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		CONTENTS

		

		
			Introduction
		

		

		
			PART 1Deconstructing the Sense of Self: The Edge of Emptiness
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 1Introduction to Emptiness
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 2Practical Applications of Emptiness
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 3Emptiness and Illusion: From Reactivity to Equanimity
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 4The Via Negativa
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 5The Problem of Thing-Thinking
		

		

		
			PART 2Manifesting Clear-Light Mind: The Play of Luminosity
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 6Illusory Form and the Clear-Light Mind
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 7The Eighth Consciousness: The Foundation of Dualistic Mind
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 8Transforming the Basic Fault
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 9Are You Dreaming?
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 10The Experience of Illusory Form
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 11Headless Wonder
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 12Illusory Form and the Roots of Fear
		

		

		
			PART 3Finding Support in Science: The Illusion of Externality
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 13The Science of Illusion
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 14My Favorite Illusions
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 15The Creative Power of the Mind
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 16The Illusion of Duality: Visual Perception
		

		

		
			CHAPTER 17The Realization of Illusory Form
		

		

		
			Conclusion: The Underview Effect
		

		

		
			Acknowledgments
		

		

		
			Notes
		

		

		
			Index
		

		

		
			About the Author
		

		

		
			About Sounds True
		

		

		
			Copyright
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		INTRODUCTION

		

		In our ordinary life, we’re like dreamers believing that the dream we’re having is real. We think we’re awake, but we’re not. We think that this busy mind of thoughts and emotions is who we truly are. But when we actually wake up, our misunderstanding about who we are—and the suffering that confusion brings—is gone.

		

		DZOGCHEN PONLOP

		

		Lucid dreaming and dream yoga are marvelous practices for psychological and spiritual growth. When fully developed, they represent a revolution in higher education, a unique night school. Instead of wasting a third of your life lost in the darkness of non-lucid sleep, you can turn on the internal night light, “stay up” for more of the night, and discover an entire world inside. The possibilities for rapid transformation and boundless learning are breathtaking.

		Lucid dreaming is a radical, transformative medium, but like any advanced education it’s not always easy. I’ve traveled the world teaching these nocturnal practices for many years, and people get enthusiastic about the opportunities that await them every night. But without proper preparation, excitement is replaced with discouragement. So much is promised, so little delivered. Some individuals wrestle with attaining lucidity and then sustaining it. Others might have unreasonable expectations or struggle with impatience. Still others grapple with fear or anxiety about what they might find lurking in the dark. You’re dealing with subtle states of consciousness in the dark, and the power of habit is never more forcefully unleashed than during sleep and dream. In order to enter this internal institute of higher learning and not drop out, some encouragement and remedial work is needed. This book is here to provide you with that necessary ground.

		Mixing metaphors: to deliver the nighttime goods, you need a sturdy daytime vehicle. You need an all-terrain vehicle or, in our context, an “all-states of consciousness” practice. Something that can transport you lucidly from waking consciousness deep into the dark, then deliver you back into the waking state loaded with the insights you’ve gathered from your trip. This is the role of the daytime practice of illusory form. It’s the ideal ATV, a practice applicable to all these states of consciousness.

		The relationship of illusory form practice to dream yoga (which includes lucid dreaming) is distinctive. On the one hand, illusory form is the best preparation for dream yoga, as well as the principal remedy for many of the hurdles that accompany that practice. On the other hand, seeing everything as illusory is the fruition of dream yoga. So, illusory form practice frames dream yoga. It’s simultaneously the ideal preparatory practice for dream yoga (which is when it’s called impure illusory form) and also its final performance (referred to as perfectly pure illusory form). It’s the perfect “fake it till you make it” practice.¹

		My previous book, Dream Yoga: Illuminating Your Life Through Lucid Dreaming and the Tibetan Yogas of Sleep, introduced a progression of nocturnal meditations: lucid dreaming, dream yoga, sleep yoga, and bardo yoga. Dreams of Light takes a deeper look at the essence of these practices, now held within the larger context of the daytime practices of illusory form. Because illusory form is both the beginning and the end of our path, the preliminary practice for the nocturnal yogas of sleep and also their fruition, it transforms a linear journey into a circle.

		Illusory form practices help you discover that the heaven you seek is right here on Earth. The world of form, what many spiritual seekers long to escape, is not the problem. The material world that you’re living in right now is not the issue. Indeed, at the end of the path, the material is discovered to be spiritual. The practice of illusory form deposits you squarely back into the material world, but now with a liberating perspective. It’s the same old place that you left behind when you began the spiritual path, but now it’s seen in a lucid and illuminating light. Turning on that light is our journey in this book.

		Since illusory form practice sandwiches dream yoga as both the alpha and the omega, the rehearsal and final performance, it’s the irreducible practice. This conclusion is supported by classical texts that categorize dream yoga as a subset of illusory form. Illusory form is the main practice, with dream yoga designed to support it.

		Anybody can practice illusory form. It’s easy. This is great news for those who labor with the subtleties of dream yoga. When you engage in this daytime practice, you will come to the same conclusions delivered by its nighttime correlates. And by gaining proficiency in the practice of illusory form, you may well find yourself having more lucid dreams. You can therefore accomplish the essence of dream yoga through the practice of illusory form. So if you’re fascinated by lucid dreaming and dream yoga but struggle with it, the practice of illusory form is for you.

		Discovering the illusory and dreamlike nature of reality is the ultimate point, and that summit can be reached by either the daytime or nighttime paths.²

		

		A TWO-WAY STREET

		

		Each one of the nocturnal meditations has diurnal correlates, daily practices designed to match the subtlety of the mind as it’s revealed in the dark, and which will come to light in the meditations on the eight consciousnesses described in part 2 of this book. They dilate our meditative eyes during the day. Without the daily meditations, it’s difficult to recognize dreaming and sleeping consciousness. It’s hard to identify something in the dark that you haven’t met in the light of the day. You’ll walk right past these states. But if you spend time getting familiar with these subtle states now (the very definition of meditation in Tibetan is gom—“to become familiar with”), you will start to recognize them in the dark. What the poet Kabir said of death also applies to sleep and dream: “What is found now is found then.” Conversely, for the untrained mind, what is not found now is not found then.

		Illusory form and dream yoga, the diurnal and nocturnal, support each other, so working with both practices creates a kind of staircase between two states of consciousness that eventually lifts you into their fundamental unity. Imagine a staircase in the shape of triangle, wide at the bottom and converging at the top. Waking and dreaming are as far apart as black and white, night and day when you start to climb this staircase, but the higher you climb, the closer they get. So this staircase is also a bridge. At the summit, illusory form and dream yoga allow you to experience the equality of awareness that Buddhism refers to as “one taste.” In Christian terms, everything tastes like God.

		It may seem like a lofty state, but uniting waking and dreaming consciousness is one definition of both lucid dreaming and illusory form. In other words, bringing waking consciousness into the dream state defines a lucid dream; bringing lucid dream consciousness into the waking state (and therefore seeing daily appearances as dreamlike) defines the practice of illusory form. The fruition of both practices is to wake up to the nonsolidity or empty nature of both states.

		Illusory form practice and dream yoga open a bustling two-way street with insights flowing in both directions. They are reciprocating practices. What you practice with illusory form meditation will enhance what you practice if you are working with dream yoga; conversely, what you practice with dream yoga will enhance your practice of illusory form.

		It’s easy to understand how what we do during the day affects what we experience at night. If we have nightmarish experiences in the day, for example, it’s likely we’ll have nightmares when we sleep. It’s harder to understand how what we do at night can affect what we experience during the day. We know this to some extent when we wake up on the “wrong side” of the bed and a bad night casts its shadow over the day. Or when we just don’t get enough sleep. But the nocturnal practices take this lesser known track of bidirectionality to a whole new level. They show us how to wake up on the right side of the bed every day, and how a good night of lucid dreaming can cast its light upon the day.

		With the practice of illusory form, we’re installing a host of popups during the day that will ping into our unconscious mind at night, waking us up to the fact that we’re dreaming, which is essentially alerting us to the illusory nature of nighttime experience. Nighttime lucidity is discovering the dream to be a dream. We’re hacking into previously unconscious and highly classified domains, exposing their true nature: that dreams are not as solid and real as we think. This very insight is what transforms a non-lucid dream into a lucid one.

		With the nocturnal meditations, we’re similarly installing a host of pop-ups during the night that will ping into our awareness during the day, alerting us to the fact that we’re still dreaming, and wake us up to the illusory nature of daytime reality. Daytime lucidity is discovering that waking experience is also a type of dream, that things are not as solid and real as we think. We’re hacking into what we thought was a fully conscious experience, exposing what we thought was real (that we’re really awake, and that the forms we experience in the waking state truly exist) to be an illusion. This insight is what transforms a non-lucid life into a lucid one, a shocking exposé that awaits us in the steamy pages ahead.

		These domains of consciousness that you’re hacking into are highly classified and secretive because the ego doesn’t want you to know the truth, what’s really going on behind the scenes, or below mere appearance. Ego, as the archetype of ignorance, wants to keep you in the dark, and therefore soundly asleep, tucked into the world of form. In this book we’re going to expose and declassify its secrets as we strive to open up, release, and “declassify” form. We’re going to transition from a world of reified form into a realm of illusory (dereified) form and show you why that transition is so important.

		So with these diurnal and nocturnal practices you will come to see what has kept you in the dark, and therefore spiritually asleep, day or night. For the awakened ones who have developed this constant lucidity, there is no essential difference between waking, sleeping, dreaming, and even dying. Christian theologian Barbara Brown Taylor writes,

		

		When the sun goes down, it is time for another natural thing to happen, as the slower, quieter, and more tactile rhythms of nighttime open doors that remain shut during the day. No doubt there are frightening things behind some of those doors, but there are also stunning things. Eventually, with some practice, one learns that all these doors open on the same room. . . . Darkness is not dark to God, the night is as bright as the day.³

		

		RIGHT VIEW

		

		Buddhism stresses the importance of “right view,” the first factor of the Eightfold Noble Path.⁴ The fact that it’s the first of the eight factors suggests its importance. Without a proper view, it’s hard to know where you’re going, let alone how to get there. Right view in its traditional context refers to philosophy, outlook, or school of thought, as when we ask, “What’s your view on things?” But right view also has a more immediate meaning, which is more literal (phenomenological rather than analogical). Here it refers to actually changing the way you see things. In our journey we’ll be engaging both kinds of view, initially creating a philosophical outlook (the view of emptiness) that eventually alters the way you see.⁵

		Forms still appear for one who has accomplished these visionary practices, but they are now seen in the light of lucidity. How this might actually be perceived—how an awakened one sees things—is a topic we’ll return to throughout the book.

		A common myth about genius is that it’s someone who “knows it all,” a person with vast stores of knowledge. While there are certainly geniuses who have that capacity, a real genius is more of a “see-it-all”: someone who could look at the same thing everybody else is looking at but see it in a unique way. Picasso and Einstein were surely of this ilk. Spiritual geniuses, which is what we aspire to be, are those who see it all. But in a sense they don’t actually see more than meets the eye. They see less. They see that things are less solid, less material, less real.

		Is there anything more transformative than changing the way we see things? Even at an everyday level, when we ingest mind-altering substances, are we not doing so in order to alter the way we see? On a more elevated level, “liberation” in the spiritual sense means being liberated from things, from the world of form. But this doesn’t mean getting rid of form and fleeing to some disembodied heaven. It means being liberated from our current relationship to form.

		Right view means complete view, a view that includes all states of mind. The realization born from this complete view is beautifully expressed by the Indian master Ramana Maharshi:

		

		The sage dreams but he knows it to be a dream, in the same way he knows the waking state to be a dream. Established in the state of supreme reality, the sage detachedly witnesses the other three states—waking, dreaming, and dreamless sleep—as pictures superimposed onto it. For the sage, all three states are equally unreal. Most people are unable to comprehend this, because for them the standard of reality is the waking state, whereas for the sage the standard is reality itself.⁶

		

		The nocturnal meditations and the practice of illusory form establish you in the state of supreme reality—what Buddhism calls emptiness—where you can then detachedly, but compassionately, witness all manifest states, all form, but without being seduced into those forms.

		

		THE SIMPLICITY OF ILLUSORY FORM PRACTICE

		

		The modern mind is complex, and there is plenty of complexity in the pages ahead. But the practice of illusory form is simple. In fact, it’s so simple that the complex mind might have a hard time buying it. The complexities ahead are designed to meet the modern mind and eventually pound it into submission. Always remember that reality itself is simple. Delusion is what’s complicated.

		So, don’t let the simplicity of the following practices belie their profundity. The more advanced a practice gets, the simpler it is. In the end, complexity doesn’t stand a chance against simplicity. A simpleton can disarm a sophist. With a properly delivered and simple stroke, David sent Goliath to the ground in a thud.

		The practice of illusory form has three aspects: meditations on illusory body (cutting through forms), illusory speech (cutting through sounds), and illusory mind (cutting through thoughts). “Illusory” is a code word for “empty,” so the practice of illusory form is really the practice of emptiness. We’ll unpack what “empty” means in the following chapters.

