The Five Perennial Questions You Meet on Earth

My name is Noel McInnis, and I’m a recovering adult. I am making this CD to share with other adults what I have learned about the process of recovery from adult-eration. I’ve invited (some) (a few) (a couple of) friends to be present with me here in the studio this morning so that I feel like I am addressing an immediate live audience as well as a planetary live audience. 

What I have to say is a planetary matter, which is why I am saying it on a CD that can go all over the planet. And I am saying it in the light of a statement by the CD’s producer, Mark Olmstead, who when asked why he was so devoted to peace on Earth and good will toward men replied, “If human beings could ever learn how to simply live together on this planet without killing each other, perhaps we'd be able to be here long enough to figure out what the other 90% of our brains are for.”

Most of us have heard that we human beings use only about 10 percent of our mental capacity. We are also told that we may use an even lesser percentage of our genetic capacity. Each of us is loaded with what genetic experts are presently calling “junk DNA”, DNA that serves no discernable purpose. It has not yet occurred to these experts that our unused DNA may represent latent capacities not yet activated.

My own hypothesis concurs with Mark Olmstead’s. As we recover from our thralldom to the adult-erated condition of the capacities we have already developed, we will find out what our untapped capacities are for.

Mark and I are far from being the only folks who see the human experience from this perspective. For instance, Albert Schweitzer said nearly a century ago, “In the hearts of people today there is a deep longing for peace. When the true spirit of peace is thoroughly dominant, it becomes an inner experience with unlimited possibilities. Only when this really happens – when the spirit of peace awakens and takes possession of men's hearts, can humanity be saved from perishing."

Fortunately, a marvelous recovery program from our adult-eration is built into our planetary experience. The program consists of five perennial questions that confront each one of us in the course of our Earthly journey. By addressing these five perennial questions effectively, we may indeed discover what the other 90% of our cranial and genetic capacities are for.

I will myself address the five perennial questions, along with five effective responses to those questions, after briefly reviewing my recovery from the adult-eration of my own capacities that took place as I was growing up. What I am presently recovering from is my blameful unforgiveness of past grievances. Only by releasing myself from imprisonment by my past – and especially from my unforgiveness thereof, which is the most intensely binding of all attachments to my past – can I free myself for the full realization of my as-yet-untapped possibilities in the present.

Although I was born with the potential to become all that I most deeply feel myself called to be, while I was growing presumably “up” I let myself down, by settling for the fulfillment of mere fractions of my potential. This, too, requires my forgiveness, lest I languish in postponed self-realization.

There is much in each of us that yearns for realization. As John Denver once asserted, “Each of us is the dwelling place of incredible opportunities.” His assessment accorded with that of one of our country’s founding fathers, Benjamin Franklin, who was in the throng that gathered to observe the first successful launching of a hot-air balloon by the Montgolfier brothers in France. When Franklin overheard a skeptic’s comment, “Of what good is a balloon?” he countered, “Of what good is a newborn baby?”

Each newborn baby represents magnificent good: a potential solution to one or more of the problems that plague our “grown up” consciousness. Yet regardless of the head start in magnificent potential that each of us embodies at our birth, we tend to grow up as strangers to our possibilities. This is reflected in psychologist Abraham Maslow’s estimate that “ninety-eight percent of us die before we taste the nectar of our magnificence.” 

Maslow accounted for the death rate of our potentials as follows:

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.

Like almost everyone, as I was growing up I was conditioned to make myself at home with the adult world’s discontents and to celebrate my oneness with all others in the spirit of ain’t it awfulism.” The academic terms for this conditioning process are “socialization” or “enculturation.” So what I am now in recovery from is the adult-eration that attended my socialization and enculturation.

In addition to being born to realize magnificent possibilities, I was also born to be a beneficial presence. Indeed, I was born as a beneficial presence. My nature at birth was instinctively forgiving, for in the beginning there was no unforgiveness in me. Like all newly arrived infants, I was a beneficial presence devoid of grievances and grudges held toward others, and I welcomed all who came into my presence.

