mirror to see.

"If I don't come out with my hands up," I said, "I'm coming in after me."

I know my inner child's enraged, but all my outer man can say

Is that I'm angry that I feel guilty that I'm ashamed of being afraid.

     Well it was right about then that my committee kicked in,

     And there I was on the streets of Marin County, California,

     The supposed conscious evolution center of the known universe,

     Not being totally present –

     Not being a beneficial presence –

     I could'a been busted!

So I ran right home, turned off the phone, and changed the message:  

"Hi!  It's me! If I should return while I'm gone, please detain me until I get back."

So I called this twelve-step friend of mine who I thought might maybe know

Just why I feel so crazed these days like a psycho-desperado.

He took me to his support group and I shared about my rage.

They said everyone's addicted to anger, it's the rage this day and age. 

So I said, "You mean I'm addicted to being angry for feeling guilty that I'm ashamed of being afraid?"

And they said "Yup!"  

So I asked, "Whatever happened to 'Keep it Simple'?"

And they said, "Easy does it."

And then I said, “Oh, my God, 

forgive us all this day our daily dread,

and grant me the serenity 

to accept the things I cannot change.”

                  “Keep It Simple,” © Chuck Pyle
Accepting what I cannot change and changing what I can is a function of my wisdom to tell the difference, as the well-known prescription for recovery postulates. This wisdom empowers me to turn away, a.k.a. “repent,” from my descent into self-doubt. Such repentance is pivotal in all scenarios of the “myth of eternal return,” wherein a redemptive moment empowers the hero(ine) of the myth to change direction by repenting his/her descent into error and ascending to his/her prior upright state.  

I have had many redemptive moments in my life, one of which stands out as a paradigmatic watershed in the evolution of my mindset. The moment occurred as I encountered a challenge to my practice of meditation. At the time this challenge arose, my wife and I meditated each morning before I went to work. 

One morning our meditation was disturbed by the honking of a horn. A pick-up truck had stopped in front of the house next door, as its driver alerted our neighbor that his ride to work had arrived. Thereafter, this ritual became as regular as our morning meditation.

In the days that followed I became increasingly irritated with the driver of the truck for disturbing my meditation. One morning I angrily exclaimed, "If I had powers, I’d give that guy four flat tires!" To which my wife gently replied, "That's why you don't have powers."

I was struck by the profundity of her response. Like the sorcerer’s apprentice, I am not capable of reliably wielding my inner “powers” – which do exist! – until I am sufficiently centered to effectively command them. I replied, “You’re right. If I actually did have powers, all I'd really do is bust his horn." Again ever so gently, my wife said, "That's a bit better." And again, I saw her point: I was still in forceful reaction to my awareness of the horn.

Following our meditation on a subsequent day, having mellowed considerably, I said to my wife, "If I had powers, I'd see that his horn didn't work in this neighborhood."  Yet again she quietly observed, "That's a bit better."

This time I was taken aback by my wife’s response. I was sure that selectively silencing the horn was the ultimate solution. So now what?

I eventually recognized the real issue, as my wife had from the start: I was still in reaction, looking “out there” for a forceful resolution of my distress, as if the honking horn were my problem rather than my choice of how to relate to it.

From this perspective on the situation, I also recognized that changing the time of our meditation to an hour when the neighborhood would be even noisier (during the day) or when we would be tired (after our evening ministerial classes) would also be a reactionary solution. Such adjustment is just as reactionary as the flattening of tires, even when I make myself the object of adjustment rather than someone else. 

The only satisfactory resolution of my inner turbulence would be a non-adversarial accommodation of the honking horn. In due course, such resolution was forthcoming. 

"If I had powers,” I announced to my wife one morning, “I wouldn't be distracted by that horn."

“Yes,” she smiled.

Remission of self-doubt

Unforgiveness favors the psychology of adjustment. Forgiveness instead favors the psychology of accommodation.

The Beneficial Presence of Our Original Good Nature

When someone loves you, the way they say your name is different.

You know that your name is safe in their mouth. 

-Billy, age 4
I’m recovering from a world in which each of us is the dwelling place of incredible opportunities, yet ninety-eight percent of us die before we taste the nectar of our magnificence.  In other words, I’m recovering from a world in which ninety-eight percent of have forsaken our original home.

Like most other “grown-ups,” I have forsaken the dwelling place of incredible opportunities that resides within me. As I now awaken to what has been forsaken, my heartfelt intention is to resurrect the beneficial presence of my being that so magnificently graced my original nature.

What most requires my forgiveness is my perception that forgiveness is required. This prescription was not pre-wired in my brain at birth. It is instead a perspective that I adopted from others while making stuff up to cope with my life’s circumstances. (See the “Preface” re “making stuff up.”) Since my perception of requirement for forgiveness exists by my permission, it is likewise subject to my remission.

This report is a testimony to my own and others’ power to remit perceptions that are hurtful to self and others.  Whatever I have permitted other persons and outer circumstances to add to my perceptions, I also have the power to subtract. 

Role Call: The Eclipse of Our Beneficial Presence

Each of us is the dwelling place of incredible opportunities.
–John Denver 

Ninety-eight percent of us die before we taste the nectar of our magnificence. 
–Abraham Maslow   
Let me listen to me and not to them.

-Gertrude Stein
Even though we each began this life as a beneficial presence born for giving, we all are now “recovering” from the adult-eration of our original beneficent nature. The innate self of each of us has been eclipsed by an acquired self, a revised slandered version of our original state of being. This revision was – albeit only with our compliance – imposed upon us by our so-called “raising,” our en-role-ment via the parenting, schooling, and other endless social promptings and conformations of well-meaning yet ultimately demeaning elders, the so-called “grown-ups” who created the groaned-up world in which we now pursue our self-“recovery.”  

Though we are born as beneficially present human beings, we are socially conformed into compliant human doings. We accept this reduction of our being, either by cooperating with our elders to the point that we eventually take it upon ourselves to complete their work, or else by conforming to an equally arbitrary pattern of rebellion fabricated by our peers. In either event, our consequent becoming of someone we don’t know represents civilization’s ultimate “collateral damage.”  

The rarely prevailing genius is a person – like Maslow, Fuller or Albert Einstein, and all others who make original contributions to our understanding – who is committed to growing wiser in his or her own knowing rather than conform to standards set by the knowing of others. 