		In ordinary life, we relate to the world through body, speech, and mind, and we solidify our experience with our thoughts, words, and deeds. Illusory form practice works with these three gates to dissolve our sense of a solid world.⁷ It develops a laser-like gaze that allows us to see through mere appearance and into reality, cutting through the forms, sounds, and thoughts that otherwise trap us in the anguish and discontent of conventional life.

		Meditation on illusory body is the most intuitive of these three practices. The simple exercise of reminding yourself to see the forms of this world as like a dream will be a recurring emphasis of this book. The practice of illusory body challenges the authority of conventional wakefulness, redefining what it means to be awake during the day. Illusory body meditation uses the power of imagination to create a template that matches reality: the world really is illusory. With illusory body practice, you are aligning yourself with that truth.

		We’re always projecting onto the world. In the practice of illusory body, we use the projecting power of the mind to help us see things the way they really are. Mipham Rinpoche says, “See it with your mind first, then you will see it with your eyes.” And Gyatrul Rinpoche says, “By training yourself in seeing the whole of the animate and inanimate world as being without inherent existence, it is not that you are simply superimposing this upon the world. Instead, this practice merely acts as a catalyst for gaining insight into the nature of reality. It begins as an imaginary process, but it leads to a direct perception of reality.”⁸ You’re reprogramming yourself with the truth.

		Fortunately, because the world is illusory by nature, developing the good habit of seeing things as illusory happens more quickly than the bad habit of seeing things as solid. This is why Buddhism proclaims that given the right methods, we can attain awakening in one lifetime, even though we’ve been asleep for eons. It always takes longer to fall asleep than it does to wake up.

		The idea of illusory speech may not seem quite as obvious. But like physical forms, words can hurt us when they’re hardened. They’re not as solid as bullets or bats, but a properly delivered word or phrase packs a punch. When someone says “I love you” for the first time, it makes our hearts flutter. When someone shouts “Fuck you!” into your face, it stings. Words may not literally kill (even though the shock of words delivering bad news could give us a heart attack), but they can incite us to kill. A “war of words” can spark a literal war.

		The practice of illusory speech is about seeing through the solidity of words, cutting through the auditory slings that take us down or lift us up. The culmination of illusory speech practice is to hear with open ears, to listen to everything with equanimity, and thus to not be so affected by what others say. Words can still move us, but only if we let them.

		The progression from body to speech to mind in the practice of illusory form is the progression from gross to subtle to very subtle forms. Even though thoughts and emotions are quite formless, they’re the most powerful of forms. Everything we say (speech) or do (body) starts with what we think or feel. Subtle mental content is like the small rudder that directs a massive ocean liner. The tiniest internal shift can have enormous external effects.

		We relate to the external world the same way we relate to our internal world. If we’re hard on ourselves, we tend to be hard on others. If we can de-reify the contents of our mind, seeing our thoughts and emotions as dreamlike, our world will soften in kind. The practice of illusory mind therefore focuses on the (subtle) projector, not the (gross) projection.

		Illusory mind practice is another way to look at meditation, but with a sharper edge. When we do this practice, it’s important to realize that thoughts are never a problem. Believing everything we think is the problem. Reification is the problem. If left alone, thoughts naturally self-liberate, like snowflakes falling on a hot rock. But we rarely leave them alone. We douse them with the rocket fuel of attention, and off we go into the inflamed dramas and tragedies of life.

		In conclusion: how you relate to your mind naturally extends into how you relate to your speech, your body, and your body’s actions. How you relate to your speech and your body also extends into how you relate to your mind. These three aspects of illusory form lift each other up. The better you get at one, the better you’ll get at the others. With practice, you can discover a dreamlike eye consciousness that sees dreamlike forms, a dreamlike ear consciousness that hears dreamlike sounds, and a dreamlike mind that perceives dreamlike thoughts.

		

		HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

		

		The material that follows may be hazardous to your egoic health. It is not for the faint of heart. The teachings on emptiness, illusory form, and the sciences that support them pack a punch. Absorbing this punch is best accomplished in stages. To understand, and then experience, emptiness and illusory form, it is traditional to progress slowly. If you try to absorb these teachings too quickly it can be jarring.

		Waking up, even in the everyday sense, is not always pleasant. Buddhism advocates “the gradual approach to sudden enlightenment.” It’s more polite to rouse ourselves (and others) leisurely. We’ve all had the experience of being jolted awake from the dead of sleep—dazed, confused, and often irritated. To avoid a rude awakening on the spiritual path, take your time. Otherwise it’s like a bucket of ice-cold water dumped over you in the middle of the night.

		My recommendation is to read one chapter or section at a time. Contemplate it, digest it, and gradually incorporate the material by meditating upon it. I have studied and practiced these teachings for decades, yet I found that as I was writing this book I too had to move slowly. When I took my time, the content was by turns intellectually stimulating, emotionally challenging, and spiritually shattering.

		While the material flows from chapter to chapter, many of the chapters stand alone, which means you can skip around if you find yourself in quicksand. Part 3 is for those more scientifically oriented, so jumping ahead could hit the refresh button if that’s you. Those who are spiritually inclined may resonate more with the teachings in parts 1 and 2. You will find practices scattered throughout the chapters that follow. Experiment with them. Let your intuition guide you. Allow the teachings to work on you.

		


		PART 1
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		DECONSTRUCTING THE SENSE OF SELF: THE EDGE OF EMPTINESS

		


		CHAPTER 1

		

		INTRODUCTION TO EMPTINESS

		

		Thinking in terms of essence is very ingrained, as demonstrated in the way we persist in seeing it in material objects. . . . There is simply no underlying or inherent essence. This is the illusion.

		

		TRALEG KYABGON

		

		Dream delivers us to dream, and there is no end to illusion.

		

		RALPH WALDO EMERSON

		

		Imagine that you’re driving home after a spring storm. You come around a corner and witness the most amazing rainbow. It’s so dazzling that you pull over to savor the view. You marvel at the radiant display of light and space. It wouldn’t even cross your mind to say, “I want that. I’m going to buy that rainbow. I’m going to grab it and take it home,” because you know there’s no thing out there that you could possibly possess. In fact, your realization that the rainbow will soon disappear enhances your appreciation of its beauty.

		This is how the awakened ones view the world. For them, everything is a rainbow body, which is a more poetic rendering of illusory form. Imagine how your relationship to reality would change if you realized everything was just the transient play of light and space, luminosity and emptiness. Your thoughts are essentially a mental rainbow. The story of your life is like one of those ephemeral halos you sometime see as a circle around the sun. Impermanence is a fundamental expression of emptiness, but impermanence doesn’t detract from your experience of such rainbow forms. It strengthens it. It’s the reason we love flowers and morning mist. The fragrance of fragility, the scent of impending death and evaporation, brings things more fully into life.

		You’re sitting on a rainbow. You’re holding a rainbow book in your rainbow hands. You’re going to eat a rainbow meal that will turn into your rainbow body. In part 1 of this journey, I’m going to drive you around the corner of materialism and invite you to step out and enjoy the rainbow view of reality—the spectacular scenery of emptiness.

		

		APPROACHING EMPTINESS

		

		Emptiness is the heart of Buddhism, and therefore the heart of dream yoga and the practice of illusory form. The Buddhist scholar Serinity Young delivers the main point: “The illusory nature of dreams serves as a prime example of emptiness.”¹ And Mingyur Rinpoche adds, “During the daytime, phenomena appear to be more dense. This makes daytime a tougher schoolroom for learning about emptiness. It’s much easier to recognize emptiness in dreams.” Buddhism proclaims that all the teachings converge onto one point, and emptiness is that pointless point. To realize emptiness is what it means to “wake up.” While it may be easier to recognize emptiness in a dream, the daytime practice of illusory form is what greases the skids for that nighttime recognition.

		Emptiness is intellectually challenging and emotionally daunting. As you read these pages, contemplate their meaning, and engage in the practices of illusory form, you may find that part of you doesn’t want to hear these teachings or do the practices. Emptiness is the end of form as we know it, the death of materialism, and for a fully formed and materialistic ego it is akin to death. Yet in order to be resurrected into the awakened state, conventional forms must die. Lakar Rinpoche writes:

		

		We are so addicted to looking outside ourselves that we have lost access to our inner being almost completely. We are terrified to look inward, because our culture has given us no idea of what we will find. We may even think that if we do, we will be in danger of madness. This is one of the last and most resourceful ploys of ego to prevent us from discovering our real nature. So we make our lives so hectic that we eliminate the slightest risk of looking into ourselves. Even the idea of meditation can scare people. When they hear the words egoless or emptiness they think that experiencing those states will be like being thrown out the door of a spaceship to float forever in a dark, chilling void. Nothing could be further from the truth. But in a world dedicated to distraction, silence and stillness terrify us; we protect ourselves from them with noise and frantic busyness. Looking into the nature of our mind is the last thing we would dare to do.²

		

		Because emptiness is so exacting, the teachings progress through three phases. The first phase is understanding. Here you grapple with emptiness intellectually, reflect upon it, contemplate it deeply. At a certain point you experience it, which is profoundly transformative.³ This second phase is when you truly see the world as illusory for the first time. You’re no longer faking it. You’ve made it. You’re getting a glimpse of how a buddha sees the world.

		As pivotal as this is, experience isn’t stable. You get it, but then you lose it. Because of the power of our conditioned habits, this new way of seeing tends to fade as old ways reassert their influence. You wake up, but then you doze back off again. Experience is likened to the morning dew, which evaporates. It always has a beginning and an end. But with sustained effort, experience matures into the third phase, realization. This is when the glimpse transforms into a steady gaze. What was once a peak (or peek) experience becomes a stable plateau.⁴ Now you’ve really got it, and you don’t lose it. You wake up and stay up.⁵

		This progress toward complete realization, or the full awakening of a buddha, is aided by applying the three “wisdom tools” (three prajnas in Sanskrit) of hearing, contemplating, and meditating. These are three gradual ways to ingest, digest, and metabolize the teachings on emptiness. “Hearing” refers to the intellectual study of the teachings, and “contemplating” refers to reflecting on what those teachings mean. But in order to get this material from your head into your heart, from mere understanding to fully embodied realization, you need to meditate. Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh explains,

		

		We cannot hold the seeds of the Dharma in our intellect, our mind consciousness. We have to bring the teachings into our whole person and plant them in the soil of our store consciousness [our body]. . . . During the night, our mind consciousness may rest and stop functioning, but our store consciousness continues to work. After the gardener stops working, the soil continues to work in order to help the seeds sprout and grow. Sooner or later, quite naturally, we will have a breakthrough. The flowers and fruits will arise through our store consciousness. . . . Enlightenment, insight, will be brought to you not by mind consciousness, not through your intellectual understanding, but through the deeper wisdom of your store consciousness.⁶

		

		You need to practice emptiness to experience it directly. The conceptual mind can’t fully wrap itself around these teachings. It can get you close, but the final step of realizing emptiness transcends the intellect.⁷ The meditation master Ajahn Chah warns, “If you try to understand it intellectually, your head will probably explode.”⁸ But we’ll use our head before we blow it up, and begin with the phase of understanding. Working with this first phase is like lighting the fuse.

		On one level, especially for intellectuals, working through the three wisdom tools can be frustrating. Most academic types don’t want to have their minds blown. Scholars often feel that if they can’t grasp something with the conceptual mind, it doesn’t exist. A near enemy of articulation is reification. Articulate thinkers seem inclined to solidify their clarity, to assume that the sharp boundaries of their incisive mind are real. But for other people, especially those who are spiritually inclined, working through the three wisdom tools is a relief. Emptiness is not just a heady enterprise; in the end, it’s a journey of the heart. Contemplation means reflecting with the heart more than with the head, and that means more feeling. Meditation means dropping down into pure being. That’s when the teachings fully enter your system and become you. Sanskrit scholar Christopher Wallis writes,

		

		Sudden leaps of insight . . . take place when the understanding or mental construct we are working with becomes sufficiently close to reality that it suddenly collapses into reality, dissolving into direct (nonconceptual) experience. Just as the asanas of modern postural yoga challenge our bodies, stretching them in new ways, repatterning and creating over time a whole new body . . . we hold expanded understandings, “postures of mind,” that function to reshape our consciousness, creating a whole new mind. . . . But do not be content with understanding these words; work them into the very tissues of your being until your whole being vibrates with them!⁹

		

		You do have to use your smarts and engage the tools of hearing and contemplating, examining things deeply like a good scientist. But at some point you also have to let everything go and realize emptiness with your very being, like a good mystic. Lakar Rinpoche says, “The absolute truth cannot be realized within the domain of the ordinary mind. And the path beyond the ordinary mind, all the great wisdom traditions have told us, is through the heart.”¹⁰

		In other words, at the moment of deep relaxation and release, you’ll get emptiness. But it won’t be your conceptual mind that gets it. That’s the paradox of awakening: all this effort to study and learn, when all you really need to do is relax and open. Don’t let what I’m saying discourage you from trying to understand emptiness conceptually—but realize that the practice of emptiness (that is, of illusory form) has stages beyond mere conceptual understanding. Wallis writes: “Some people call it ‘heady,’ but here it’s just the opposite: we are trying to get beyond the limitations of the conditioned mind. These reflections can feel difficult for the mind because the mind’s parameters are generally much narrower than the scope of what we are trying to look into here.” When we talk about emptiness, we’re talking about the guts of enlightenment. And the difficulty, as Wallis explains, is that “we are trying to use concepts to go beyond the mind! That’s not easy, especially if you keep trying to figure out the concepts instead of intuitively looking in the direction they’re pointing [via contemplation/meditation].”¹¹

		If it were easy, we’d all be enlightened.