Furthermore, the evidence of my newborn beneficial presence was immediately at hand. When someone else’s finger was put in either of my palms – regardless of the person’s color, race, creed, gender, ethnic origin, size, appearance – I gently clasped it with my own fingers. I didn’t grab the presented finger, nor did I obsessively clutch, cling or otherwise persist in possessively holding on to it. I exercised no control over the offered finger, nor did I attempt to impede its departure. I gracefully enfolded its presence and just as gracefully relinquished it. This is the primal hug, a.k.a. the “Ur hug.”
Such were the initial “rules of engagement” of my beneficial presence: the primal hug of embracement and release. Although these rules of engagement were not consciously known by me at birth, I instinctively embodied them. I was tenderly and unconditionally acknowledging, accepting, and allowing of every finger that came to rest in my hand, for however long my gently enfolding clasp was invited, and I just as unconditionally surrendered to the finger’s passage at the instant it was removed. No matter whose finger, which finger, or how the finger was given, I unconditionally welcomed it and then willingly respected its passage by gently surrendering to its departure.

Such is the beneficial presence of all newly born human beings. Yet our beneficial presence, as initially evidenced in the primal hug, is exchanged by us for an artificial presence as we grow up, a presence whose acquisition of clinging and possessive rules of engagement constitutes our culture’s rite of passage into adulthood. Our only remedy for this plight is a mindful recovery of the initial rules of engagement – as evidenced in our primal hug of embracement and release – that each of us instinctively embodied and exercised subliminally as newborns. These initial rules of engagement now await our conscious reclamation.

The short story of my life – and of everyone else’s life – has been told in 13 words by Swami Satchidananda: “We started out fine. Then we got de-fined. Now we are getting re-fined.” 

· “We started out fine.” Each of us is initially endowed as a beneficial presence whose nature is unconditionally forgiving.

· “Then we got de-fined.” Each of us was invited to forsake our initial instinctive expression of our beneficial presence.

· “Now we are getting re-fined.” Each of us is presently in recovery of our beneficial presence. 

Given the universality of this story, I was once inclined to conclude that I had come to a silly planet, whose unforgiving outer reality fails to check with the instinctively forgiving inner reality of my being. What I have since concluded is that I do not experience this so-called “silly planet” as it is. I experience the world as I perceive my relationship with it to be. I experience my life, not as it is, rather as I am. Therefore, when it comes to making reality checks I invariably write my own, and all of my reality checks are payable to me. In reality, I am here for the purpose of living in a harmonious relationship to this planet, a harmonious relationship unique to my own way of being. How well I fulfill this purpose, in recovery of my forsaken beneficial presence, depends upon how effectively I address the five perennial questions with which my experience of this planet brings me face to face, the perennial questions of I-dentity, integrity, reality, appreciation, and release.

The perennial question of I-dentity asks me who I am.  The perennial question of integrity asks me “how so?” The perennial question of reality asks me what I shall make of the relationship between my I-dentity and my integrity. The perennial question of appreciation asks me how much I am willing to receive from that relationship. And the perennial question of release asks me how willing I am to allow my beneficial presence to be all that it can be.

In my contemplation of these perennial questions, I have composed or borrowed several short songlets that code appropriate responses to all five of them. I have employed lyrical coding because music is so effective at anchoring thought-forms in consciousness. For example, to this day I can still remember the advertising jingles for products that were sold 60 years ago, including products that themselves ceased to exist within a few years of their immortalization in my memory. [Their malady lingers on.]
While mere verbal coding anchors wisdom in mental memory only, musical coding anchors it in genetic memory. [For those who would like to know more about this, extensive literature on the interrelationships of music and genetics can be accessed online by searches that successively pair the word “music” with “genes,” “genetics,” “chromosomes,” and “DNA.”]

I also consider my songlets to be “responses” rather than “answers” to the five perennial questions, because anyone who presumes to have certain answers to perennial questions has thereby ceased all mindful inquiry into the meaning, purpose, and mission of human existence.

The first of my five songs addresses the perennial question of I-dentity, namely, the question of who I am in the long run, by which is meant the longest run of all: what is eternally true about me. The song sprang forth when I asked myself yet another and far more whimsical question: “If God had a theme song, what would it be?” And God replied,

[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

Though others have popularized a similar statement, “Wherever I go, there I am,” in my experience I have yet to find myself being “there.” “There” is always somewhere else than where I experience my presence to be, and so I am unable to have an experience of being elsewhere.