Einstein himself once said, “I am not a genius, just passionately curious.”  It is just such curiosity that characterized our tendency, as four-year-olds, to be poetry itself.  Our curiosity was then teeming with questions about being. Yet the few questions that our elders had the patience to deal with were, more often than not, answered in terms of doing. Insofar as our acceptance of those answers has been our undoing via our acquisition of perceptions that are hurtful to ourselves and others, the good news is that these perceptions are themselves subject to being undone.

While the basis of my original nature’s resurrection was to be found in the dormant uniqueness of my being, its eclipse was a consequence of a commonality of encounter that plagues all children’s experience of growing “up.” Nowhere has this encounter been more clearly described than in an essay by Barry Stevens, entitled “Curtain Raiser,” from which I liberally quote:  
 “Guilt results from unlived life.” Nicholas Peter Harvey

Falling into a second-hand life – a half-life

Subject to an enculturated view of what my life should be

[For further commentary on the vagaries of our enculturation, see Part Two, p. xxx] {12-year put-down /student writings/I am here to be of consequence]

Letting Go of What “Bugs” Me

It's not how others respond to us that matters, it's how we respond to ourselves.

Others just reflect what we're doing to ourselves, and for that we can be grateful.

-Roland Jarka
The best of all news is that originally there was no unforgiveness in us. As it says in Ecclesiastes (7:29), we were created “upright.” The further news is that we endeavor to improve on God’s work, concerning which Ecclesiastes acknowledges, “God hath made man upright, but they have sought inventions” (in some translations the word “schemes” is used instead of “inventions”). 

Among the most insidious of scheming humankind’s inventions are the acquired perceptions that are hurtful of ourselves and others, i.e., the perceptions that we call “grievances.” Our grievances “bug” our original program of beneficent being, eclipsing our uprightness with uptightness. The nature of this eclipse is described in a talking blues song that was written in the 1980’s, the lyrics of which I have since somewhat modified in the light of my own experience.

Well I woke up this other morning to this meeting in my head,

My ego had formed a terrorist group and I knew what lay ahead.

There'd be death threats on my confidence and extortions of my heart,

And I'd have to remain in control so as not to fall apart.

So I called my new-age girlfriend, who'd self-helped herself for years,

And I asked her I could overcome all of my inner fears.

She said that force would only drive ‘em deeper, I’d have to love my fears away,

But she sounded so together, that I was ashamed of being afraid.

So I called my local talk show radio therapist of the air.

She told me to write myself little love notes and paste 'em up everywhere.

She said it was not good to be ashamed, I should get therapy or meditate,

And right then I realized that I felt guilty that I was ashamed of being afraid.

She said "thank you for sharing," and put me on hold.

I got right off the line--I knew she was trying to trace the call.

So I said "I know I'm in there," and I walked over to the mirror to see.

"If I don't come out with my hands up," I said, "I'm coming in after me."

I know my inner child's enraged, but all my outer man can say

Is that I'm angry that I feel guilty that I'm ashamed of being afraid.

     Well it was right about then that my committee kicked in,

     And there I was on the streets of Marin County, California,

     The supposed conscious evolution center of the known universe,

     Not being totally present –

     Not being a beneficial presence –

     I could'a been busted!

So I ran right home, turned off the phone, and changed the message:  

"Hi!  It's me! If I should return while I'm gone, please detain me until I get back."

[NOTE: This message is no longer as far-fetched as it was when this song was written in the 1980’s.  Our tendency to make inventions has now made messages like that one quite feasible.  For instance, we now have car phones with their own answering machines, which make it perfectly logical to say “Hi, I'm at home right now, so I can't come to the phone. If you leave your name and number, I'll call you when I'm away.”]

So I called this twelve-step friend of mine who I thought might maybe know

Just why I feel so crazed these days like a psycho-desperado.

He took me to his support group and I shared about my rage.

They said everyone's addicted to anger, it's the rage this day and age. 

So I said, "You mean I'm addicted to being angry for feeling guilty that I'm ashamed of being afraid?"

And they said "Yup!"  

So I asked, "Whatever happened to 'Keep it Simple'?"

And they said, "Easy does it."

And then I said, “Oh, my God, 

forgive us all this day our daily dread,

and grant me the serenity 

to accept the things I cannot change.”

                  “Keep It Simple,” © Chuck Pyle
From a greeting card: Let me change what I can. Let me accept that which I cannot change. Let me ignore that which I cannot change or accept. Let me run away from that which I cannot change, accept, or ignore. Let me lock myself in the bathroom, holds my hands over my ears, and hum about that which I cannot change, accept, ignore, or run away from.

Among the things I cannot change is the fact that my body/mind is hard-wired to make me experience and express a wide range of feelings. Yet what I can change is my relationship to the hurtful feelings (grievances) that “bug” my innate program of beneficent being. 

Hurtful feelings, such as fear, shame, guilt and anger, are often momentarily appropriate to the circumstances that call them forth. It is only as I perpetuate and compound these feelings by entertaining and expressing them long after the moment of their evocation that they become malingering grievances, which tend to eclipse the beneficial presence of my being

The most appropriate and workable remedy for malingering hurtful feelings – my inner “terrorist group” of assorted grievances – is neither to repair nor to fix them, but to remit them.

PRACTICING REMISSION: Whenever I experience hard and hurtful feelings, I remind myself that it is in my own body/mind and no one else’s that the degree of their hardness and hurtfulness is determined.  I also remind myself that it is in my own being and no one else’s that their hardness and hurtfulness is felt. 

I then mindfully allow myself to see that my maintenance of such feelings is far more punishing of myself than of anyone else, and that the power to feel otherwise is equally available to me when I sincerely ask myself, “What would be occupying my attention if I were not dwelling on my hard and hurtful feelings?”

The Potential for Remission

While we can’t avoid having negative thoughts, feelings and experiences, 

we don’t have to entertain them.
-Ernest Holmes

There is no sin but a mistake, and no punishment but an inevitable consequence. . . .

We are not punished for our sins but by them. 

Sin is its own punishment and righteousness is its own reward.

-Ernest Holmes
Hard feelings, like all of my other experiences, are so utterly real to me that they cannot be effectively denied. Yet hard feelings are not inherently enduring. It is my conversion of hard feelings into grievances that keeps me in their thrall, not the feelings themselves. 

I have developed many ways to “entertain” my grievances, thereby possessing them and causing their corresponding possession of me. My grievances take possession of me when I humor them by 1) denying them, 2) resisting them, or 3) indulging them with hurtful thoughts and behavior. 