		

		ILLUSORY MEANS EMPTY

		

		To talk about “illusory form” is to talk about “applied” emptiness, or empty form. In other words, to see things as illusory means to see them as empty. Empty of what is our topic in part 1 of this book. Briefly, “empty form” means understanding, experiencing, and eventually realizing that every form that appears is empty of inherent existence. Things that appear seem to be real (just like in a non-lucid dream), but they are fundamentally illusory—empty of being truly real. Waking up to this truth is what it means to become fully lucid: an awakened one.

		

		

		A fundamental way to meditate on the nature of illusory body—that is, to meditate on the emptiness of form—is to simply remind yourself that the forms of this world are like a dream. The practice is to repeat to yourself, almost like a mantra, “I’m dreaming” or “This is a dream,” as often as you can, and to really feel that what you’re perceiving is l a dream. You can shape these “mantras” in the form of a question if you like, such as, “Is this a dream?” or “Am I dreaming?” It’s really that easy.

		When you put your heart into it and really feel that what you’re seeing is a dream, your perception of the world changes. Try it. Pause for a few minutes. Look around and slowly say to yourself, with heartfelt intent, “This is a dream . . . this is a dream.” Really mean it. Does your world shift? Do things become softer and less real?

		To strengthen the effect of this exercise, try repeating “This is a dream” aloud, not just mentally. You can even set your watch to beep every hour and use that signal as a reminder to say, “This is a dream.” Or you can anchor the practice to a trigger: for instance, say it every time you hear a siren or walk through a doorway.

		

		

		I’ve been studying and practicing emptiness for decades. Once again, hearing and g contemplating the topic means to grasp it intellectually; meditating means to practice emptiness and to experience it directly. Most people move through the two preliminary phases of hearing and contemplating before they actually wake up to the experience of emptiness, but a rare group can directly experience it before they understand it. Emptiness is the discovery of reality, so on one hand it’s not surprising that some people can glimpse it without preparation. But they often don’t know what to do with it. They have no choice but to download the ineffable experience into the realm of the effable, into their preexisting conceptual frameworks and worldview. Without proper understanding, problems often begin.¹²

		If you don’t have a framework to relate to the totally unframed (emptiness), you might come unframed as you try to understand what you’ve experienced. The direct experience of emptiness—to put it more bluntly, the truth of your inherent nonexistence—can be frightening to the fully framed ego. (See chapter 12 for discussion of this fear.) Emptiness is the death, or transcendence, of the ego. Emptiness is egolessness. If you’re not properly prepared, instead of opening your mind the experience of emptiness might blow your mind. This is why many “sudden experiencers,” those who aren’t prepared, struggle to retrofit the phase of understanding after they’ve had an experiential glimpse of emptiness. On an absolute or transcendental level, they “got it”; on a relative or conceptual level they don’t get it. Many people are then baffled, wondering, “What the heck was that?” or “How do I relate to that?”

		One way or the other, either prior to the experience of emptiness or after it, most people need to work with the phase of understanding. This is particularly true if they want to share the experience with others and inspire them to open their own minds. If you don’t have some familiarity with understanding, you will have a hard time sharing your experience. You won’t have the language for it. In this book we will therefore follow the more traditional approach of cultivating conceptual understanding as a prelude to direct experience. So absorb the material in these chapters, and apply the teachings via the practices of illusory body, illusory speech, and illusory mind that you will find throughout the book. But don’t expect immediate results. The teachings and practices of illusory form are subtle and go against an enormous tide of ingrained habitual patterns. It takes time to digest this material, let alone metabolize it.

		It’s important to understand that the experience of emptiness, if left alone, is absolutely blissful. It may be harmful to your ego, but it’s complete freedom for your spirit. Emptiness is the very nature of reality. As Samuel Beckett put it, “Nothing is more real than nothing.”

		The problem is that we rarely leave it alone. Based on our level of understanding, we refer the experience to what we already know, to how we currently understand reality. We can’t really help it. But it’s hard to reference the nonreferential and grasp the ungraspable. Ego usually barges in and appropriates the experience, dilutes it, grasps after it, or tries to reproduce it, or market it, or repress it, or use it to inflate the ego, or otherwise relate to it in any number of inappropriate ways, all born from misunderstanding. Hence the importance of proper understanding.

		

		A NECESSARY DEATH

		

		When I began to study emptiness, I just couldn’t get it. It was so contrary to my normal ways of seeing and thinking. My mind was too crusty and closed. This inflexibility is what the mental yogas of illusory form and dream yoga are intended to soften. They’re designed to stretch the mind so that you can eventually wrap it around vast topics like emptiness. So when you feel the stretch or resistance, that’s a good sign. It means you’re doing this mental yoga properly. You’re starting to pry your mind open. That’s what growth feels like.

		The subtlety of emptiness is akin to that of quantum mechanics. Physicists say that if you’re not shocked by the implications of quantum mechanics, you don’t understand it. Likewise, if you’re not shaken by emptiness, you probably don’t get it.¹³ In the Diamond Sutra, the Buddha acknowledges how difficult it is to accept these teachings: “If there are people who are able to hear this sutra, and are not startled, terrified, or fearful, know that the existence of such a person is extremely rare.”¹⁴

		The lessons are shocking because they attack the things that our egos cherish. The fully formed ego colors the world in its reified image. Emptiness offends the ego. Ego is the “mother of all forms,” and to assault any form is to assail its children. There is no fury as great as that of an enraged mother protecting her child, and that fury is unleashed when the teachings of emptiness go after the forms of this world. Sociologist James Coleman writes,

		

		Our mind actively works to construct and inhabit its delusions, and we will fight tenaciously to avoid giving them up. The result is that most of us live our entire lives in a dream: a dream of independence, autonomy, separation, and gain and loss–a dream of suffering. . . . The culture that succors us, defines our world, and shapes are aspirations is nothing more than a dream we share. It is, nonetheless, a uniquely powerful dream, and we ignore its awesome strength at our own peril. There is no surer way of being ostracized and excluded than threatening the dream your fellows share. . . . We are terrified that we might see our dreams for the illusions they are, and we protect them with bloody force.¹⁵

		

		As I grappled with this material I went through a kind of bipolar phase. Part of me was manic. I didn’t understand emptiness, but I couldn’t get enough. I knew there was something deep here, and I had to get it. It was like stepping into a brand-new world. My mania then bottomed out in despondency. I was irritated, defensive, angry. It felt like my conceptual mind was being “checkmated.” Years later I realized that what I was feeling was like the five stages of grief, as posited by Elizabeth Kübler-Ross: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance.

		My old view of reality, my precious view of things, was dying, and I was spiraling through these stages. Denial: these teachings can’t be true. What’s happening to my world! Anger: the most reconstituting of all emotions.¹⁶ Bargaining: editing the teachings to suit me better. Depression: from the perspective of ego, emptiness—the illusory nature of reality—is indeed depressing. And finally, acceptance: emptiness really is the nature of things. I better deal with it. When I was finally able to process the loss of the things I held most dear—even the very notion of “thing”—my lifelong deadened view of reality was replaced with an enlivening new perspective.

		The power of view and proper understanding can guide us through this grief, help us with the resistance, and deepen our comprehension of what’s required to go through this level of intellectual and spiritual transformation. Once we know that birth into a fresh reality awaits us after this necessary ego-death, we are more inclined to let go of old ways and allow the new.

		Students of the Thai meditation master Ajahn Chah have told me that when they first went to study with him, he greeted them by asking, “So you’ve come here to die?” The bardo teachings address this form of death. As with dream yoga, bardo yoga applies just as much to day-to-day life and to the small deaths that occur within it. The bardo teachings help us negotiate the ruptures in our reality, the rude interruptions that rip the continuity we project onto our lives. Bardo applies to any instance when the rug is yanked out from under our feet. Pema Khandro Rinpoche writes,

		

		Bardo refers to that state in which . . . we lose our grip on the old reality and yet have no sense of what a new one might be like. There is no ground, no certainty, and no reference point. . . . The more we learn to recognize this sense of disruption, the more willing and able we will be to let go of this notion of an inherent reality. . . . Until now, we have been holding on to the idea of an inherent continuity in our lives, creating a false sense of comfort for ourselves on artificial ground. . . . In the context of death and birth, shunyata [emptiness] refers to a direct experience of disruption felt at the core of our being, when there is no longer any use manufacturing artificial reality. . . . If we have some reliable idea of what is happening in that intermediate, groundless space, rupture can become rapture.¹⁷

		

		I’m sharing this to encourage you to be patient, to persevere, and to maintain a sense of humor as you delve into this material and begin to die to your old way of seeing. A breakdown has to occur before you can break through.

		Returning to a central metaphor: you’ve been asleep, snuggled in the world of form for a very long time. Anyone can catch a glimpse of awakening or achieve moments of full lucidity, but it takes time to make every dream lucid, or to see every form as illusory. Transforming experience into realization requires patience.

		As an on-ramp to the more theoretical aspects we’ll discuss in the next chapters—and it’s only theoretical because you haven’t experienced it yet—I want to shift our exploration of emptiness to some immediate applications. If you can see how practical emptiness is in terms of your daily life, you’ll be better able to see the value of exploring its deeper aspects.

		


		CHAPTER 2

		

		PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF EMPTINESS

		

		This is what the Buddha taught: to suffer is to misperceive reality. . . . Right here is where suffering arises: between things as-they-are and things as-we-want-them to be.

		

		MINGYUR RINPOCHE

		

		In the Buddhist context the practice of [dream yoga] is aimed at the realization of emptiness.

		

		THE DALAI LAMA

		

		Emptiness” is the most common translation of the Sanskrit word shunyata . It’s a difficult translation because of all the negative connotations. “Voidness” and “nothingness” are sometimes used, which are even more challenging. While I’ll continue to use “emptiness” as a rendering in these chapters, my favorite interpretative translations are “openness” and “boundlessness.”

		I like “openness” for a number of reasons. First, “openness” is not nihilistic or intimidating. “Emptiness” sounds cold and scary, like deep outer space. That’s not so inviting. Openness is warmer and friendlier. If the end of the spiritual path is about dropping into the void, you’re probably not interested. But if it’s about opening your eyes, your mind, and your heart—that might sound better to you.

		Second, I like “openness” because it frames the concept of illusory form as something anyone can practice. The practice of illusory form is about opening and expanding the closed mind. The word “buddha” comes from the Sanskrit root budh, which means “to awaken” or “to open up.” In many ways, physical or mental yoga is all about opening. Stretching open may not always feel comfortable, but it’s good for growth. When the contracted mind (ego) resists this stretch, knowing that it’s good for us helps us tolerate it. When my yoga instructor tells me to breathe into an uncomfortable stretch, to gently but resolutely stay with it, it always helps me deal with the discomfort. With these teachings we’re reaching for the stars, and opening to the point where we can embrace them.

		Third, openness is something you can feel. I don’t know what it means to feel emptiness. But openness, even at an everyday level, generally feels good. It’s spacious, relaxed, and free. Teachings about openness are a lot more inviting than exhortations to be empty. Compared to the felt quality inherent in openness, emptiness can seem like a cold set of cerebral gymnastics, far removed from lived experience.

		I also like this visceral quality of openness because it allows me to feel when I’m not being empty. In other words, the opposite of openness is being closed and contracted. This is something you can definitely feel. You can feel yourself contract around unwanted or painful experiences—fear, for example—and use that very feeling as a trigger to practice staying open. This is one way to practice emptiness. When you feel yourself tightening up defensively, you can counteract this reaction by opening to it. If someone says something you disagree with, you can feel yourself close down and then use that feeling to practice staying open. If you feel pain, and the nearly instantaneous contraction that transforms simple pain into complex suffering, use that feeling to breathe into the pain and open to it. In this way you can either prevent suffering or transform it, which is one benefit of practicing emptiness. I’m not saying that these colloquial experiences of openness are the experience of emptiness, but they hint of it and can lead us to it.

		Perception is always generated through contrast. You perceive things in terms of what they are not. You see these black letters because they’re in contrast to the white background of the page. Without a contrast, emptiness by itself can be difficult to recognize. A heightened sense of contraction, the opposite of openness/emptiness, can therefore be used like a background canvas to help us feel and register emptiness. It’s like seeing space. You can’t really see space—there’s literally nothing to see. But space becomes “visible” when forms appear, when things create the background or contrast by which you can perceive the invisible. This is how you can transform an obstacle (contraction) to freedom (openness) into a direct opportunity to experience it. Feeling some tension? Great. Use that feeling as an opportunity to open.