When I was young my father told me, “the only thing that’s certain is death and taxes.” Yet the certainties of death and taxes are relative, not absolute. Death is eventual, taxes are intermittent, and both belong to that all-inclusive category of relative certainties, the things that come to pass.   

I know of only one absolute certainty, a birthless, changeless, deathless certainty that never passes, a certainty that I did not, do not, and cannot create, nor can I de-create: Everywhere I go, here I am. The statement “here I am” I-dentifies my one-and-only absolute experience, to which all of my other experience is relative. “Here I am” is as absolute to my self’s being as the speed of light is absolute to the being of the cosmos overall. “Here I am” is the eternal neighborhood of my inner residence, no matter what momentary outer “here” I may choose to frequent in “Hi there!” space. There is never so much as a nanosecond of my existence in which “here I am” ceases to be the truth of my being. 
[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

“Here I am” is the only perception that prevails as if it were hard-wired into my consciousness. I am always and only here, even when the appearance seems otherwise. For example, a few hours after meeting me for the first time, my second mother-in-law whispered to my wife-to-be, “Noel isn’t always where he sits, is he?” My fiancé just laughed, having mastered the art of retrieving me from my seeming occasional self-displacement with a gentle, “Earth to Noel . . . Earth to Noel.” 

I also once had a secretary who remarked of my seemingly absent moments, "Noel is in his zone again." Far less forbearing were my military superiors. For instance, when my First Sergeant caught me outside my company area without a hat for the third day in a row – a most unsightly breech of military decorum – he bellowed: "McInnis, some people wake up and then they get up. Other people get up and then they wake up. You just get up." 

I accept all assessments of my misplaced presence of mind in good-humored self-recognition, for I know that in spite of every appearance to the contrary, there is no such thing as absence of mind, merely the misplacement of its presence. I am therefore quite at ease with my intermittent seeming to be elsewhere, because I know that however “out of it” I sometimes seem to be, one constant nonetheless prevails: even the “it” that I am seemingly out of is invariantly here, and is never somewhere else. 

[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

“Here I am” is universal. Here is always and only where I am. I've never been to a place where I arrived before I got there, nor have I ever arrived in a place to which I did not go. There is no place I can go where I will not arrive, nor is there any place where I can remain once I have left it. Everything’s here is unique to its own placement, and thus always within range of its own here-ing.

The homestead of my being is not a physical location. Its locale is in my psyche, where it transcends all other locality. I am at home in my state of being as my state of being, whether or not I remember that this is so. My relationship to the universe could not be more efficient, because it means that I can never be lost. Regardless of where I go I’m always here, even when I’m on the way from one place to another. And when a momentary experience of disorientation tempts me to say that I am lost, I simply remind myself, "I am not lost. I'm still here, right where I've always been and can always count on being. I've just momentarily misplaced my inner here in some outer one.”

[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

Not only is “here I am” universal, it is also inescapable. I have the absolute and eternal guarantee that was proclaimed in the song, “Hotel California”: I can check out any time I want, yet I can never leave. And when I do check out, it’s not someone else who has checked out, it is always and only I who has done so. And when I’m checked out, where is it that I am? It’s not somewhere else that I’ve checked out of, it’s here. Therefore, even though I may forget myself from time to time, I can never forget myself away, even with the assistance of drink, drugs, workaholism, or any other distraction. No addiction can overpower the truth that everywhere I go, here I am.
Not only is “here I am” universal and inescapable, it is indivisible. The word "individual" is defined as "an indivisible entity." And so I am. It is impossible for me to be outside of me, no matter how beside myself I sometimes may feel. Even though I have moments when I really do feel beside myself, it isn’t someone else who I am beside, and it isn’t somewhere else that I am feeling that way. I am feeling beside myself right here. Similarly, though I may also have moments when I meet myself coming and going, it isn’t someone else that I am meeting, and it isn’t somewhere else that the meeting takes place. I never have to go somewhere else in search of me because I am always and only right here, regardless of my body’s present location, and even when I leave it behind.  