Denying my grievances does not make them go away. It instead makes me go away in the experience of those who would like me to be emotionally accessible, since whatever I do not make accessible to myself is inaccessible to others.

Resisting my grievances further energizes them and amplifies the hardness of their feelings. I tend to resist what I don’t like with far more vigor than I accept what I do like, which makes resistance the strongest of my embraces.

Indulging my grievances with hurtful thoughts and behavior is yet another way of encouraging their possession of me. Though I may thus dissipate their energy in the moment, they are no more satisfied in the long run than is my desire for sexual union. For example, getting off on my anger merely encourages further getting off on my anger.

The alternative to entertaining my grievances is to remit them. One strategy for remitting grievances is to humorize them rather than merely humor them. I once batch-processed the remission of my grievances by humorizing them in a song that still has the power to remit my current grievances when I have the presence of mind to contemplate its message. Since the song humorizes my former ways of humoring and thereby perpetuating the misery of my grievances, it is appropriately entitled, “Misery.”

Time was when I was hooked on misery, 'cause it seemed nobody pitied poor old me.

So I set out to find that company, that misery does keep so lovingly.

To my surprise it did not set me free, when I found someone who pitied poor old me.

We didn't make for lovin' company, 'cause we really only loved our misery.

So I got my misery together again, and I set out with a groan,

searchin' here and there for someone or thing to lean on,

so I wouldn't have to stand up on my own.

NOTE: I once read that when we have a good experience we share it with three other persons, while when we have a bad experience we share it with 13 others. Perhaps this is how the number 13 got associated with “bad luck.” In any event, it’s not the thirteenth floor of our buildings that requires avoidance, rather our thirteenth flooring of others with bad news.  

Decided I'd forget my misery, and distract myself with activity;

a frenzied workaholic I would be, by curin' social ills that bothered me.

I sure enough forgot my misery, didn't leave time for its company,

'til one dark mornin' I woke up to see that my misery'd forgot to forget me.

So I misered my misery together again, and I set out with a groan,

searchin' here and there for someone or thing to lean on,

so I wouldn't have to stand up on my own.

Next I tried to drown my misery in a no-holds-barred all-night drinkin' spree.

Rum, beer, vermouth, vodka and whisky, interspersed with apricot brandy. 

My misery was drowned effectively, didn't leave no trace of memory,

until my bliss turned sour at half-past three, when my upchucked misery almost drowned me.  

(It came out orange . . . )

So I got my wretched misery together again, got up with a terrible groan, 

afraid that I might never find someone or thing to lean on,

and somehow have to stand up on my own.

It was a very sad discovery, that there was no place to dump my misery.

So I shrugged my shoulders and sighed, saying "let it be," whereupon it did occur to me:

If anyone had watched my misery, it must have been a funny sight to see.

Just then I lost my sense of tragedy, at findin' misery loves comedy.

So if my misery ever gets together again, I'll laugh at what I've groaned,

'cause I couldn't find a crutch that I wasn't scared to lean on,

nothin’ left to do but stand up on my own.

Insofar as I cease to entertain ill-being and thereby remain in its thrall, its total elimination from my life (as I was reminded by a recent bout with pneumonia) is no more an option than is the elimination of so-called “sin.” Even the New Testament promises only freedom from the ill-being of sin (i.e., from its thrall), not the elimination of its existence, for insofar as “sin” represents “error,” and insofar as new learning is a process of trial and error, my experience of this world will never be free of it.  

Another humorization of grievances that I endeavor to recall to mind whenever I am experiencing hard feelings is someone’s witty translation of a line from the 23rd Psalm: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I need not pitch my tent there.”

Remission/resurrection.

Once I have taken the first step of dropping dread and forgiving myself my daily dread, which is to stop owning my dread, the second step is to stand up on my own by taking mindful self-dominion of my circumstances.

I once stuffed my misery by doing good for others, until I realized that the only effective remedy is being good to myself – which I can be only as I stand up on my own.

Standing up on my own consists in taking mindful self-dominion of my circumstances. All of us are at all times in self-dominion, which is the only real dominion any of us can ever have.  The secret is to be in mindful self-dominion.

The Potential for Resurrection

You can check out any time you want,

but you can never leave.

-Hotel California

The biggest mountain that my faith has to move

is to get myself out of the way.

-Joe Obregon
All terrorism that I experience in this world, be it external or internal, is a product of human culture, not of human nature. Enculturated terrorism is just one of the many “bugs” that I have allowed to confound my original upright programming. It is one of the so-called “iniquities of the fathers” which, in the Bible’s assessment of human cultural tendencies, are visited for many generations “upon the children, and upon the children’s children.” (Exodus 34:7)

Regardless of their tenacity, my remission of these iniquities and consequent resurrection of my beneficent nature is within my power, for what I have learned I likewise have the ability to unlearn, and what I have acquired as I eclipsed my beneficent nature I likewise have the ability to disown.  As Anaϊs Nin observed:

One discovers that destiny can be directed, that one does not need to remain in bondage to the first wax imprint made on childhood sensibilities. One need not be branded by the first pattern. Once the deforming mirror is smashed, there is a possibility of wholeness; there is a possibility of joy.

Wholeness and joy are forever with us as qualities of our original beneficent nature that eternally await our resurrection thereof no matter how much we may forsake them.

Insofar as I have not confused my true being with its reflection in the deforming mirror of social conformation, it has been accordingly easier for me to smash that mirror. For example, when I was five years old (and already ceasing to be poetry itself) I had the good fortune of learning that my first name, Noel, means “good news.” Initially this merely encouraged me to be on the outlook for good news. My realization that I am here to be good news came later, in conjunction with my realization that we are all good news for the purpose of being such. Yet from its inception, this reminder of my own beneficial presence has served as a lifelong antidote to the forces of social conformation that deem individuality to be bad news.

For the past nine years I have had the additional antidotal benefit of an insight acquired during a session of therapeutic hypnosis, which has profoundly served my remission of hurtful perceptions. During the session I was asked to recall my decision to be born into this world, and whether I received any coaching concerning my incarnation. My coaching was utterly forthright: 

You are going to a loveless place, one in which, if you go there with the expectation of receiving love, you will be cruelly disappointed. The only love that you will experience in that otherwise loveless world is the love that you take with you and express in such a way that it is reflected back upon itself.