		

		

		Lack of personal space can offer a good way to engage the theme of contrast. When you’re feeling crowded or stressed, you can use that congestion as a trigger to practice staying open. When someone cuts you off on the road and violates your space, feel the defensive self-contraction and breathe into it. Or similarly, when your day gets too jammed, touch into that feeling and try to relax and open. It’s as if by breathing into the contracted feeling you are actually infusing it with space, which allows you to relax.

		

		

		Another term, therefore, that’s helpful in thinking about emptiness is space (or spaciousness). Like emptiness, space is everywhere. Even the objects that occupy space are “made” of space. As you will see, everything arises within emptiness, is an expression of it, and dissolves back into it. The things or forms that seem to fill space are themselves full of space, a topic we’ll return to from a scientific perspective when we discuss the illusion of solidity in chapter 13.

		

		THE PRIMARY CONTRACTION

		

		One problem with trying to use the contrast between contraction and spaciousness (or openness) to feel our way into the experience of emptiness is that we’re so used to the status quo. We’ve been contracted for so long that we no longer feel how closed down we truly are. We can register the secondary contractions, as suggested in the preceding examples, but the primary contraction remains elusive because it’s become the baseline of our being. (In the vocabulary of dream yoga, non-lucidity is the status quo.) Contraction is so close to us, so much the fabric of our very sense of “us,” that we don’t see it. We don’t feel that we don’t feel. It’s like having your hand frozen for so long that you forgot what it feels like.

		Recall the last time you had a cramp, and how good it felt to stretch it out. Now imagine that you’ve had a cramp your entire life, and you’ve adapted to it. You’ve totally forgotten what it feels like to be cramp free. The cramp has become your normal. In terms of illusory form, the cramp is your lifelong spiritual contraction. Then one day, through spiritual practice, or meditations like dream yoga and illusory form, you return to your true normal, a state of openness, which you experience as a sense of openness, relaxation, and release in contrast to the cramp. It’s blissful. But it’s also extraordinarily ordinary, because it’s your natural state.

		In other words, enlightenment is blissful not because you achieve some remote and elusive state of openness, but because you relax the primary cramp. The more contracted you have been, the more blissful that openness initially seems. The contrast is what makes it dramatic. As you progress along the path and gradually lessen the contractions, the final slide into openness can be anticlimactic.¹ It’s a total letdown from ego’s point of view, a plop into basic reality. As the beloved Zen monk Suzuki Roshi said, “Enlightenment was my biggest disappointment.”

		Identifying the primary contraction, manifested as the feeling that things are solid, lasting, and independent—that self and other truly exist—is the focus of the subtle teachings on emptiness. For most of us, things really do seem to be solid, lasting, and independent. It’s axiomatic, a given. That’s how deeply asleep, cramped, contracted, we’ve become. We don’t see that we don’t see.

		In the practice of illusory form, just as you can use the experience of waking up in the nighttime dream (the double delusion) to help yourself wake up in the daytime dream (the primary delusion), you can also use your secondary contractions to address the primary cramp. You can tune in to the primary contraction by literally getting a feel for its secondary expressions. Getting this feel is initially accomplished by inference, or the phase of understanding emptiness, but eventually the felt quality of the contraction comes into subtle and then stark relief, which leads to direct experience.

		There are countless secondary expressions once you tune in to the felt sense of these contractions. Feel into any impulse, irritation, moment of passion, aggression, or grasping altogether, and you are feeling into the moment-to-moment contractions that squeeze our lives. Look closely at thought, and how you get sucked into mental content, and you will feel the subtle grasping. Contraction is omnipresent.

		In the most personal terms, what does the primary contraction feel like? It feels like “me”: the inarticulate pervasive sense of self. Ironically it’s this very omnipresence that masks the presence of the primary contraction.² I don’t feel like a cramp because the constancy of the primary contraction has removed the contrast and therefore my ability to detect it. It’s like tasting your palate. Because your tongue is always up against your palate, you’ve lost the ability to notice that it actually has a taste.

		To get a sharper sense for the primary contraction, ask yourself, “Who am I?” Notice how your awareness contracts. It may contract around your body, or your thoughts and emotions, or some ineffable core, but it shrinks around one form or another. There’s a sense of narrowing, tightening, or focusing. You may not be able to answer the question “Who am I?” but the query can put you in touch with the primary contraction, which you can now identify as the self-contraction. Your sense of self is contraction. You just don’t feel it anymore.³ (We’ll explore the visceral and emotional basis for this contraction, and its role in evolution, when we talk about fear in chapter 12.)

		Let’s play a “contrast game,” using the maxim that perception is generated in contrast, to get a better feel for this. We have said that emptiness, or selflessness, feels open . . . spacious . . . and relaxed. You can experience this in an everyday way, like when you act in a selfless manner or express selfless (unconditional) love. Selfless acts feel good, because they make you feel open.

		The primary contraction is the opposite of that selflessness. It’s the ego-oriented feeling of being closed, contracted, and stressed. You feel this when you act in a self-centered way or when you express anger or hate. For many people, selfish acts don’t feel good because they feel closed. (Sadly, some people are so constantly selfish that selfishness has become their status quo, and it no longer feels bad.)

		

		

		As a physical exercise in contrast, lie down, and for the next minute clench every muscle in your body. Make a fist, grit your teeth, force your eyes closed, hold your breath, and freeze. Do this until you can’t hold your breath anymore. Then relax. Drop it and open. That’s a glimpse of the felt sense of emptiness.

		

		

		Ego can be defined as an appropriated or contracted awareness, a self-centered and pinched form of consciousness that lies (in both senses of that word) at the center of our universe. As the philosopher Daniel Dennett puts it, “The self is a center of narrative gravity.” Don’t you feel like you’re the center of the universe, literally and figuratively? Doesn’t everything in your life orbit around you? Of course it does. And that’s precisely why you suffer. Because the center of your universe doesn’t exist. Everything in your life is orbiting an illusion; everything is centered around nothing. The core is empty.

		The practice of illusory form exposes this central illusion, a deception that we have built our entire lives around, an illusion that we defend tooth and nail. It can be a shocking revelation, but discovering the illusory nature of our very sense of self is the heart of liberation. This is the realization that relaxes the primordial contraction. Then the illusion of self collapses like a house of cards.

		

		THE SHADOW SIDE OF EXPERIENCE

		

		Understanding that perception is generated through contrast will help you recognize a number of spiritual traps as you progress along your path into lucidity. When you finally catch a glimpse of emptiness, the experience can be euphoric; but it’s blissful only because it’s set in contrast to the primary contraction that was masking it.⁴ The greater the preceding agony the greater the succeeding ecstasy. Think about suddenly getting rid of a toothache, or any other chronic pain. Abruptly removing the pain is blissful, but only by contrast. Before you had the toothache you were in a state that you didn’t perceive as bliss. It was just your ordinary pain-free state. But after enough pain, returning to that ordinary state feels like bliss, at least initially. Over time, as the contrast produced by the pain fades away, the blissful feeling also fades, and you return to your ordinary pain-free condition.

		The point once again is that the experience of emptiness is essentially ordinary. It’s simply the direct experience of reality, of things as they truly are. This in no way diminishes the profundity, but it helps us relate to the initial bliss properly. You need to keep this in mind; otherwise you can get hooked to the initial sensation of bliss and lose your way. It’s easy to become a “God addict.”

		Many people have had a legitimate experience of emptiness. Anybody can have that, at any time. Experience is never the problem. The problem is how you relate to that experience and understand it. Because the experience of emptiness can be so sublime, it’s tempting to grasp at the initial experience. New Age “masters” are born this way: an experience as described by the “master” sounds so delicious that everybody wants it, and “guru” and disciple spin an insidious web of codependence. Spiritual cults often ensue. Authentic spirituality is not about feeling good, in any conventional sense. It’s about getting real.

		How do you identify that you’re attached to the experience of emptiness, and what do you do about it? First, if you’re grasping after any experience, spiritual or otherwise, you’re contracting again. It’s fine to want more of a good thing, but make sure you recognize the tendency to grasp—and then make sure to release. If you feel yourself getting puffed up by the experience, that’s grasping. Let it go. The experience of emptiness does not inflate the ego. It deflates it. It lifts your spirit while letting your ego drop away.

		Second, to stabilize the experience into the final phase of realization, you have to reinstate the conditions that brought about the experience in the first place. You have to open, relax, and release the experience itself. That’s not easy.

		A central narrative of our journey is about transforming obstacle into opportunity. This is a classic alchemical or tantric approach to the difficulties of life. But it’s another bidirectional process, which means that opportunity can transform into obstacle. You can take a legitimate spiritual experience and turn it into a subtle snare. This happens all the time, so it’s good to have a teacher who can diagnose the problem and offer remedies. Otherwise you can get seriously stuck. When you grasp after spiritual experiences, you’ve merely replaced a chain made of lead with one made of gold. You’re still shackled.

		Spiritual experiences can become the most dangerous of all traps because they feel so good. But it’s like licking honey off a razor blade. Khenpo Rinpoche says that to nurture your meditative experience you sometimes have to destroy it: that is, you have to destroy, or let go of, your attachment to the experience. To realize openness, you have to remain open. And (although it sounds like a paradox) to realize openness, you have to let go of experience. This all happens with proper understanding.

		


		CHAPTER 3

		

		EMPTINESS AND ILLUSION: FROM REACTIVITY TO EQUANIMITY

		

		It all begins when we say “I.” Everything that follows is illusion.

		

		KODO SAWAKI ROSHI

		

		The empirical self is not to be taken as fully “real.” Here is where the illusion begins.

		

		THOMAS MERTON

		

		Feeling good may be part of getting real, but it’s not the only part. A true realization of emptiness and illusory form includes finding the emptiness, and therefore the basic goodness—or essential “okayness”—in whatever form arises, including previously unwanted forms or experiences. A realized being finds ordinary bliss (what Buddhism calls the Great Bliss) in pain, disease, and even death. Emptiness, as the essence of everything, includes anything that arises—and the realization of emptiness, consequently, results in great equanimity, or the ability to stay open to any experience. As the Tibetan yogi Milarepa said:

		

		When confusion gets complicated, I feel extremely well.

		Fearsome visions getting worse and worse, feels even better still.

		When the bullies get worse and worse, I feel extremely well.

		The suffering becoming bliss feels so good that feeling bad feels good.¹

		

		Buddhism describes eight principal experiences that frame samsaric life: the eight worldly concerns of praise and blame, fame and shame, pleasure and pain, gain and loss. Don’t we all long for praise, fame, pleasure, and gain, and try to avoid blame, shame, pain, and loss? These eight concerns are the offspring of hope and fear, because we hope for the former and fear the latter. Realizing that these eight concerns are empty of inherent existence allows us to relate to them all with equanimity.

		Realized beings have no fear of blame, shame, pain, or loss, nor do they clamor after praise, fame, pleasure, or gain. They have no preference for samsara or nirvana, because they abide in the “one taste” of phenomena, the taste of emptiness. At this level, as Trungpa Rinpoche wrote, “Pleasure and pain become ornaments which it is pleasant to wear.” And as Milarepa said, “When pleasure and pain are not two different things / This is instruction as mastered as it can be.”

		If praise and blame are fundamentally illusory, why get deflated when someone insults you, or inflated when someone offers praise? If loss and gain are of “one taste,” then loss is no longer so bitter, nor gain so excessively sweet. Instead of being tossed around by highs and lows, hopes and fears, through the realization of emptiness you live a balanced life, riding evenly upon whatever occurs.

		Equanimity is not apathy. It doesn’t mean that you no longer feel things or that you repress your emotions. Realizing emptiness means you actually feel things more because you’re more awake. But it also means those feelings no longer have the power to hurt you. You’re touched by the events of life and moved to act when action is required, but you’re no longer adversely impacted. You feel things more, but they hurt you less.

		Equanimity, born of an understanding of the illusory nature of all things, is the secret to happiness. This isn’t just relative happiness, the conventional delight we feel when conditions come together to make us happy. This is absolute, unconditional happiness, which is not dependent on any conditions and keeps us satisfied no matter what.

		

		THE END OF KARMA

		

		Without equanimity, you are constantly pushing or pulling. Something happens, and you instantly react. Doesn’t it seem that reactivity defines our life, in the form of endless grasping or aversion? “I want it” or “I don’t want it”: that sense of “it,” the feeling that there is some thing you need to grab or shove, comes from ignorance. In Buddhism, ignorance is considered primary among the three “root poisons,” which also include passion and aggression. These three basic styles of inappropriate relationship, which characterize samsara, are even more fundamental than the eight worldly concerns. Praise, fame, pleasure, or gain are what we grasp after; blame, shame, pain, or loss are what we push away.²

		As the root of the three root poisons, ignorance refers to not knowing the nature of reality. We grasp at things or push them away because we ignorantly believe that there is something out there to grasp or push. But achieving equanimity allows us to replace this reactivity with response-ability. Instead of a knee-jerk habitual (karmic) reaction, equanimity allows us to act responsibly. When we’re no longer so embedded, so excessively involved with things—when we’re no longer so non-lucid—we see more clearly. We listen more acutely. We know better what needs to be done. We act when action is required, but our new sense of perspective (lucidity) liberates us from habitual reactivity. And the end of reactivity is the end of karma.