[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

In addition to being universal, inescapable and indivisible, “Here I am” is irreversible. I cannot divorce myself. Since there is no place for me to exist beyond myself, I don’t have the option of unchoosing me. I have no choice to "take me or leave me," because I am eternally wedded to the homestead of my being, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, no matter where my experience of “here I am” may take me. Neither unto death nor after death is my marriage to “Here I am” forsaken.
Since I will never fail to arrive wherever I show up and will never be some other person that I meet when I get there, I am an incarnation of the omnipresence that religious teachings attribute to God.  “Here I am” is a cosmic commitment to my sovereign self-dominion. “Here I am” is an eternal abode wherein no one else can dictate my behavior unless I am taking their dictation – in which case I am still the one in charge of taking the dictation. Since nothing comes closer to absolute dictatorship than this, I can be grateful that this dictatorship is always and only on behalf of my own dominion of the realm of my own being.

[Everywhere I Go, Here I Am]

Lastly, my universal, inescapable, indivisible, and irreversible “here I am” is also ultimately irresistible. I once heard “home” defined as “the place that, when you go there, they have to take you in.” And so it is with the homestead of my being. No matter where I may stand, I cannot stand on any spot where I am not. No matter where I spot myself, here is where I am, forever taking myself in. And since I do not like the company of unforgiving persons, it behooves me not to be an unforgiving person myself. It is quite inconsistent for me to be like those whose company I am loath to keep.

This brings me to the second perennial question that everyone meets on Earth, the question of integrity. Given that my I-dentity shows up everywhere I go, the question of integrity asks “how is this so?”  

In addition to the metaphysical integrity of my here-I-am-ness, I also embody the physical integrity of the material cosmos. Just as a drop of ocean water bears the molecular image and likeness of the ocean’s waters overall, so does my body bear the molecular image and likeness of the cosmos overall. At least a trace of each of the universe’s 92 basic elements is included in the make-up of my body. In this regard, we are each quite literally a whole-universe catalog. The atoms in my body were created in numerous suns within and beyond the Milky Way Galaxy. My body is literally an assemblage of erstwhile far-flung stardust, temporarily resident in my body on its way to showing up in countless bodies yet unborn that my present stardust’s cosmic wanderlust is yet to encounter.

Furthermore, in accordance with the so-called “Law of Correspondence” – as above, so below, as within, so without – even as I outwardly bear the image and likeness of the cosmos, I also inwardly bear the image and likeness of God. As you may recall, when Moses asked God “whom shall I say sent me?” God replied, “I AM THAT I AM.” (Exodus 3:14) A literal translation of the original language in which this proclamation was recorded is “I am that which I am to become.” Accordingly, my eternal here-I-am-ness is the simultaneous “I AM” alpha of essence and “I AM” omega of my essence’s becoming.

 [God Dwells Within Me As Me]

Although I bear God’s image and likeness, this does not qualify me to claim that I am God. I am an emanation of God, not God in entirety, just as a ray of sunlight is an emissary of its solar host, bearing its image and likeness though not its totality. The groundedness of this distinction is apparent in an anecdote about the relationship between human and divine ingenuity, a story told as follows:

The scientific community, emboldened by humankind’s increasing command of molecular, atomic, and genetic engineering, technologies that were formerly employed only by God, decided that we had no further use for a deity.  A representative was chosen to inform God that He could take the rest of eternity off.

God, however, was not convinced. “Do you really think that you can create life from scratch exactly the way I did?”

“No problem,” said the scientist, as he stooped to pick up a handful of dirt.

“No, no,” said God. “That’s not the way I did it.”

“What do you mean?” asked the scientist.

“Get your own dirt.”

“Get your own dirt” is a contemporary version of the Biblical admonishment in which Job’s second-guessing of God is countered with God’s question, “Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?” (Job 38:4) A comparable perspective for non-believers is inherent in Carl Sagan’s recipe for baking a cake from scratch: “You begin by creating a universe.”  Each of us creates the universe of his or own experience because

[God Dwells Within Me As Me]

In keeping with God’s commandment to “Get your own dirt,” my body represents something that Earth’s dirt has turned into. Though my here-I-am-ness came into the Earth, my body came directly out of the Earth. Accordingly, if I am to be in but not of the earth as Jesus prescribed, I cannot confuse my body’s limitations with the unlimited consciousness that dwells within my body. My body’s limitation require my forgiveness, which can be as unlimited as my body’s consciousness-in-residence. In my own case, therefore, where other folks see “wrinkles” appearing on their aging faces, I see “character pleats” showing up on mine. Where others experience what they call a “hearing loss” I experience instead a “hearing gain,” the ability to hear things that people didn’t actually say. And where others see falling hair, I see a crew cut – from which the crew is deserting. I have adopted this attitude toward the infirmities that emerge from my body’s aging process, because there is nothing else quite so readily forgiving as a blameless sense of humor.