Only insofar as you be a loving presence in that world will you in turn be loved.

Be mindful that most of the souls who incarnate in that loveless world lose communion with their own love while they are there. This is why the only love that you can depend on in that world is the love that you take with you, and even then only so long as you persistently nurture and express it.
We have all come to a loveless world, arriving as a beneficial presence who has more or less forgotten his/her beneficent nature, and who now faces the challenge of resurrecting it.

PRACTICING RESURRECTION: One of my endeavors to resurrect my own beneficial presence is a mindfully persistent practice of forgiving my perception that any forgiveness of myself and others is actually required.  I practice this by re-minding myself that there is both originally and ongoingly a beneficially present way for me to experience whatever I am instead perceiving with hard feelings – and therefore with unforgiveness.  The specific form that this re-minder takes is a question which, in the fullness of time as I sincerely and persistently continue to ask it, invariably produces an appropriate answer: “How may I be so beneficially present to [person or situation here specified] that I experience no hardness in either my feelings or in theirs?”

Knowing What Matters and How

In my public presentations I sometimes request, “Will everyone here who believes in the power of mind over matter please raise his or her hand.”

Though most folks raise their hands, I usually see some not-quite-sure looks on the faces of many who do. So then I explain what I mean by the phrase, “power of mind over matter.” I point out that the building in which we are gathered existed initially in someone’s mind prior to its material existence; that the chairs on which we are sitting likewise initially existed in someone’s mind before they existed materially; and that every other object in and around the building initially existed in someone’s mind before it existed materially. I also point out that every subject in the room initially existed as something that our parents had a mind to do, whether or not they intended us as a consequence. 

When I once again request that everyone present who believes in the power of mind over matter raise his/her hand, the response is usually unanimous.

Then I make a second request: Will everyone present who believes in the power of mind over matter please raise my hand.  When my hand does not go up, I persist with the invitation until someone comes forward and physically raises my hand.  

I do this exercise to demonstrate that the way mind works is to take matter into our own hands, which in the present instance requires the raising of my hand with one of theirs. When it comes to imposing my will on others, the power of my mind isn’t all that handy. I must first take matters into my own hands before I can influence matters that are at the hands of others – and even then I can do the latter only to the extent either that others are amenable to my influence or that I am able to forcefully overcome their resistance.

What tends to obscure this relationship is an erroneous assumption that we make when we think of mind having power over matter, i.e., the assumption that mind, in and of itself, is forceful. Though mind is indeed a power, it is not a force.  Those who understand this know that they may command others’ willingness without forcing themselves upon anyone concerned. They also know that even when coercive imposition of force does gain others’ unwilling compliance, such compliance exists only to the extent that – and lasts only as long as – they continue to drain their energy of forcefulness in continuous coercive imposition.

The forceful imposition of my will on others is my attempt to have power over matter, when all I really have is power with matter and the power to matter – to influence, affect and in some cases effect a physical, material or behavioral result. The closest my mind comes to wielding power “over” is the impetus it lends to my willful imposition of force against another’s unwillingness to see or do things my way.  

I am inclined to willfully impose force upon others only when I feel powerless, and I tend to impose myself in proportion to the extent that I feel powerlessness. The more powerless I feel, the more forceful I tend to become in my efforts to accomplish what I feel powerless to do.  Yet I cannot fully appreciate the power of my mind, nor can I fully demonstrate its power, so long as I am inclined to impose my will.  

Our ability to choose between enfolding and allowing passage of the matters at our own hand, and the alternative of giving new shape to these matters, is what most distinguishes human beings from all other living creatures. And what most makes us human, as told in the story of The Little Prince, is our ability to truly discern “matters of consequence” when presuming to change their shape.  

It was only after my re-reading of The Little Prince as a 35-year-old adult that I came to my own initial understanding of what matters most to me and the implications of its mattering to me. As I meditatively contemplated which of life’s many matters are most positively consequential for me, I penned the following “I-opener”:   

Whenever I feel insignificant,

       it is time for me to remember 

       that I am energy mattering.

And just how much do I matter?

      Since energy can neither be created nor destroyed,

      without my energy

      the universe would be 

      less than complete.

And what choice do I have in this matter? 

      Should I decide to matter little,

      the universe would still be no less whole.

      Yet only when I decide to matter much


          is the universe I fill     





          full filled. 

Each newborn beneficial presence represents the universe’s completion, because each of us is a one-of-a-kind expression of the universe that no one else can duplicate. And it is entirely up to each of us how sparsely or fully we liberate our expressions of the universe’s completeness.  As dancer Martha Graham once put it: 

There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action; and because there is only one of you in all time, this expression is unique.  And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium, and will be lost.  The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is, nor how valuable, nor how it compares with other expressions.  It is your business to keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open. You do not even have to believe in yourself or your work. You have to keep open and aware directly to the urges that activate you. 

KEEP THE CHANNEL OPEN!  

The further news concerning this “unique quickening” is that, more often than not, the world can have the expression of that which is unique to my own beneficial presence only as I forgive all perceived lack of lovingness for me.  

Keeping the Channel Open

The relationship between my mind’s power to matter and my ability to forgive is this: while my unforgiveness is invariably a negative imposition on someone(s) or something(s), forgiveness replaces my negative imposition with positive supposition. Unforgiveness imposes upon others my perception of their badness, while forgiveness supposes their inherent goodness in spite of their distorted expression. When forgiveness is thus understood, it is among the most potent commandments of my mind’s power to matter. 

I cannot exercise my ability to forgive so long as I am inclined to impose my will. The power of mind to matter, as I have come to understand it through my experiences and contemplations of it, is best wielded as a way of being in the world, rather than as a way of doing to the world. I have arrived at this conclusion because the consequences of so what I have done to the world have time and again turned out to be my own undoing.

My mind’s power to matter is the power to be in the world as I would have the world be with me.  This principle has been stated in many ways. Gandhi articulated it in his saying, “We must be the change we wish to see in the world” – which essentially restates what his ancient countryman, the Buddha, said 25 centuries ago: “You cannot travel the path until you become the path.”  