		

		MIXING MIND WITH SPACE

		

		Watch your mind, and you will notice how often you contract around your thoughts and emotions. That moment-to-moment contraction is nonlucidity at a micro-cosmic level. It manifests as grasping after the thought or emotion, which instantly feeds it; or as pushing it away, which only represses it. We grasp after our thoughts and emotions—the forms of our mind—because we take them to be real. Ironically, our grasping makes them real. This grasping is exactly the same process that creates and sustains a non-lucid dream, and it occurs thousands of times every day. This unconscious practice of non-lucidity is why we’re so good at having non-lucid dreams: we practice non-lucidity all the time.

		Conversely, you can undertake a moment-to-moment practice of lucidity, using the wisdom tool of meditation, by using the practice of illusory mind. Letting thoughts and emotions come and go without grasping or contracting is a way to practice emptiness and to establish an open relationship to the contents of your mind. Letting a thought go de-reifies it, transforming it from a non-lucid thought into a lucid one. A lucid thought is a recognized thought. You see it for what it is, which, like a lucid dream, frees you from it. As The Tibetan Book of the Dead states repeatedly: recognition and liberation are simultaneous.

		We can define meditation as “habituation to openness,” and that expression has many levels of meaning. On the deepest level, it means becoming familiar with, or habituating to, emptiness. On a more relative level, it means staying open to whatever arises in your mind and your world. If you can do that, whatever thoughts or emotions arise will self-liberate, like clouds dissolving in the sky. As Chögyam Trungpa wrote, “Good or bad, happy or sad, all thoughts vanish into emptiness like the imprint of a bird in the sky.” A bird leaves no imprint, of course, and therefore no trace of karma.

		Ecologists talk about lessening our “carbon footprint” (the amount of carbon dioxide and other carbon compounds emitted due to the consumption of fossil fuels), which means reducing personal pollution. In the world of illusory form, you want to lessen your karmic footprint by emitting less reactivity. If you leave no karmic footprint, karma can no longer follow you.

		A common meditation instruction invites the student to “mix your mind with space,” which means meeting whatever arises with a quality of openness. This doesn’t mean you naively acquiesce or blindly accept whatever happens, but that you can accommodate it. You have room for it. If something negative happens, you’re still open to it while acting upon it. In fact, you will find that you can act upon it more precisely and honestly, because you’re not reacting.

		Meditation is the last of the three wisdom tools (hearing, contemplating, and meditating) leading to the experience of emptiness, and through this practice of opening, you finally get it—by letting thoughts go you finally allow emptiness to come. So when you feel the urge to close down, in meditation or in life, the practice is to open up. When you feel your mind getting small, the meditation is to make it big. When you feel yourself tightening up, the meditation is to loosen up. You can practice this when you feel the urge to gossip, criticize, or complain. To open up, try shutting up! Keeping your mouth closed allows you to keep your heart open.

		By habituating to openness, you are training in equanimity and gaining the willingness to say yes to your experience. You’ve placed a warm welcome mat at the front door of your mind and a shiny “exit” sign at the back. You briefly host whatever guests arrive and then allow them to check out. This is a way to practice unconditional happiness and to discover inner peace, no matter who or what arrives.

		I have a photograph in my study of Thich Quang Duc, “the burning monk,” who self-immolated in protest of religious injustice during the Vietnam War. It’s an incomprehensible image, a human being sitting in equipoise as violent flames consume his body. How on earth can someone sit in equanimity under such extreme environmental conditions? How is this possible? It’s possible because fire cannot burn space.

		When the mind opens and mixes with space, it becomes indestructible. The inner space of the mind is not the same as outer space, but it’s also not different. Space is entirely unique. It’s the softest thing in the world and the most adamantine. You can’t cut it, bomb it, or burn it. Nothing can land on space. It holds everything without being affected by anything.

		That’s equanimity; that’s the meditative mind. That’s where this noble monk went to bear silent witness to the inferno engulfing him.

		You may not be burning alive, but all of your suffering still comes from your inability to accommodate experience. The small mind says, “I don’t have room for this!” or “I have no space for that!” This is how you express your contraction. With meditation, you’re withdrawing into inner space and developing your ability to accommodate the flames of life, thereby ending your suffering. You’re tapping into your indestructible Big Mind.

		When I’m assaulted by noise or pain or anxiety and suffer from it, it’s because I’m unable to become bigger than the noise, pain, or anxiety. It consumes me, and I lose myself in it. I contract around the assault and suffer in direct proportion to that shrinkage. So my practice, my yoga, is to open to the noise, pain, or anxiety and become greater than it. Bigger really is better in this case. The next time you’re hurting, go back to the image of mixing your small mind with big space. Remind yourself, “I’m bigger than this pain. I can contain this stress. I have the capacity to host this fear.”

		The progressive stages of meditation on emptiness are progressive stages of opening. All the yogas we’re discussing are designed to stretch the mind wide open.

		

		OPENING TO COMPASSION

		

		For many people emptiness is a cold, uncaring word, as chilly as deep outer space. It’s therefore important to acknowledge the warmth and caring that you feel when you experience it. You touch emptiness when you open your mind. In both Sanskrit and Pali, the word for “mind” (citta) also means “heart.” In the practice of illusory form, you’re opening your “heart-mind.” The heart-mind is inseparable, but for teaching purposes we can say that the intellectual or “mind” part is emptiness, and the felt or “heart” part is compassion. In other words, compassion is the flip side of emptiness. They’re two sides of the same coin. Emptiness is associated with wisdom, or a view into the nature of all things, and the spontaneous expression of that wisdom is compassion, or a desire to benefit all things.

		Compassion is therefore wisdom in action. As a practice of illusory form, it could be called “applied emptiness.” You act with compassion when you open to the world. Compassion is the practice of taking your insight into the nature of reality and using that sight to lead others out of the dark. Instead of stumbling around in the darkness of ignorance, when you open your eyes you can penetrate the superficial appearance of things and get to the heart of the matter to more effectively help others. The Indian sage Nagarjuna, who brought the teachings on emptiness to a new level of sophistication, wrote, “Without doubt, when practitioners have developed their understanding of emptiness, their minds will be devoted to the welfare of others.”³

		By now we’ve established that “ego,” “self,” “form,” and “thing” are virtually synonymous. We’ve established that a synonym for “illusory” is “empty,” and we’ve come to understand that the practice of illusory form is the practice of empty form; it is a meditation based on understanding and contemplating how things, our sense of self, the ego, are all illusory or empty. Closing this circle, emptiness is understood to be egolessness, selflessness, formlessness, and thinglessness.

		Those who realize emptiness therefore express their realization as boundless selflessness. The seemingly theoretical (emptiness) becomes immensely practical (compassion). This discovery then becomes a further secret to happiness. As the Buddhist master Shantideva famously wrote, “Whatever joy there is in the world arises from wishing for others’ happiness. Whatever suffering there is in the world arises from wishing for your own happiness.”

		


		CHAPTER 4

		

		THE VIA NEGATIVA

		

		We must overthrow the tyranny of ordinary appearances.

		

		LAMA YESHE

		

		Neo: “I thought it wasn’t real.”

		

		Morpheus: “Your mind makes it real.”

		

		THE MATRIX

		

		So far we have been coming to terms with the idea of emptiness by saying what it is. We’ve described it as virtually synonymous with openness, lucidity, equanimity, and boundless compassion. We’ve compared it to ungraspable everyday phenomena such as dreams and rainbows and talked in terms of experiencing a fundamental bliss or the mixing of mind with space. We’ve said emptiness means egoless, selfless, formless, and thingless.

		In this chapter, however, let’s clarify more about what emptiness is not.

		We’ve established that emptiness is not grasping, not contracting, not reactive, not a state of apathy. But more importantly: emptiness is not nothingness. It is no-thingness. Emptiness is not a vacuous oblivion or a nihilistic void. It does not refer to the annihilation of anything, except our false views about the nature of reality. To put it another way: emptiness teachings are expansive because of what they subtract. They remove the suffering that comes from our mistaken ideas about true existence. In Buddhist terms, emptiness negates the root poison of ignorance. In this light, the teachings are akin to the theological approach known as the via negativa, in which knowledge of God is understood to be attainable only in terms of negation. As the medieval theologian Johannes Scotus Eriugena said, “We do not know what God is. God Himself does not know what He is because He is not anything. Literally God is not, because He transcends being.”¹ For John of the Cross, a Spaniard, the word for God was nada: God is no-thing. The poet Kabir wrote, “Where the Beloved is, there is utterly nothing.”

		In the Vedic way of analytic negation, the via negativa is engaged in the doctrine of neti neti, or “not this, not that,” which is an actual path of spiritual inquiry. Sometimes rendered as “neither this nor that,” the real meaning of this phrase is something like “beyond this, beyond that.” In other words, emptiness, the nature of reality, is ultimately beyond anything we can say about it. But to progress through understanding in order to arrive at direct experience, we have to start by saying something. We have to talk about emptiness somehow, in order to allow for the process of hearing, the first wisdom tool.

		The fourteenth-century mystic Meister Eckhart wrote, “The soul does not grow by addition but by subtraction.” The study and practice of emptiness involves a great deal of cutting—cutting through mere appearance, or delusion, to arrive at reality, or truth; piercing through non-lucidity to arrive at lucidity.² To wake up and experience emptiness you have to hack through all the layers of ignorance that obscure it. Concepts are cut, things are cut, anything that obscures the truth is cut. This intellectual surgery is necessary because most of us wrongly believe that things exist the way they appear, just as in a non-lucid dream. In order to delete this deeply entrenched belief, you have to slice through the façade of mere appearance.

		In the scientific West, where measurement and mathematics reign supreme, you “don’t count” if you can’t count. But cutting to the truth also means subtracting number itself. Author Jonathan Bricklin, speaking on behalf of the philosopher William James, wrote, “To feel at one with the universe did not, for James, imply that the universe is one.” In actuality the universe is a nulliverse. Meister Eckhart supports this nullification, “No one can strike his roots into eternity without being rid of number.” Nonduality may imply unity or other forms of monism, but any form of “oneness” still misses the mark. Nonduality, after all, is a negation, not an assertion; a subtraction, not an addition.

		Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche refers to this necessary slashing as “the extreme path to the middle.” Because we’re all extremists in our belief in materialism, and fundamentalists in our lust for form, we initially have to go to extremes to cut through this solid view of things.³ On the path between materialism and nihilism, we’ve been stretched so far in the direction of materialism that we have to stretch toward nihilism—the assertion that nothing exists—to get to the middle. But that opposite extreme is not our goal. The place of balance that we’re looking for is reality (emptiness), and that lies in the middle between nihilism and eternalism, between what we currently understand as existence and nonexistence.

		

		

		Many teachings on emptiness involve reflecting on the analogies of illusion. Some of these analogies derive from the Diamond Sutra, which is a “cutting through” sutra. Diamonds can cut through anything. This sutra says: “So you should view the fleeting world: a star at dawn, a bubble in the stream, a flash of lightning in a summer cloud, a flickering lamp, a phantom, and a dream.” If these analogies don’t work for you, make up your own. Perhaps seeing things like a hologram or virtual reality is more applicable, or looking at forms as rainbows.

		You can reinforce this reflection on emptiness by returning to illusory body contemplations that remind you “This is a dream” or “Am I dreaming?” Write these phrases on sticky notes and put them up around your house. Place them inside cabinets, drawers, or other places to remind you of the illusory nature of things. You may initially find this idea contrived, but the notes will continue to jog your memory.

		You can also take the characteristics of your dreams and transpose them into waking reality. For most people, dreams are highly visual. While there may be sounds and tactile sensations, it’s mostly about sight. To duplicate this, try wearing earplugs during the day–and see how quickly your waking reality becomes dreamlike. To simulate the discontinuous nature of dreams, try moving your head in rapid jerky motions, or keep your eyes closed a bit longer when you blink. Use your imagination and play with what works for you. I have found this exercise to be particularly powerful. If I combine these suggestions and wear earplugs, move my head, and extend my blink all at the same time, it’s remarkable how quickly my world de-reifies.

		

		

		When you’ve diced your way through the delusion of materialism, the via negativa has served its purpose and falls away like training wheels removed from a bike. You can now ride into the direct experience of reality, what Buddhism refers to as the “middle way.” Now the path becomes a via positiva, or a positive assertion of the nature of God and reality. You finally get it. Now you have to stabilize it.⁴ We are examining emptiness teachings as via negativa because if we approach the practice of illusory form only through positive assertions there’s a risk of reifying emptiness itself, and that’s even worse than reifying things. The teachings exhort us to “self-liberate even the antidote,” or apply the tenets of emptiness to itself, which is traditionally referred to as “the emptiness of emptiness.” You can’t hang your hat on anything, not even emptiness. As Khenpo Tenpa Yungdrung says, “Always remember that illusion itself is an illusion.” Anam Thubten adds, “There is not even the nothingness. This truth is the great emptiness.”⁵ These dizzying tenets about the illusion of form are unsettling to the fully formed ego, and intellectually nauseating, a form of “notion sickness.” But if you want to grow up, let alone wake up, the embrace of emptiness is the only way.