As I contemplate the infinite variety of bodies in which we human beings reside, I am sometimes amazed at what Earth’s dirt is able to turn into. And what is even more amazing to me is that the process by which dirt turns into my body represents a far more profound understanding of how to create and maintain a universe than I will ever have. Most amazing of all is that just as Earth’s dirt keeps turning itself into my own body so long as I am alive, so does this cosmic understanding continue to turn itself into my own consciousness.

[God Dwells Within Me As Me]

My relationship to cosmic stardust, Earth’s dirt, and to the intelligence that knows how to turn them both into my body, raises the third perennial question that everyone meets on Earth, the question of reality: what shall I make of the relationship between my I-dentity and my integrity?
In reality, each of us has a unique and unduplicable relationship. As author Marilyn Ferguson put it, “We are all students at M.S.U. – making stuff up.” Though we are all made up of the same stuff, each of us makes it up differently, and all of the stuff with which we do our making up pre-exists our doing so. In addition to the eternally truth-full fact that everywhere I go, here I am, another truth-full fact is that neither can one ounce of matter nor one quantum of energy ever be created or destroyed by me, only changed in form, no matter how sophisticated or proficient my make-up artistry may be. Since universal cosmology thus invariably prevails over my local cosmetology, I cannot, therefore, claim to be the creator of my own reality. 

I am just one of this world’s several billion local weavers of a universal fabric of existence that has long preceded my present contribution to its eternally ongoing refabrication. Reality works for me in correspondence with the way that I work reality as I fabricate my own relationship to it. I therefore create only my experience of reality, not reality itself. I consider this to be quite fortunate because otherwise, as a teenage member of one of my congregations said when an adult member proclaimed that she was God, “There goes the neighborhood.” The cosmos is far more stable than the affairs of any two-legged mouthpiece whom I have heard proclaiming to be its creator.

It stands to reason that since I experience reality as I perceive it, it behooves me to create an affirmative perception thereof. Hence my musically coded response to the perennial question of integrity.

[Every Little Cell]

None of us has more or less integrity than has anyone else. The perennial question of integrity is not whether or not I have it, nor how much of it I do or do not have. The perennial question of integrity is rather one of management: what do I make of it? Do I integrate wellbeing, or ill being? 

My integrity is a synthesis of my perceived I-dentity with my perceived reality, a synthesis that determines how I perceive my relationship to the world of my experience. The most immediate implication of this synthesis is acknowledged in Deepak Chopra’s proclamation that “Our cells eavesdrop on what we say and think about our bodies.” Our wellbeing or ill being shows up according to our conviction.

 [Every Little Cell]

In the time it takes for me to sing that song, my body burned up billions of blood cells. However, it also creates a comparable number of new blood cells, and creates them in the image and likeness of my temperament at the moment of its doing so. My cells attune the state of their being to the way I feel about myself. Since my body does an annual turnover of almost all of its cells, if I were to remain in the consciousness of “every little cell in my body is happy” for an entire year, the song would be a unqualified confirmation of my body’s cellular state, not only an affirmation thereof.

My integrity shows up as the correlation of my experience with my convictions. Whatever I convince myself to be so is reflected back to me as what I experience to be so. For instance, as long as I am convinced that no one can be trusted, I cannot develop a reliable relationship with anyone, myself included. My conviction that no one can be trusted includes me among those who are thus indicted.

Although my parents told me that some folks are not to be trusted, my experience has proven their assessment to be mistaken. Everyone can be trusted, for it is not that some persons are more or less trustworthy than others, rather that they are more or less reliable. I can trust everyone’s integrity to be either reliable or unreliable. I can trust a person of reliable integrity to be just as equally dependable as I can trust a person of unreliable integrity to be undependable.  