Emmet Fox framed this principle in terms of the so-called “The Law of Correspondence” when he proclaimed: "As within, so without. You cannot think one thing and produce another." Ernest Holmes acknowledged the principle with his assessment that one truly knows only what he or she can manifest or otherwise demonstrate as working in one’s life, a.k.a. “walking one’s talk.”  Most succinctly of all, a student of mine of four decades ago, Raella Weinstein, stated the principle in five words: "If you haven't, you aren't."
As I fully understand mind’s power to matter, the Golden Rule’s moral prescription – to do unto others as I would have them do unto me – becomes a factual description of social reality.  This “way-it-works” perspective on the Golden Rule first became apparent to me during a public reading that included the following excerpt from Carl Sandburg’s epic poem, The People, Yes:

Who was that early sodbuster in Kansas?  He leaned at the gatepost and studied the horizon and figured what corn might do next year and tried to calculate why God ever made the grasshopper and why two days of hot winds smother the life out of a stand of wheat and why there was such a spread between what he got for grain and the price quoted in Chicago and New York.  

Drove up a newcomer in a covered wagon: "What kind of folks live around here?" "Well, stranger, what kind of folks was there in the country you come from?" "Well, they was mostly a lowdown, lying, thieving, gossiping, back-biting lot of people." "Well, I guess, stranger, that's about the kind of folks you'll find around here." 

And the dusty gray stranger had just about blended into the dusty gray cottonwoods in a clump on the horizon when another newcomer drove up: "What kind of folks live around here?" "Well, stranger, what kind of folks was there in the country you come from?" "Well, they was mostly a decent, hard-working, law-abiding, friendly lot of people." "Well, I guess, stranger, that's about the kind of folks you'll find around here."

And the second wagon moved off and blended with the dusty gray cottonwoods on the horizon while the early sodbuster leaned at his gatepost and tried to figure out why two days of hot winds smother the life out of a nice stand of wheat.

Sandburg’s concluding imagery reminds me that it sometimes takes no more than a single, insensitive look, oversight or statement from me to go against the grain of another and tend to wither his or her spirit.

The Misuse of Will

Imposing my will upon the world is not the most effective use of my mind’s power to matter.  The power of my mind to matter is my power to be the path I wish to travel, not by imposing my will upon the world, rather by mindfully altering my perception and experience of being in the world in accordance with the way I would like the world to be with me.  It is by altering my own perception and experience of the world that my relationship to the world is correspondingly altered.

Thus employed, even though my mind’s power to matter does not enable me to disarm the world’s terrorists, it does empower me to disarm my inner terrorists, after which I can reclaim whatever power the world’s terrorists may have usurped from me.

The way mind works is this: I cannot disarm the world of its fears, shame, guilt, anger, violence and such.  I can only disarm myself of any or all of these. Yet once I have done so, the world’s fears, shame, guilt, anger, violence seem to be far less woven into the loom of my experience.

Only as I first correctly deduce the relationship of the power of my mind to matters at my hand, may I possibly induce a corresponding relationship to matters at others’ hands – and even then only when such a relationship is allowed by others.

Following such an alteration, my new perception and experience of the world may be that it has changed.  Yet whether or not the world itself has changed is a moot question, since I cannot alter my relationship to the world until I correspondingly alter my perspective on the world. Nor must anything in the world itself change before I am able to change my relationship to it. That ability is forever resident within me.

The power to disarm my inner terrorists is mine because it is I who armed them in the first place by identifying myself with them. My inner terrorists will continue to “bug” my operational programming as long as I put their names – such as “afraid,” “ashamed,” “guilty,” and “angry” – after the words “I am.”  The words “I am” empower my mind to matter in accord with whatever words are spoken and in proportion to degree of conviction in my assertion of being so.  As one who is created in the image and likeness of God, the words “I am” are the imaging power (imagination) of God within me. When I proclaim that “I am angry, guilty, ashamed, afraid, etc.,” I equate such feelings with the nature of my being, and as the immediate god of my own being, I thereby certify them as the nature of my identity.

Life’s dreadful circumstances are not always avoidable, leastwise after they have happened. Yet even when they have happened, the dreading of my circumstances is optional. It is not dreadfulness of circumstance that causes me to dread, it is rather my dreading that tends to call them forth, and to sustain the ones that happen as a consequence of others’ dread or the society’s collective dread.

Whatever I most dread tends to become my identity: I dread, therefore I am. Once I thus identify with my dread, I tend to make what is dreadful great. It is then only a matter of time before I validate Job’s proclamation: “The thing which I greatly feared has come upon me.” I then may become so attached to my dreadful scenario that I feel incomplete without it and become subconsciously so reliant on my it, so that I not only entertain my dread, I entertain others with my dreadful stories as well. At this point I am, for all practical purposes, a grateful dread-head.

Just as being aware of my perceived self-identify is the key to knowing myself, so it is with knowing others. Therefore, as I meet other people for the first time, I endeavor to get beyond their superficial self-identity as a human doing.  Being far more interested in what makes them tick than in what they work at, I ask them, “What makes your life interesting?” instead of the standard “What do you do?”  Their responses tend to be quite self-revealing. 

For example, I once asked a man who was diagnosed as having terminal leukemia what made his life interesting.  He enthusiastically answered, "My leukemia.  I am learning everything I can about it so that I can get rid of it."  He had totally owned the condition of leukemia as _his_, and had made it the focal point of his attention, which left no doubt in my mind (in that moment at least, allowing that he could still change his mind), that the disease was indeed accordingly terminal.  Sure enough, he "transitioned" a few weeks later.  
Ever since that occasion, whenever anyone has asked me to pray for their condition (for instance, "please pray for my cold") I inquire, "How long do you want it to last?"  They invariably protest that they want to get rid of it.  And I invariably inquire, "Then why are you owning it?"]
It is by owning my dread, whether by dreading, or by saying that “I am” my dread or that my dread is “mine,” that I become a grateful dread-head.

The first step in disarming my inner terrorists is to stop owning them.  Prior to disowning mine, I would awaken each morning to their ongoing meeting in my head.  Sometimes one of my inner terrorists would prevail over the rest, such as when my depression was in charge, and four out of five voices in my head were telling the rest of us to go back to sleep.

In continued disownership of my inner terrorist group (a.k.a. “committee”), whenever one or more of them tends to assert him- or herself, I invoke instead the greater staff that comforts me by declaring, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall not pitch my tent there.”

[NOTE:  I refer to my inner terrorists individually as “he” or “she” when I recognize from which of the grown-ups who participated in “raising” me I acquired it.]

*************************

Science of Mind is the science of changing [My power of mind to matter is the power to change] what I can change, while accepting what I cannot change and wisely discerning the difference.