		The Heart Sutra, Buddhism’s summary teaching on emptiness, asserts,

		

		In emptiness there is no form, no feeling, no perception, no formation, no consciousness; no eye, no ear, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind; no appearance, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no dharmas; no eye dhatu up to no mind dhatu, no dhatu of dharmas, no mind consciousness dhatu; no ignorance, no end of ignorance up to no old age and death, no end of old age and death; no suffering, no origin of suffering, no cessation of suffering, no path, no wisdom, no attainment, and no nonattainment.³

		

		This sutra suggests that before you can shout yes! to the nature of reality, you have to begin with a whole lot of no.

		

		NO-THINGNESS

		

		The mantra of the Heart Sutra, and therefore of emptiness, is gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha (gate is pronounced “ga-tay”), which means “gone gone gone beyond gone completely beyond, so be it.” Reality is “beyond this, beyond that,” says the sutra, beyond any words or concepts. Whatever you say it is, it isn’t. As you apply the wisdom tool of hearing, you listen with the understanding that in the end you can’t really say anything about emptiness. To which the Heart Sutra says: so be it. This elegant spiritual conclusion is echoed by philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.” In the end you have to drop into silence, the final phase of meditation, for that is where you will experience reality.

		But you’re not at the end yet. You haven’t completely explored the meditations that will allow you to fully experience emptiness. You have to start where you are, with language and concept (the level of “hearing”), with things as they seem to be, and say something. So in our path of deconstructing form we start with words before we fall into silence; we begin with something before we end up with nothing; we work with forms before we attain the formless; we start with the relative before we reach the absolute; we begin with conceptual understanding before we drop into direct experience.

		Emptiness means that if you take a very close look at anything, you will not find a solid, lasting, and independent thing anywhere. There is no inherent “thingness” to anything (svabhava). That’s what things are empty of—inherent existence. Just like a dream. This tenet is of such importance that in Tibetan the word for “existence,” sipa, is also the word that translates as “samsara.” If you believe in existence, thingness, you’re stuck in samsara.⁷

		What you will find, if you take that very close look, is a vast interconnected web of causes and conditions. You will discover a long, deep, wide, and rapidly moving stream of becoming—not of being—that you freeze (reify) into the things of your world. This is why modern systems-oriented disciplines like ecology, deep ecology, quantum mechanics, chaos and complexity theory, and general systems theory can help us understand emptiness. These are modern teachings on an ancient doctrine.

		Meteorology is a good example. The nearly infinite causes and conditions that create weather systems are analogous to the way all of reality manifests. The weather happening outside is the fleeting product of patterns in constant flux, generated by a vast nexus of pressure systems, temperatures, altitudes, humidity, wind speeds, and so on, all of which are in turn generated by an immense complex of internal codependent processes—what Buddhism calls dependent origination.

		In an unexamined way, you casually say things like, “It’s snowing outside. It’s sunny. It’s rainy. It’s windy. It’s hot, it’s cold, it’s hailing.” But what exactly is the “it”? If you look around you can easily see that there’s no “it” that is snowing or raining. There’s just snow or rain or heat or hail. The stock market, or the economy in general, are further examples of dependent origination (the emptiness of inherent existence—no-thingness). What, exactly, is the stock market? What, exactly, is the economy?

		In the same way, you casually say things like, “I’m sad. I’m angry. I’m depressed. I’m envious,” or any other of the hundreds of ways you describe the weather of your experience. But where exactly is the “I”? If you look carefully—and this is not so easy because it’s so personal—you won’t find any referent here either, no “I.” You’re just identifying a sensation or experience to which you append the label “sadness” or “anger” or “depression” or “envy,” and to which you further impute a sensor or experiencer that you label “I.” The teachings on emptiness invite you to see that “I” am not having any of these experiences. You append a label onto nothing. You mistake the map for a territory that doesn’t exist. You put a sticky note on space.

		When you apply emptiness teachings to internal phenomena in this way, it leads to the discovery of egolessness, or the shocking truth of no-self.⁸ When you experience an impersonal sensation or energy and take it very personally, you make a fundamental mistake brought about by the insatiable grasping ego. The sensation that you label as anger becomes not merely anger, but my anger. An ineffable feeling becomes effable when you attach to it the label “sadness.” Now it’s my sadness. Because you’ve been habitually referring these sensations to a sensor (the ego) for so long, you take it as a given that there is an “I” that has all these experiences. But that’s an illusion. It’s like saying that space rains, or snows, or gets hot, when really there’s just rain or snow or heat. There’s nothing—no thing—that has those “experiences.”

		

		TRAPPED IN A WORLD OF LABELS

		

		The teachings on emptiness show us that in reality there is no being, only becoming. There are no products, only processes. No nouns, only verbs. No things, only patterns. No ontology, only epistemology. Being, products, nouns, things, ontology—these are all illusions.

		

		

		“The only reality is mind and observations, but observations are not of things. To see the Universe as it really is we must abandon our tendency to conceptualize observations as things,” writes physicist Richard Conn Henry. “The universe is entirely immaterial, mental, and spiritual, and we must learn to perceive it as such.”⁹

		

		

		Because of language and concept, you unwittingly trap yourself in the world of mis-taken labels. The word tree (or any noun), for example, does not even approximate what a tree actually is: a fantastically multifaceted network of physical, chemical, biological, and ecological processes extending back to the beginning of time. “Tree” is an expedient label that shrink-wraps a wildly complex process. You use nouns—limited maps—out of convenience, unaware of how they falsely represent reality.¹⁰

		Imagine that you have a candle in a room with a hundred people, each of them also holding a candle. You light your candle, then use that flame to light the candle of the person next to you, who then lights the candle of the person next to them. This process is repeated until the last candle is lit. Is the flame of the last candle the same as the flame of your candle? Yes and no. You can’t say they’re the same, but neither are they different.

		Stand in front of a river. Is the river the same entity it was a minute ago? Yes and no. Heraclitus, the philosopher of “change and flow,” famously proclaimed that you can’t step into the same river twice. His point is that you can’t step into the same reality twice. Look at the Denver Broncos. Are the Broncos the same entity they were a decade ago? Or try Theseus’s paradox: Imagine that you’re on a wooden ship that sets out on a long voyage. During the course of this journey every single plank on the ship is replaced. Is the ship that returns to port the same ship that set out? Yes and no. Somewhere in the “middle” lies the truth.

		Let’s make this personal. Take a look at this thing we label “hand.” What precisely is this thing called “hand?” Where, exactly, is it? Remove one finger. Is it still a hand? Take off another, then another. When, exactly, does the hand become a non-hand? Emptiness is exacting. “Hand,” like “tree,” is a convenient label for a complex collection of interdependent parts. We use labels to function in the world, but we’re blind to how they mislead us. There is no such irreducible thing as a “hand.” If you think there is, show me exactly where it is and exactly when it comes into existence or goes out of existence.

		I clearly remember the first time this type of examination was presented to me. I was at my meditation center taking a course on emptiness, and the two instructors staged a dialogue, or dialectic, of this kind. After a few minutes, I became extremely irritated and barged in. I rudely informed the instructors that this was mere sophistry, a cheap intellectual parlor game. Let’s please skip the demonstration about hands and get on with the spiritual stuff! I just didn’t get it, didn’t want to get it, was afraid of getting it. The teaching was getting under my skin by pointing out there’s nothing under my skin! I couldn’t deal with it.

		But perhaps you’re more patient than I was, so you’ll let me continue to get more personal—and perhaps more irritating—by looking at this thing called “self.” Where exactly is that? Is the self your body? If so, how many limbs or body parts have to be removed before it’s no longer you? When you eat an apple, at what point does that apple become you? When you excrete the remains of the apple, at what point is it no longer you? When does air become breath, and breath become air?

		How about considering something that’s most personal of all, like your thoughts and emotions? Are your thoughts or emotions your self? If so, which ones? Just like the apple, when does that thought or emotion become you? Who or what or where are you—exactly?

		

		

		Neuroscientist Richard Davidson and psychologist Daniel Goleman write, “Cognitive science tells us our sense of self emerges as a property of the many neural subsystems that thread together, among other streams, our memories, our perceptions, our emotions, and our thoughts. Any of those alone would be insufficient for a full sense of our self, but in the right combination we have the cozy feel of our unique being. . . . A step out of the self, technically speaking, suggests weakening activation of the default circuitry that binds together the mosaic of memories, thoughts, impulses, and other semi-independent mental processes into the cohesive sense of ‘me’ and ‘mine.’”¹¹

		

		

		Examining no-thingness is not a philosophical game. The questions we raise by challenging the status of existence are at the core of issues like abortion, and when exactly life begins; like sentience, and when exactly consciousness begins; and like end-of-life concerns, and when to pull the plug. Such questions are the basis of our happiness and suffering. Left unexamined and unanswered, they are the foundation of confusion. When examined and answered, they transform into the essence of wisdom. They lie at the heart of reality and the practice of illusory form.

		


		CHAPTER 5

		

		THE PROBLEM OF THING-THINKING

		

		Reality is for those who cannot endure their dreams.

		

		SLAVOJ ZIZEK

		

		So strong is the power of mental projection that it will often completely neutralize the data that we perceive from the external world.

		

		WENDY DONIGER O’FLAHERTY

		

		Thought is an indispensable tool for daily life. We cannot function in the world without it. But thought is limited when applied to emptiness. How can a “thing-based” phenomenon like thought grasp something that is inherently thingless? The actual experience of emptiness is a consequence of “blowing your mind,” or transcending conceptual thought. Like a diving board, thought can ready us to enter the deep waters of emptiness, but then we have to leap. Conceptual understanding should not be mistaken for experience, let alone realization.

		As we are seeing, a primary challenge in understanding emptiness and applying the practice of illusory form in our everyday lives is the challenge of changing the way we think. Whether we know it or not, most of us think almost entirely in terms of things. Thought is a mental form after all, and forms are defined by boundaries, as is our perception of forms. This “thing-ness” of thought is not inherently problematic, unless we take thought to be an accurate representation of reality.

		

		

		As the phase of “understanding” gets increasingly refined, it’s easy to slip into thinking you can think yourself into emptiness. But no matter how subtle or elegant the map, it is never the territory. Hearing and contemplating about emptiness are tools for a beautiful decrescendo, but only the meditative mind can deliver you into absolute silence.¹

		

		

		Physicist Brian Josephson posits, “We think that we think clearly, but that’s only because we don’t think clearly”—and the ground of this lack of clarity is “thing-thinking.” All the secondary obfuscations arise from this fundamental error in cognition. Change the way you think about things and you will change the way you see them. It’s a change that changes everything. It’s the change from non-lucidity to lucidity; from the ignorance of sleep to the wisdom of awakening.

		In the elegant ways of emptiness, nothing arises by itself or appears independently. Remember our weather analogy in chapter 4: everything manifests in codependent origination. We think in terms of things because we see things in terms of the way we think. Thinking and “thinging” arise in a bidirectional process. The way you perceive things is dictated by the way you think about them, and the way you think about them is dictated by the way you perceive or “thing” them. In her book Sight and Sensibility: The Ecopsychology of Perception, Laura Sewall writes,

		

		If vision–and perception in general–is a form of translation between inner and outer geographies, then the question of vision, of how we see, becomes one of how we translate between these realms. . . . Perception is intercourse, a tantric affair with the folds and flushes of the landscape. . . . To envision the act of seeing as the marriage between the viewer and the viewed is to be woven into the fabric of a shifting field of light, of energy, of beauty and all that one may lay eyes on. It is to recognize that, as in all marriages, there are a thousand ways to honor the union. And as in any intimate relationship, what we bring to the exchange determines the quality of the experience.²

		

		This mental Mobius strip has been expressed elegantly by physicist David Bohm, a student of Einstein:

		

		Reality is what we take to be true.

		

		What we take to be true is what we believe.

		

		What we believe is based on our perceptions.

		

		What we perceive depends on what we look for.

		

		What we look for depends on what we think.

		

		What we think depends on what we perceive.

		

		What we perceive determines what we believe.

		

		What we believe determines what we take to be true.

		

		What we take to be true is our reality.³

		

		With the teachings on emptiness, Buddhism attacks both thinging and thinking until the process that brings them into mutual existence is dissolved and the illusory nature of both is revealed. Because thinking and thinging emerge together, or co-arise, by dissolving one you dissolve the other. You can’t have subject without object, “in here” without “out there,” things without thoughts, or thoughts without things. By seeing through one or the other, both dissolve, and you’re left empty-handed. You end up holding no-thing, no thought—which puts you in the very grasp of enlightenment.

		

		THE MIDAS TOUCH

		

		When you engage in the process of thing-thinking, you get results like King Midas. You project the qualities of ego (the thing-thinking mind) onto everything around you and transform the world into ego’s version of gold—seeing things as solid, lasting, and independent. Ego is the archetype, the embodiment of existence, and it freezes the world in its reified image. As the saying goes: We don’t see things as they are; we see things as we are. Bringing this unconscious process into the light of consciousness is a monumental part of waking up, and doing so puts the responsibility for our suffering—or happiness—squarely where it belongs. On ourselves.

		Life isn’t hard. We are.