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

I can also trust that the kind of folks who show up in my life are those whose integrity is consistent with my own. The cells in our social body also eavesdrop on what we say and think about them, and then show up accordingly, as Carl Sandburg portrayed in his epic poem, The People, Yes!. Sandburg wrote:

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.

The ill wind of negative perception blows to no one any good. My experience of the physical universe corresponds to my psyche’s perceptual universe, my body included. So why not affirm wellbeing rather than ill-being?

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

[Every Little Cell]

The reliable form of integrity has several brand names, including “authenticity”, “transparency”, and “being true to myself”. The reliability of all such brands of integrity is certified in the oft-quoted Shakespearean axiom: “To thine own self be true . . . and thou canst not then be false to any other man.” In other words, truth to self functions as a built-in crap detector. The more aware I am of my own crap, the more aware I also am of others’ crap. So long as I am without infidelity, I cannot be deceived by another’s infidelity . . . unless I allow myself to be deceived. 

It is for the sake of having a built-in crap detector that I employ my musically coded responses to the five perennial questions that we all meet on Earth. They serve a crap-detecting purpose for anyone who allows them room within their consciousness. For instance, a member of a church in which these songs were sung quite regularly was brutally mugged one day in a city park, being clubbed on the head and robbed of his billfold. He was taken to the nearest hospital emergency room, where he received a quick inspection of his wounds and some hasty first aid, and was lay unattended on a gurney for more than an hour.

The throbbing pain in his head convinced him that he was suffering from a concussion at best, if not a skull fracture at worst. As he lay there, sinking ever more deeply into despair, he heard in the back of his mind both the words and music to “Every Little Cell in My Body Is Happy.” Yet he was so preoccupied with the negative use of faith, and like the Biblical Job was inviting the thing he most greatly feared to come upon him, that he protested, “But the cells in my head aren’t happy!” 

Nonetheless the song persisted, having become firmly anchored in his consciousness on behalf of just such an occasion. The song eventually succeeded in distracting the attention he was devoting to his condition, and he yielded to its persistence. He began to hum the song, and then quietly to sing it. By the time the emergency room staff returned to care for him he was feeling almost cheerful, and was in need of only several stitches. He felt quite certain in retrospect that if he had not yielded to the spirit of the song, he would have been in far worse shape when he finally got full medical attention. The song had assisted him in forgiving a limited perception of his body’s ability to heal. 

My congregant’s experience was further evidence of what I said earlier about bodily infirmities: every body is capable of remarkable healing when its occupant is willing to forgive perceptions to the contrary.

 [Every Little Cell]

My friend was very grateful for the power of that songlet, which brings us to the fourth perennial question that everyone meets on Earth, the question of appreciation: in reality, how much am I willing to receive?

As every realtor knows, appreciation means increase of value. Appreciation increases the value of everything, not only of real estate. Appreciation is a universal valuing principle, because whatever I appreciate grows proportionately in my consciousness, and therefore in my experience as well, and thereby increases the overall value of my existence.

The perennial question of appreciation is twofold: on what do I place value and to what do I add value? Only that upon which I place value, or to which value is added by me, is increased in my experience thereof. And nothing is more value-additive than a grateful heart. 

 [My Heart Sings . . .]

How much I am willing to receive is measured by my felt gratitude for who I am and what I value. First and foremost, gratitude is self-appreciating. Gratitude initially increases the value of the person who is grateful, for that is the person in whom the appreciation originates. The grace that exudes from an appreciative person is exemplified by the central character in the movie, I Am Sam, who tells all the customers in the Starbucks coffee shop where he is employed that what they have ordered is “a wonderful choice.” Sam is an embodiment of the ultimate choice that God commended to the itinerant wanderers being led by Moses to the promised land: "I have set before you life and death . . . therefore choose life." (Deuteronomy 30:19) 

[My Heart Sings . . .]

The opposite of appreciation is depreciation, the diminishment of value that accompanies all forms of deprecation. Just as appreciation increases the perceived value of all and everything thus appreciated, so does deprecation diminish one’s perceived value of all and everything. The difference between appreciative and depreciative consciousness is starkly contrasted in one of Bob Dylan’s famous lyrical phrases: “He not busy being born is busy dying.”