For example, my mind’s power to matter does not enable me to change what happened to the world on September 11 as a consequence of my nation’s collective dread. Yet many people have profoundly changed their initial relationship to what happened. 

I, for one, since being thus faced with the enormity of outer terrorism, have become far more effective at disarming my inner terrorists. And there are statistics indicating that many others can also make that claim.  For example, while the events of September 11 have moved the United States to become more belligerent and militant globally, they have simultaneously moved us to become a more forgiving nation domestically. Divorce rates and other indicators of adversarial consciousness declined in the aftermath of 911. In contrast to the 911 terrorists’ monstrous acts, our perpetuation of grievances and holding of grudges against family members, friends, associates and neighbors seems to us more petty than before.

Forgiveness of one another within family, workplace and community is no less worthwhile or possible when it becomes more difficult to forgive internationally. Just as we begin our participation in athletics locally rather than in the international Olympic games, so may we all learn to heal our non-forgiveness locally, leaving to those who are more seasoned in the practice of forgiveness to endeavor its broader application.

I feel certain that our government will succeed in disarming global terrorists.  In the meantime, I am committed to disarming the ones most immediately dangerous to myself and every other human being on this planet, our terrorists within.

Forgive Us This Day Our Daily Dread

I’m going to begin by sharing my disqualifications, which will tell you far more interesting and important things about me than my qualifications

I am a qualified minister to the New Thought movement at large, who is incidentally a qualified – to the point of being ordained and doctored - minister of Religious Science.  In spite of being qualified to great degree, I can nonetheless gladly disqualify myself as being New Thoughtist, a Religious Scientist, a Divine Scientist or a Unitic.  Those are all nouns.  I’m a verb.  Therefore I am not a minister of New Thought even though I participate as a minister in and to the New Thought movement.  I am a minister of new thinking, and as such I tend to be not quite of any one of the many movements and thought atmospheres that I participate in and minister to.

My life is devoted to new thinking. This doesn’t mean that I have scrapped all of my old thinking, only that I am perennially evolving my old thinking in the context of new circumstances, and thereby creating new thought forms the same way that our planet creates new life forms.  I am committed to avoiding the predicament of the teacher who, when he was passed over for a salary increase, exclaimed to his principal, “But I’ve had 20 years of experience!!”  The principal looked at him sadly and replied, “No, you’ve had one year of experience repeated 20 times.”  

One way to avoid getting stuck in old thinking is to change one’s context from time to time, which life does for us anyway, sooner or later, when we don’t do it for ourselves – and eventually even when we do, so as to give us a totally fresh perspective. As Ernest Holmes put this: 

Nature will not let us stay in any one place too long. She will let us stay just long enough to gather the experience necessary to the unfolding and advancing of the soul. This is a wise provision, for should we stay here too long, we would become too set, too rigid, too inflexible. Nature demands the change in order that we should advance. 

To the extent that I am inflexible in my thinking, I am inflexible in my experience as well, and at best have only a near-life experience.  

I have discovered that inflexibility of thinking is a price that I {fs: map} pay for staying too long in any one format.  This is why the format of my ministry was changed. We have no Sunday services.  Facing the same congregation every Sunday morning put me in the predicament of Zsa Zsa Gabor’s sixth husband.  I knew what I had to do, but I wasn’t sure how to make it different.

And so, at the risk of being perceived as a spiritually promiscuous Johnny Metaseed, I have freed myself up so that I could deliver my most seminal thoughts in as many places as possible.  

<<<<<>>>>>

I call what I am here to deliver this morning an “encouragement.”  

Though I once set out to be a preacher, I eventually grew tired of sermonizing, lessonizing, lecturing and preach at other folks.  So instead of being a preacher I am now more like a priest and a prophet.  As a priest, I comfort the afflicted.  As a prophet I afflict the comfortable.  And as the leader of a now defunct prophetic priesthood once characterized it, “It’s a long, strange trip.”

What makes the encouragement of others such a long, strange trip is conveyed in a statement that Mother Theresa had engraved on a wall in her Calcutta home for abandoned children:

People are often unreasonable, illogical, and self-centered;

Forgive them anyway.

If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives;

Be kind anyway.

If you are successful, you will win some false friends and some true enemies;

Succeed anyway.

If you are honest and frank, people may cheat you;

Be honest and frank anyway.

What you spend years building, someone could destroy overnight;

Build anyway.

If you find serenity and happiness, they may be jealous;

Be happy anyway.

The good you do today, people will often forget tomorrow;

Do good anyway.

Give the world the best you have, and it may never be enough;

Give the world the best you've got anyway.

You see, in the final analysis, it is between you and God;

It was never between you and them anyway.
<<<<<>>>>>

Dread and misery are, like all other experiences, so utterly real to me that they are not to be denied. Ernest Holmes accommodated this reality when he observed that The New Testament tells us the same thing when it promises freedom from sin even though we are not free of it.  It is only my entertainment of negativity, not negativity itself, that tends to what Ernest Holmes defined as sin in the Science of Mind textbook: “There is no sin but a mistake, and no punishment but an inevitable consequence. . . . We are not punished for our sins but by them. Sin is its own punishment and righteousness is its  own reward.” (110/4…111/2)

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of my dread, I need not pitch my tent there – which is what I do do every time I entertain my misery and thereby get myself into even deeper doo-doo. 

There is an alternative to entertaining my dread and misery, and thereby owning it and identifying myself as it.  If anyone here is in any way a practicing dread-head, please, please, PLEASE, consider adopting the alternative to grateful dreadsmanship, which is also described in a song, one that I wrote some 30 years ago as I was emerging from the deep doo-doo of my own former entertainment of my misery.  

[Misery]

Once I have taken the first step of dropping dread and forgiving myself my daily dread, which is to stop owning my dread, the second step is to stand up on my own by taking mindful self-dominion of my circumstances.

I once stuffed my misery by doing good for others, until I realized that the only effective remedy is being good to myself – which I can be only as I stand up on my own.

Standing up on my own consists in taking mindful self-dominion of my circumstances. All of us are at all times in self-dominion, which is the only real dominion any of us can ever have.  The secret is to be in mindful self-dominion.

Eliminating negative thoughts, feelings and experiences is no more an option than is the elimination of so-called “sin.”  Even the New Testament promises us only freedom from sin, not the elimination of its existence.  