		When you wake up in a funk, the world appears funky. Your mood affects your experience. You tend to focus on the negative and find proof to substantiate your mood. People appear rude and everything is irritating. Conversely, when you wake up in love, the world appears lovely. You tend to focus on the positive, and your world responds in kind. People are now warm and caring.

		The parable of two villages illustrates this principle:

		

		A man who was traveling came upon a farmer working in his field and asked him what the people in the next village were like. The farmer asked, “What were the people like in the last village you visited?”

		The man responded, “They were kind, friendly, generous, great people.”

		“You’ll find the people in the next village are the same,” said the farmer.

		Another man who was traveling to the same village came up to the same farmer somewhat later and asked him what the people in the next village were like. Again the farmer asked, “What were the people like in the last village you visited?”

		The second man responded, “They were rude, unfriendly, dishonest people.”

		“You’ll find the people in the next village are the same,” said the farmer.⁴

		

		Like a child with a coloring book, each of us colors reality with our state of mind. This kind of coloring projects unconscious aspects of ourselves onto the world and traps us into thinking those projections are real—in exactly the same way we are drawn in to the “reality” of a non-lucid dream, or the pixelated versions of people that appear on a movie screen. Mingyur Rinpoche says,

		

		It is this individuated, independent “self” that assigns the very same qualities to other phenomena. “I” with my inherent “I-ness” experiences my car as if it too has an inherent car-ness, a fixed identity independent of causes and conditions. But it does not. As the fixations of the false sense of self dissolve, the objects around us also begin to lose their apparent solidity.⁵

		

		Gestalt psychologists speak about good continuation, which is the process by which our brains make things seem solid or whole based on sparse data. It’s how we stitch our world together to generate the illusion of solidity and continuity. Reality is like a pointillist painting. There are just dots, or pixels, of experience that we fuse together (“con-fuse”) to create appearances.⁶ We fill in the blanks that are inherent in reality with the putty of ego to create our seemingly solid, lasting, and independent world.

		As long as the sense of continuity is good, we’re good. We can keep it together. But when tragedy interrupts the continuity, we’re not so good. When things fall apart and the inherent gaps in reality are exposed, we freak out. From ego’s perspective, bad continuation is a disaster.

		

		AVOIDING GROUNDLESSNESS

		

		Ten years ago I was at a talk in Bodhgaya, where the Buddha attained his awakening. A prominent Tibetan lama was teaching on emptiness. At one point he looked at the wall behind him and said, “The reason you can’t walk through that wall is not because the wall is solid, but because you are.” He went on to say that as we soften along the spiritual path, the world also softens. Things get easier as we get easier.

		Why don’t we let ourselves walk through the wall? Why do we take a fluid, transparent, malleable, and dreamlike reality and freeze it into concrete and steel? One reason is because it’s convenient. To acknowledge all the variables that give rise to our world, to admit the nearly infinite interconnections, moving parts, causes and conditions that make up true reality—to concede the groundlessness of the ground or the inherent wall-less-ness of the wall—is very inconvenient. Instead of honoring the complexity, we ignore or dismiss it out of convenience. Reality is messy for the order-seeing ego. In an unconscious attempt to clean it up, ego screws it up. We end up living in our tidy world of labels, far removed from scrappy reality.

		For the ego, it’s much easier to reduce reality into manageable packets of experience. For example, this appetite for simplistic thing-thinking is the essence of the blame game we sometimes play in daily life. It’s expedient to ascribe blame to a single entity and ignore the complex truth about what gives rise to an event. When a loved one loses it emotionally, or when a political movement, culture, or society loses it, it’s convenient to blame a single person, ideology, or belief as the cause.

		

		

		Falling into the trap of looking for single, simple causes leads to what sociologists call “single action bias.” For example, people concerned about sustainability might start to recycle, thinking that that single action is enough. Others might think that getting rid of a political leader can solve economic or social problems. Some might feel that meditation alone leads to enlightenment, or that exercise alone leads to weight loss, or that education alone leads to success.

		

		

		We also freeze the groundless nature of reality out of fear. From ego’s perspective, emptiness and the practice of illusory form do not provide a place to stand. There are no reference points, there’s no hitching post, there’s no place for personal identity. This leap from the diving board can offer an exhilarating sense of liberation—there’s no need for a parachute if there’s no ground—but for most of us, in a frightful heartbeat, ego rushes in and commandeers the experience.

		When the freedom of open space is experienced as falling, panic ensues. At the level of “understanding” this can be felt as intellectual vertigo, a cognitive loss of bearings. It’s like the feeling you get when you suddenly lose your footing on a patch of ice and scramble to regain stability. But we no longer feel our panic about groundlessness, because we’ve been panicking for so long that we’ve lost the contrast. Grasping after form has turned into a subliminal attachment to things, but we don’t feel it because we’ve been attached from time immemorial. Our level of grasping is painfully revealed, however, when what we take for granted disappears, when emptiness expresses itself as impermanence and death. That’s when we scramble to fill or freeze that space in an effort to reestablish some sense of ground.⁷

		We spend much of our lives unconsciously avoiding the uncomfortable feeling of groundlessness by replacing stillness with activity, silence with sound, and spaciousness with form. Think about how you feel after sitting still for a long time. You can’t wait to do something. Recall the feeling of remaining silent in an active environment. You usually can’t wait to say something. Remember the feeling of vast spaciousness that often arises in meditation. You often can’t wait to start thinking about something. Thinking, saying, and doing are three ways that the ego avoids spaciousness, silence, and stillness, or an everyday touch of emptiness. Relentlessly thinking, speaking, and acting are how we inadvertently freeze the openness of emptiness into the illusion of ground.

		

		NEAR ENEMIES OF EMPTINESS

		

		I’ve alluded to the idea of “near enemies,” which is the notion that wherever you find light you will find shadows, and the brighter the light, the sharper the shadow.⁸ For example, the near enemy of confidence is arrogance, and the shadow side of compassion is pity; for equanimity it is apathy. Look closely at any noble quality and you will find its ignoble side. The teachings on emptiness are very bright, which means the shadows are proportionally sharp.

		We’ve already seen how nihilism lurks in the shadows of emptiness, but the practice of illusory form invites some other near enemies as well. Derealization, which is the sense that everything is unreal in a pathological way, and depersonalization, which is feeling disconnected from your body, thoughts, and emotions, are nearby.⁹ Dissociation (and a family of disorders like dissociative identity disorder or dissociative amnesia) is a near enemy of differentiation, and illusory form practice is designed to help us differentiate from—and no longer exclusively identify with—form. So dissociation is a real concern with these meditations. Dissociative disorders are characterized by a mostly involuntary escape from a painful reality, while the positive quality of differentiation is characterized by a voluntary distancing from that reality. As the Indian sage Nisargadatta Maharaj put it, “It is disinterestedness [from materialism] that liberates.”

		Another trap comes in the form of “spiritual bypassing,” a phrase coined by psychologist John Welwood to describe “using spiritual ideas or practices to avoid or prematurely transcend relative human needs, personal issues, and developmental tasks.” Spiritual bypassing can manifest as a sterile “one-sided transcendentalism,” as Welwood puts it, a spirituality disconnected from the grit of relative reality. This near enemy might take an exclusively absolutist view by disparaging relative truth, using “emptiness to devalue form, and oneness to belittle individuality.”¹⁰ In other words, spiritual bypassing engenders escapism.

		Spirituality, almost by definition, is set in contrast to materiality, but this contrast easily slides into the near enemy of opposition. Spirit becomes opposed to matter. We often associate suffering with the world of form, and therefore many people enter the spiritual path wanting to get out. They want to escape from suffering, but because they conflate suffering with form this means they have to run away from the world of form. They overtly or covertly find themselves opposed to the physical world.

		Renunciation from materialism is a good thing, but the near enemy of renunciation is denunciation, or a radical rejection of all things material. Once again, form is not the problem. Inappropriate relationship to form is the problem. Thinking that forms are solid, lasting, and independent is the problem. Emptiness and the teachings on illusory form are designed to help us see forms properly, which means seeing into and then through them, not contemptuously past them.

		As we’ve seen, Buddhist meditation emphasizes the importance of right view, which in this instance means going beyond the relative view while still including it. Here we see the problem with only having the absolute view (of emptiness). Instead of meeting the forms of relative reality eye-to-eye, an exclusively absolutist view dismissively looks over the head of relative reality.¹¹ Spirituality then becomes privileged and elite, disdainful of worldly concerns. Escapist.

		The absolute without the relative is lame—we are not going to get where we want to go. The relative without the absolute is blind—we have no idea where we’re going. To truly wake up means transcending the relative world of form while still embracing it. We wake up into the absolute view of emptiness but then pull a wicked U-turn and wake down into the world of form. We take our lofty vision into daily life and use it to help the world. The tantric buddha Guru Rinpoche said, “Your view should be as vast as the sky, but your conduct should be as fine as barley flour.”

		This embrace of both the lofty and the worldly stands in contrast to another trap, that of cosmological dualism, a term created by the philosopher Loyal Rue to sum up the common religious notion that there is another world in addition to this one, and that that other world is higher or more evolved. Cosmological dualism is a modern version of the heaven principle. All the Abrahamic traditions—Christianity, Judaism, and Islam—distinguish God from the world God has created. The formidable near enemy of this heavenly view is that it can subversively devalue life in this world, the hellish world of things.

		Buddhism is a nontheistic tradition that does not believe in heaven or God, and therefore appears to avoid this trap.¹² But does it? A litmus test might be the question of whether Buddhism can be constructive in facing the climate crisis. To which Zen scholar David Loy responds, “That depends on how we understand the relationship between samsara and nirvana.” Is nirvana another reality, or just a different way of experiencing samsara? In our language, is emptiness another reality, or just a more evolved way of experiencing form? Loy continues, “If nirvana is a place or a state that transcends this world, it is a version of cosmological dualism.” The danger with this view is that if “nothing is real, therefore nothing is important. Seeing everything as illusory discourages social or ecological engagement. Why bother? . . . The important point here is that ‘clinging to emptiness’ can function in the same way as cosmological dualism, both of them devaluing this world and its problems.” A near enemy is at work here, suggests Loy: “To see this world as illusion is to dwell in an emptiness that is disengaged from its forms, in which the end of suffering involves nonattachment to the fate of beings rather than nonattachment to one’s own ego.”¹³

		I recently heard a Buddhist teacher state that global warming wasn’t his problem, because he was going to a Pure Land when he died. Cosmological dualism, spiritual bypassing, and escapism are alive and well. The brilliant teachings on emptiness and illusory form can blind us to the harsh realities of relative reality. Our lust for light can make us lose our way.

		A true bodhisattva, by contrast, one who has realized the wisdom of emptiness, is someone who simultaneously expresses that wisdom as compassion. “Insofar as a sense of separate self is the basic problem, compassionate commitment to the well-being of others, including other species, is an important part of the solution,” writes Loy, erasing any distinction between the challenges of the climate emergency and the challenges of realizing emptiness. “Engagement with the world’s problems is therefore not a distraction from our personal spiritual practice but can become an essential part of it.”¹⁴
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		MANIFESTING CLEAR-LIGHT MIND: THE PLAY OF LUMINOSITY

		


		CHAPTER 6

		

		ILLUSORY FORM AND THE CLEAR-LIGHT MIND

		

		This confusion between small self and larger Self is the core illusion of the human condition, and penetrating this illusion is what awakening is all about.

		

		CYNTHIA BOURGEAULT

		

		We must not let ourselves be diverted from the truth by the strangeness of appearances. A fact is a fact, even though it may upset our conception of the universe, for our conception of the universe is terribly infantile.

		

		CHARLES RICHET, Nobel physiologist

		

		In the more conventional way of approaching lucid dreaming, lucid dreams are something you attain through practice. Do the preparatory practices, perform the induction techniques, train your mind during the day, and you will start to have lucid dreams. This is the relative path of effort, or doing, and it’s a completely viable way to start having these special dreams.

		From the unconventional perspective of dream yoga, however, lucid dreams are actually the natural form of dreaming. From this more radical stance, the only thing you have to do to have lucid dreams is open your mind and relax. The natural state of your mind is always already lucid. This is the spiritual approach to lucidity, the absolute path of relaxation, or being.

		I mention these different methods because the same tenets apply to the experience of illusory form, or what we could also call lucid form. In other words, experiencing the world of illusory form can be approached from a relative or absolute perspective. From the more conventional perspective, the experience of illusory form is something you realize through practice. Do the various exercises described throughout this book—practices that emphasize the nature of illusory body, illusory speech, and illusory mind—and you will start to see the world as illusory. This is the path of effort or doing, and it’s a viable way to begin seeing the world as dreamlike. It is the essence of the “fake it” part of our “fake it till you make it” approach.