I am busier with dying than with being born whenever I deprecate those who actually deserve my greatest appreciation, namely my enemies. I have more to learn from my perceived enemies than I do from those who agree with me. For instance, when a young girl asked the Dalai Lama who had been his greatest teacher, he grinned, "This answer may surprise you. Although I have had many brilliant and inspiring influences in my life, I have to say that my very strongest teacher, without a doubt, was Chairman Mao. Because of our opposing views on the future of Tibet, many hardships were experienced over a period of many years. If it wasn't for Mao, I would not have had the opportunity to truly learn about tolerance and forgiveness."
As Kahlil Gibran observed of himself, “I have learnt silence from the talkative, tolerance from the intolerant, and kindness from the unkind; yet strange, I am ungrateful to these teachers.” To assist us in being more appreciative of those who curse, hate, despitefully use and persecute us – the enemies whom Jesus commanded us to love (Matthew 5:44) – someone has written a book entitled, Thank You for Being Such a Pain.
How is it that my enemies merit my love and gratitude? As the Dalai Lama has proclaimed, those whom I experience as my enemies are my ultimate spiritual teachers, because their presence provides me with the opportunity to enhance and develop tolerance, patience, and understanding as they thereby create a potential opening for the expression of my compassion. Therefore, in honor of my perceived enemies I have another song of gratitude:

 [Oh, How Lucky I Am]

I was once the facilitator of a prayer group in which one participant reported that our prayers seemed to be working against him. When I asked him why he felt that way he replied, “Two weeks ago I asked you all to pray for me to become a more loving person. So far it hasn’t worked, because since then 50 scoundrels have come into my life.” (He actually used a far stronger word than “scoundrels.”)

I held out my hand to him and said, “Congratulations! That is one of the most powerful demonstrations of prayer that I have ever witnessed. Most people would have attracted only a handful of difficult people by their intention to become more loving.”

He was completely nonplussed. “I don’t understand,” he said.

“It’s quite simple,” I assured him. “If after your declared intention to be a more loving person, 50 loving persons came into your life, would they have required you to become more loving? Most  unlikely. Your intention to be more loving was so powerful that you attracted 50 opportunities to become so.”

“Oh,” he said, “that’s how it works.” And that is the way it works. Every intention attracts to me whatever it takes for me to live up to that intention. I can either do whatever it takes to remove the reasons why my intention is not already fulfilled, or I can continue to have those reasons rather than my intention’s fulfillment. This is the basis for George Bernard Shaw’s caveat, “Be careful what you ask for, because you might get it.” Things so seldom show up as I expect them to, that I had best welcome everything that comes into my life:

[Oh, How Lucky I Am]

Luck is sometimes defined as the intersection of preparation and opportunity. With the exception of so-called “dumb luck,” lucky people are those who see opportunities that remain invisible to those who are not thus tuned to possibility. One of the greatest blinders to such opportunity is unforgiveness of past misfortune. So long as my attention is thus focused on misfortune, whether past or present, I am thereby prevented from tuning in to any good fortune, even if it is staring me in the face. Unforgiveness may therefore be characterized as the intersection of resentment and unrecognized opportunity.

Another way of blinding myself to opportunity is to occupy my attention with trying to figure out why I don’t have more of it. This brings me to the fifth perennial question that everyone meets on Earth, the question of release: how willing am I to allow my beneficial presence to be all that it can be?

To release is to let go, and to let go is the opposite of “go figure.”

[I Don’t Want to Figure Myself Out]
One of humankind’s most illusory notions is the assumption that somebody, somewhere, has got his or her life figured out, and that the key to one’s own salvation is to find out who that is and take their workshop. Yet trying to figure out who has already figured him or herself out merely compounds my underlying assumption that I myself am “out of it.” 

Figuring myself out contradicts the ultimate figure-ground relationship of my being, the nature of which is wholeness. Wholes exist as their parts, while parts exist as their wholeness. Yet whatever I focus upon with only my senses and/or my thinking, I thereby perceive as a localized figure detached from the universal ground of its existence. And whenever I make myself the focus of such localizing perception, I am essentially taking out a contract on my own life. As I acknowledged earlier, I am in my being as my being, rather than separate from or other than my being. When I perceive myself and its being as a duality, I am unable to comprehend the true nature of my existence: myself as its being, in dual unity. I see myself apart from the choir of universal being, even though in truth I am an integral part of that choir. I deny my eternal membership in the only organization that welcomes everyone: the cosmos as a whole.