Hence Ernest Holmes definition of sin: “There is no sin but a mistake, and no punishment but an inevitable consequence. . . . We are not punished for our sins but by them. Sin is its own punishment and righteousness is its own reward.”

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of my dread, I need not pitch my tent there – which is what I do do every time I entertain my misery and thereby get myself into even deeper doo-doo. 

<<<<<>>>>>

And just how may I take mindful self-dominion of my circumstances when – more often than not – my circumstances are ambiguous at best and thus proportionately perplexing as well?

First of all, I have to embrace the ambiguity and accept the perplexity, like the farmer in one of my favorite Zen wisdom stories.  When his horses broke down a fence and ran away, his neighbor said, upon hearing the news, “That’s too bad.” 

“Who knows what’s bad?” replied the farmer.

The following day the farmer’s son found the wayward animals amidst a band of wild horses.  When they were once again securely fenced at home, several of the wild horses were now among their number.

“That’s good,” said the neighbor, reflecting on the farmer’s gain.

“Who knows what’s good?” replied the farmer.

The following day, the farmer’s son broke his leg while trying to tame one of the wild horses.

“That’s too bad,” the neighbor commiserated.

“Who knows what’s bad?” replied the farmer.

The next day a group of soldiers visited the farm, to conscript the son into military service.  Seeing his condition, they rode on.

“That’s good,” the neighbor said when hearing of this latest turn of events.

“Who knows what’s good?” replied the farmer.

The farmer had embraced life’s ambiguity in full understanding of the tendency observed by the 19th century Danish spiritual philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard: “Life can only be understood backwards. It must be lived forwards.” Though good can always be paid forward, it is more often than not reaped in retrospect.

Tillich on tolerance of ambiguity.  Everything nailed down is coming loose.  

As things speed up life’s ambiguities show up faster and more often, so that today it’s about embracing not merely tolerating. I have to embrace life’s ambiguity by fully taking the prescription of 19th century Danish spiritual philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard: “Life can only be understood backwards. It must be lived forwards.”

It helps sometimes to remember that when God closes one door, God opens another. Yet as someone once said to me, “God’s hallways are a bitch.” 

To begin with, when my life seems to resemble a dark hallway in which there are no open doors, a tunnel in which I perceive no light at its end, I can choose to see the good in such utter ambiguity. I can do this by looking for the good in each person I encounter, in every other situation I encounter, and in each of my experiences.

It is often easier for me to see the good in the components of my life when I am no longer preoccupied with some perceived good in the whole of it.  Such is the good inherent in ambiguity. For example, being of a mental rather than a physical temperament, I was never able to see the good in having to walk downtown from my house when my car wasn’t working until I remembered something else that Kierkegaard said: “Above all, do not lose your desire to walk. I have walked myself into the best thoughts.”

I was introduced to the discipline of mindfully looking for the good in every situation over three decades ago by a minister who, while advocating this practice, indelibly anchoring its principle in my memory with an example from his own experience.  One day while on his way to work the morning after an ice storm, as he was taking the step from the side door of his house to the car in his sloped driveway, he slipped on the ice and slid down the driveway onto the street, and then down the sloped street for almost two blocks.  He came to a stop just as the overcoat he was wearing was giving way to the shredding effect of occasional patches of rough ice.  As he picked himself up, viewed the damage to his coat, and saw the unlikelihood of his being able to climb back up the hill, he turned his eyes skyward with clenched fists and bellowed, “I can’t wait to see the good in this one!”

This same minister further anchored the principle of looking for the good in every situation by citing the story of Joseph’s sale into captivity by his brothers. When Joseph encountered his repentant bothers many years later he remarked, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” (Genesis 50:20)

Several years after being thus introduced to the discipline of looking for the good in every situation, I had a similarly icy opportunity to practice it.  once had the use of a friend’s car while he took a winter vacation away from the locally vacationing crowd.  However, he specifically forbade me to drive his car on the several miles of mountain road to my cabin, as he considered the road to be too treacherous at that time of year.  Yet one night, in the midst of a blizzard, I decided to risk the drive.  Blizzards are an occupational hazard to hitchhikers, since passersby are not too keen upon boarding someone who is covered with snow.  And as much as I love the challenge of navigating difficult roads in inclement weather, I least prefer to do so on foot.

I was halfway to my destination when a man, woman and young girl came into view on my right, where the roadside bordered upon a precipitous drop into a creek.  They were frantically waving for my attention.  Their jeep had made the descent from road to creek.  Though badly shaken, they were fortunately unharmed, suffering most from their exhausting climb up to the road.  I had to go some distance before I could turn around and return them to the residence where they were visiting in Aspen.  I then started my homeward journey over, without further incident.

The next morning as I was descending the road, now brightly lit by grace of a relatively cloudless sky, while rounding a bend I nearly rear-ended a stopped vehicle, the first of several whose passage was blocked by the wrecker that was winching the jeep up from the creek.  Quite full of myself for my good deed of the night before, I wanted those observing to know that it was I who had come to the aid of the jeep’s occupants.  Amidst my telling of the tale, I heard a crash from the direction of my borrowed car.  Predictably (I now realized too late) I had been rear-ended by another car.  

I realized that I could have stood around the bend and prevented the almost certain result of my not doing so.  I was really getting on my case for “being so stupid” when the driver of the car that had rear-ended me became hysterical.  It turns out that his car was also borrowed, that neither it nor he was insured, and that this was his first outing after several weeks of serious illness that had him bedridden.  He was on his own case with such vengeance that I forgot mine.  I eventually calmed him down to the point where he realized that I was not upset with him for what had happened to my car.  When he asked me how that could be, I said, “It’s only metal.”  For the remaining time required to haul up the jeep, we stood where we could warn oncoming traffic, and conversed as if we had been life-long friends.

I had my friend’s car repaired in time for his return, having to pay only the deductible on his insurance.  I told him the entire story, without reminding him, however, of his parting prohibition.  He was so delighted that I had restored to new condition parts of his car that were already badly dented before the accident, that neither was any mention of it made by him.

There have been many times in my life when the only way to see the blessing in my situation was to forgive the situation by being the blessing.  I have a rule of thumb for this: When I am unable to see the light at the end of the tunnel, it is time for me to be the light in the middle of the tunnel.  

Sometimes forgiveness is my choice to live life forward by being the blessing in a difficult situation.  When I cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel, I know that it is time for me to be the light in the middle of the tunnel. 

When seen in this light, God’s hallways are not such a bitch after all.

<<<<<>>>>>

In all of my reading and studies of metaphysical literature over the past 50 years, which has included thousands of authors (counting those quoted by others), no other statement has more clearly defined for me the essence of mindful self-dominion than one from Rudolph Steiner:

If it depends on something other than myself whether I should get angry or not, I am not master of myself . . . I have not yet found the ruler within myself. I must develop the faculty of letting the impressions of the outer world approach me only in the way in which I myself [mindfully] determine.

I have added the word “mindfully” to Steiner’s statement in acknowledgement that the impressions of the outer world actually never do approach me in a manner other than that which I have decided they shall.  

I now recognize that having wisdom is not the same as being wise.  Writing or saying something wise is not of itself the equivalent of embodying it, as many popular gurus have demonstrated in the past few decades.  And so my five-year old knowing that I am good news, and that I came into the world to bring good news by being good news, continued to remain in partial eclipse until September 11. Though it may still be thus, on that day the eclipse became less partial.

Several things went through my mind as I watched the collapse of both twin towers in so-called “real” time.  I recalled the headline of an editorial I read in a local newspaper in 1955, which proclaimed “Everything nailed down is coming loose.”  Etc.

I also remembered to look for the good in the situation, looking that took a couple of hours or so to bear fruit.  A potential good for every human being on Earth became suddenly apparent to me as I heard the first of many newscasters remark that we were watching a defining moment in the history of our generation. I immediately recognized it as a defining moment in the life of everyone now alive on the planet.

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, have been called the present generation’s defining moment, which in this instance includes every human being on the planet.

My own response to that defining moment was informed by something else that went through my mind just then, my recollection of a statement by a psychologist, who said that there is a potential Hitler and a potential Mother Teresa in each one of us.   Each of us defines his/her own witness to life’s ambiguities within this spectrum of potentials, in accordance with the context of his/her own circumstances. 

One good that the context of global terrorism serves is to call us to clarify and define both the what and the how of who we truly are.  Accordingly, I am choosing to define my own nature as follows:
· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a further extension of humankind’s inhumanities to other human kindred.

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a reactionary impulse that creates me in the image of those whose own impulses I claim to discredit.

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an instrument of the either/or mentality of retaliation that feeds the cycle of mutual vengeance and revengeance.

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an agent of those whose purpose is to shape, direct, instruct or otherwise conform me to their objectives.

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a mere defender of the things that I possess, of the thoughts that I profess, and of the feelings that I express.

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than a mere representation of self-defeating teachings, preachments and ideologies, of outworn trends and fashions, of conventional wisdoms handed down, of yesterday’s reasons handed over, and of momentary meanings that last only for a season.

Although I sometimes witness to many of the things that I know myself to be more than, my truest witness prevails as I forgive and release myself from whatever obscures the truth to which my being testifies: 
I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned.
And just how may I assert my beneficial presence? By consistently living in that question, rather than by any final answer.   
After my first public sharing of my beneficial presence credo, a woman came up to me and told me that her Great Aunt had described for her 50 years earlier what it means to be a beneficial presence.  Where I have said, “I am here to be a beneficial presence,” her Great Aunt said, “The purpose of life is to have a loving response to everyone we meet and everything we experience.”

I can think of no better way to describe the role of beneficial presence than that.  Though I am forever a beneficial presence in potential, I am a beneficial presence in actual practice only to the extent that I respond lovingly to everyone I meet and everything I experience.

It is my inherent, original nature to be beneficial presence, and such is the case for all human beings.  We all come into this world knowing how to be a beneficial presence, as every new-born human baby demonstrates when you place a finger in its hand. Baby’s finger <>“I am home”

If there were two forces in the universe, “force of habit” would be the second strongest.  As it is, there is only one force in the universe and “force of habit” is one of our most common uses of it.

This particular time is both fraught with ambiguity and pregnant with possibility – the two aspects of life in this world that are most conducive to new thinking.  The ambiguities of this world are now starkly symbolized for us in the rubble of the World Trade Center.  The possibilities are symbolized for us by Christmas.

Christmas and Easter are my two annual reminders of why I am here.   Jesus showed up in this world to address the heart of what matters, and he left this world addressing the heart of what matters.  

The heart of what matters, as stated by Jesus, is to be in the world but not of it, to care for the world without being attached to it. 

Jesus showed up in this world to address the heart of the matter, and so did you and I.

I am here this morning to address the heart of a matter that concerns the congregation of Unity Temple.  And I will get to the heart of this matter as Jesus sometimes did, by asking a simple question.  It’s not a show-of-hands question, just a question for each of you to ponder and witness to – or not – in your own heart.  The question is this:   “Have you been less agitated or more agitated by the sudden absence of your minister than by the attack on the WTC?  Which of these events has been more uncentering of your relationships with others in this church?”

I am raising this question not because I have an answer that will end whatever agitation you may be feeling.  Like Jesus, the only answer I have for questions like this is how to live with such questions.  I have been blessed with many teachers who have learned the secret of how to live with such questions, and this morning is an opportunity for me to pay that blessing forward. 

My greatest teacher has been water.

I am challenged to be a forgiving person in a non-forgiving country and a non-forgiving world, where unforgiveness is treasured as a virtue of the strong, while forgiveness is deemed to be a vice of the weak. Unforgiveness is mere resistance to forgiveness, not its opposite. Non-forgiveness is its opposite, just as indifference, rather than hate, is love's opposite.
I grieve for all persons who are now living with the consequences of the absolutist mentality of non-forgiveness, a mentality that currently seems to prevail in Afghanistan and in much of the United States as well, and whose outcome is what General Douglas McArthur once called a “no-win” policy. 

Non-forgiveness is the mother of all winless courses of action. In a terrorized non-forgiving world, forgiveness is considered to be evil. Yet evil and loss abound only where people are non-forgivingly committed to acting at cross-purposes with one another. 

If the world were merely unforgiving, the movement from conflict (win-lose) to co-operation (win-win) would be considered both feasible and reasonable, and goodness and plenty would instead abound.  Co-operation is the quintessence of all forgiveness. True justice prevails only where there is commitment to co-operation – to working together – in preservation of the common ground that sustains the mutual interests of all concerned. 

Life is never finished, and it is forever complete in its currently unfinished state.