The alternative to figuring myself out is to allow my beneficial presence to be all that it can be. Accordingly, the appropriate response to the question of release is to raise my own allowance.

 [I Don’t Want to Figure Myself Out]
The attempt to figure myself out is a psychological dis-ease, to which I succumb by assuming that something is wrong with me. This dis-ease may be classified as PSFS: Perceptual Self-Fixation Syndrome. The assumption that something is wrong with me presumes that I need fixing, and all such fixing results in self-fixation – being so stuck in myself that I experience being in a fix.

Fortunately, I have known of an antidote to my own tendency toward self-fixation ever since my early childhood. Since the age of six, whenever I have felt myself to be in a fix, I have gone to the nearest creek to find solace by contemplating the flow of its water. The first time I did this was by happenstance, after my divorced mother was remarried to a farmer, and I was removed from the town where all of my friends resided to a lonely existence in the country where there were no young children of my age on any of the neighboring farms. While exploring a creek that ran through my step-father’s farm, I completely forgot about my concerns in contemplation of its flowing water. From that time onward, whenever I felt lonely or otherwise distraught, I returned to the creek to calm my troubled state. 

In the summer of my forty-first year, when I was in an unusually despairing fix, the creek from which I sought solace was one that alternately tumbled and meandered along a twisted course down a mountain slope. Its sequence of alternating stretches of white water and quiet water reminded me of the stream of my own consciousness, as well as of the pattern of my life. I wondered what the creek, if it had a voice, would have to tell me about the fix I was then in. This moved me to sit down by the creek, and allow an inner voice to respond to my wonderment as follows: 

Be,

as water is,

without friction.

Flow around the edges

of those within your path.

Surround within your ever-moving depths

those who come to rest there—

enfold them, while never for a moment holding on.

Accept whatever distance

others are moved within your flow.

Be with them gently

as far as they allow your strength to take them,

and fill with your own being

the remaining space when they are left behind.

When dropping down life's rapids,

froth and bubble into fragments if you must,

knowing that the one of you now many

will just as many times be one again.

And when you've gone as far as you can go,

quietly await your next beginning.

Ever since I recorded the above message, I have only to contemplate its words in order to calm a troubled state of my being. Among the many things I have learned from such contemplation is that the only thing that goes with the flow is a dead fish, whose deadness represents the utter fixation of being totally figured out of its own Earthly flow within the greater cosmic flow, and the corresponding cessation of its Earthly being in the flow. The only way for me to be in the cosmic flow is to be the flow of my own beneficial presence as its flow. This is why I continually advise myself

[I Don’t Want to Figure Myself Out]
To be in but not of the world as Jesus counseled, I must understand how I figure into the worldly scheme of things rather than figure myself out of its scheme. Although figuring myself in is a task that can be done only for myself, each self who does this is a living clue to how it may be done by other selves. My own best way of being in but not of the world was profoundly clarified for me in the hours that followed the morning during which I sat riveted to my television set on September 11, 2001, watching the collapse of the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers. I knew that what was happening was a defining moment in the identity of every person on the planet, because how one sees oneself in relationship to such a tragedy is an x-ray view of one’s inmost sense of who one is.

While sounding the depths of my being in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, I figured myself into but not of the world 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 outwardly discredit. 

· I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned, to be more than an instrument of the either/or retaliatory perspective 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 own purposes.
· 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 an expression 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. 

The figure-ground relationship of being a beneficial presence in this world is a state of grace that I wear as an ongoing aspiration, rather than as a fully accomplished fact, because I still sometimes bear witness expressions of what I know myself to be truly so much more than. My ultimate fidelity to my own being can prevail only as I forgivingly release myself from whatever obscures the generous truth to which my initial handclasp and deepest intuitions have both testified: I am here to be a beneficial presence to all concerned. In other words, I am here to be mindfully in the state of grace that has been instinctively present within me since the first finger was placed in my newborn hand.
[I Don’t Want to Figure Myself Out]
And so it is that I say to everyone who hears this recording, as each of you goes forth to your own ongoing encounter with the five perennial questions that all of us meet on Earth,

Stay in the grace!