		From the unconventional perspective, seeing things as illusory is the natural way of seeing. We’ve been innocently trained to see the world in a non-lucid way, perceiving everything dualistically, as solid, lasting, and independent. With the more absolute approach to daytime lucidity, the only thing you have to do to see the world as illusory is open your mind and relax. The natural state of your mind is already lucid, and when you relax into that lucid mind, the world appears like a dream.¹

		In order to comprehend these two approaches, the next three chapters will serve as a map for understanding the dimensions of the mind that give rise to a lucid or non-lucid view, to a de-reified or reified world. The practice of illusory form requires becoming aware of what dimension of mind we’re operating from now, and where we need to go internally to discover an external illusory world. As Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, says of this inner journey, “When we know the mind deeply we get beauty, the arts, and all things wondrous. When we don’t know the mind we get Auschwitz.” So let’s unearth the wondrous qualities of our mind by exploring its various levels.

		As we explore the levels of the mind, keep in mind this central maxim of our journey: we don’t see things the way they are; we see things the way we are. We are responsible for the world we perceive, and taking responsibility for our reality is integral to waking up. We are not hapless victims of this world. We are victims of how we perceive and then relate to a world of our own making. If you want to blame someone for your misery or thank someone for your ecstasy, look in the mirror.

		

		LEVELS OF THE MIND

		

		Eastern models of the mind can be reduced to three levels: the psyche, the substrate, and the clear-light mind. Perceiving a reified world comes from looking at things from the superficial dimension of your being, the psyche. Seeing an illusory world comes from your deepest dimensions, the clear-light mind. These two views are correlated with the illusory form practice of looking out at the world from the back of your eyes or from the surface of your eyes. When you look from the surface, that’s the shallow view of the psyche. When you retreat to the back of your eyes, that’s the profound vision of the clear-light mind.

		

		

		One way of stepping back from the world of form is the illusory body practice of looking at things as if you were looking at them from the back of your eyes, or even the back of your head. This is a deeper gaze, one that doesn’t get caught up in superficial appearance. It’s as if our non-lucid gaze comes from the outermost surface of our eyes, while the look of lucidity comes from a more penetrating stance. Retreat to that deeper look. If we’re totally captivated by something, we’re psychologically “on the edge of our seat.” But if we’re observing it more objectively and lucidly, we’re “leaning back.”

		The back of the skull is where the occipital cortex lies, the part of your brain that processes visual information. It’s almost as if by retreating back to that area we’re bypassing our usual visual processing, which ends up processing reality into self and other.² You can also try looking at the world using wide-angle vision: opening the aperture of awareness by relaxing your gaze and “focusing” on your peripheral vision. Experiment. See what works for you.

		

		

		In traditional retreat format, practitioners go into retreat to get away from distractions and to withdraw into deeper aspects of themselves. This form of retreat is important in accessing and stabilizing refined states of mind. But in a more immediate application, you can retreat on the spot, backing away from moment-to-moment appearance by withdrawing into the back of your eyes. This form of retreat is just as important because it shows you that you can access refined states of mind—and therefore reality—right here and now.

		The psyche and the substrate relate to the relative dimensions of the mind, while the clear-light mind corresponds to the absolute dimension. In my book Dream Yoga I discuss these levels starting with the psyche. In our journey here, however, I’m going to start with the clear-light mind, the natural state, and show you how it gets twisted out of shape, or how you freeze that light into solid forms.

		

		MY MEDITATION JOURNEY

		

		For me personally, the principle of seeing things “the way we are” has been reiterated on three experiential levels, like the nested layers of a fractal: I see it operative when I look back over four decades of meditation and track how much more spacious I am today, I experience it again when I go into retreats and gradually relax over a few weeks, and I witness it during individual meditation sessions when I open up over the course of an hour. The experience is most pronounced when it takes place over a short period of time, during my daily meditations, because the contrast between contraction and relaxation is heightened when it occurs so quickly.

		Here’s how it works for me. I frequently enter my daily meditation in a speedy and contracted state of mind. My thoughts seem solid and real, and so does my world. I meditate with my eyes open, so this experience is not merely metaphorical. I’m literally looking out at a solid and independent world. But over the course of an hour I relax, soften, and open up. My mind is infused with space, and all the tension in my body/mind falls away. As I do this—it’s more a process of undoing—my perception follows suit. The world in front of my eyes starts to soften and open up.

		At the beginning of the session I experience a solid world out there. I’m fully trapped in reified duality. But as I relax, my entire world responds in kind. My sense of solidity dissolves, and the world gradually dissolves into me, or I dissolve into the world. By the end of the session, because there’s no longer the sense of a solid, lasting, and independent self in here, there’s no corresponding solidity out there. Self and other melt into nonduality.

		Another way to say this is that at the start of my session I’m in a state of amnesia. I have forgotten who I am. I still identify with my body, and I contract around this “core selfhood.” I succumb to an ongoing case of mistaken identity. But as the Vajra Regent Ösel Tendzin said, “The essence of spiritual practice is remembrance.” By the end of my session I breathe a sigh of release: “Ah, now I remember. This is who I really am.” The case has been solved: I now identify with the cosmos.

		Because I am not totally habituated to openness (old habits die hard), when my session ends, I close down again and observe a coalescing of my sense of self and world. But with each session my memory improves; I tend to forget less frequently and remember more quickly.

		This process is accompanied by physical metrics. As my mind relaxes, so does my body. I’ve discovered that compulsive thinking and physical tension are two sides of the same coin. Consequently, you can approach this state of meditative absorption from two directions, body or mind. For instance, you can go to a yoga class speedy and stressed out, and by working with your body for an hour you’ll notice how settled your mind becomes. Or you can do a meditation session, and by working with your mind for an hour you’ll notice how relaxed your body becomes. Top-down or body-up, the result is the same.

		Over the course of a meditation session my mind first drops into my body (my personal earth), and then my body-mind drops into the literal earth. “I” dissolves into the earth, and I become it. When I first sit down with a racing mind, my breathing is often shallow and rapid. I’m all wound up and “windy.” But as my mind unwinds, my breath slows down. In the language of the inner yogas, I’m un-winding. My flighty mind is like a kite held aloft and buffeted by the inner winds, so when the wind stops my mind falls to the ground. When I’m in longer retreats and have the opportunity to really calm down, my breath completely settles down. By the end of these deeper meditative sessions my thoughts cease altogether, and I literally stop breathing. “I” has died, and this cessation is accompanied by a cessation in respiration.³

		But the shattering insight, which has a progressively sustained afterglow as I habituate to it, is how the sense of self and other, inner and outer, are co-created in every single moment. It’s an intimate demonstration of the plasticity of reality, and how mindscape shapes landscape in this horrific and ecstatic dream of life. The conclusion is intensely practical: no one is responsible for the world I perceive, how solidly I take things, and therefore how much I suffer. The experience of closing down into duality, or expanding into nonduality, begins and ends with me.

		

		THE CLEAR-LIGHT MIND

		

		The clear-light mind is the deepest dimension of our being. It’s the hardest to understand, because we spend most of our lives stuck at the superficial levels of the mind, making deeper levels feel distant and abstract. But it’s also crucial to understand, because from the perspective of the clear-light mind everything naturally appears to be illusory. From this level we’re no longer faking it. We’ve made it. We’ve woken up to the dreamlike nature of reality.

		It’s difficult for the shallow ego to understand the depths of egolessness, for fully manifest form to relate to formlessness, for the conceptual mind to understand the nonconceptual. Buddhism has dozens of names for this nonconceptual level (ironic, because it is essentially ineffable): Buddha Nature, basic goodness, essence love, dharmata, dharmakaya, rigpa, sugatagarbha, tathata, and ground of being are just a few. But the term “clear-light mind” is perfect for our purposes because it implies the light of enlightenment and the sun of the awakened mind that never sets, as well as the two aspects (“clear” and “light,” described below) that comprise it. Clear-light mind ties in beautifully with lucid dreaming, because in contrast to our usual non-lucid or “dark” dreams, a lucid dream is a “lit” dream—illumined by the light of awareness.

		The clear-light mind is the Buddha mind, the very core of our being that is always already awake. It is the enlightened or nondualistic mind, pretemporal and prespatial. While it is the basis for all manifest reality, it is not stained by the world of space and time and is therefore not subject to the ravages of old age, sickness, and death. Because it is utterly formless, and therefore deathless, it is also called the “changeless nature.” It infuses everything but is touched by nothing. The clear-light mind is divine, perfectly pure, and totally complete. It is the nature of all being and of all beings. Everything arises from it at birth and returns to it at death. It is the cradle and grave, the womb and the tomb of all manifest reality.

		A Sanskrit term for this ineffable level of being is the “great mother” prajnaparamita, the mother of all the buddhas, the mother of your awakened mind. The clear-light mind is the absolute absolute—as opposed to the substrate mind, which is the relative absolute. The substrate is what refracts the shine of the clear-light mind into relative reality, while the clear-light mind is what gives birth to all of reality.

		The clear-light mind is the transcendent mind, often depicted as being above the fray of conventional reality. It’s what we wake up to when we spiritually wake up. This transcendental approach, however, has a near enemy in that it can imply something outside of ourselves, an external heaven of sorts. It’s equally valid to relate to the clear-light mind as a “subscendent” mind, or the groundless ground of our being, and therefore as something we can wake down to. This makes it more immediate and accessible. You don’t have to strive or ascend to realize this divine dimension of mind. You only have to relax and drop into it.⁴

		This critical point is the essence of the nontheistic traditions that proclaim the spiritual journey is not about going up and out, but rather down and in. If the clear-light mind is the core of who you are, how do you attain it? How can you realize something you already are? The only way is to open and relax (always the irreducible instruction on the spiritual path). It could not be easier—which paradoxically is what makes it so hard. Do nothing. But do it really well. This is the art of meditation, the craft of non-doing. Christopher Wallis writes:

		

		The mind will never grasp Awareness [clear-light mind]. All it can do is surrender to that fact, and in surrendering, melt into the ever-present field of Awareness. . . . It cannot be made into an object of perception, since it is the very center of your subjectivity. You cannot see the point from which all seeing is done–you can only be it. . . . Just as you’ve never seen your own face directly, when you go looking for your innermost Self, you cannot find it. But you can be it–in fact, you’ve never stopped being it. . . . To be a “seeker” presumes the absence of that which you seek. So ironically, to go searching for the truth, you must deny that it is here. And for most people, that denial is what makes the spiritual path take a long time. . . . The one you are looking for is the one who is looking.⁵

		

		This level of mind is preconceptual, which means the thinking mind cannot grasp it. The finite cannot contain the infinite. The best analogy for the clear-light mind is space, which holds everything but is affected by nothing. You can’t cut, burn, bomb, or destroy space. The formless is not affected by the world of form, yet it imbues all form. Like space, the clear-light mind is no-thing, emptiness, yet it “holds” everything. It is the fully de-reified mind.

		The two aspects of this mind, “clear” and “light,” are fundamentally inseparable. They are important to understand because the fracturing of these two aspects is what generates impure reified form, or duality altogether. Their union, therefore, is what generates the perception of perfectly pure illusory form, or nonduality. Meditating on illusory form is a practice that restores this union.

		“Clear” refers to the emptiness of mind, which means that if you take a close look at your mind, you will find no-thing. The mind is empty of inherent existence. It goes without saying that mind here is not equivalent to brain. Gross levels of the mind are supported by the brain, but even at this level, “mind” is not reducible to gray matter. There’s a difference between correlation and causation. Gross mind is correlated to the brain, but not caused by the brain. The extremely subtle clear-light mind is not even correlated to the brain.⁶

		“Clear” also has a more colloquial meaning, as a verb instead of a noun, which relates to the clearing away of obscurations, clearing out confusion, clearing up blockages, clearing doubt, clearing karma, and the like. It’s clearing in the sense of freeing, uncluttering, emptying, opening, dispelling, and releasing, a “clear-cutting” connected to the via negativa. To be clearheaded, clear-thinking, and clear-sighted is to be alert, awake, and lucid. Is this clear?

		“Light” refers to the luminosity of the mind, which means that this emptiness is not a nihilistic void but is imbued with a quality of knowing or cognition. While emptiness is analogous to space, luminosity is like the light that saturates space. Without light we cannot see. The light of the mind is not the same as physical light, but it’s also not different, just like the space of the mind is not the same as physical space, but also not different.

		Like emptiness, luminosity is a difficult concept to grasp. Over the course of forty-five years the Buddha turned the wheel of dharma three times (Buddhists use the phrase “Three Turnings” to characterize the entirety of the Buddha’s teaching). The second turning is devoted to emptiness, and the third turning is devoted to luminosity. Two-thirds of the Buddha’s teaching is dedicated to understanding these topics. And the first turning is a preparation for the second and third. Such is the breadth and depth of luminosity and emptiness.

		Here’s one way to look at “light” within the context of your dreams. When you see things during the day, it’s because light is reflected off of objects. Photons bounce off something and onto your eyes. But how do you see things in your dreams? Where does that light come from? There’s obviously no external light source, no outside sun or light bulb. And there’s obviously no real object in your mind. But dream images still appear. They do so because they are illuminated by the light of the mind. Or more accurately, they are the light of the mind. The objects are self-illuminating and self-aware. That’s luminosity, which is connected to the via positiva.

		Luminosity has two central definitions in Buddhism. The first is “cognition”—luminosity as knowing or awareness. When you say, “I see what you mean,” that means you get it. That seeing is a form of knowing. When a light goes on in your head or you have a sudden flash of illumination, that’s an expression of luminosity as awareness.

		The second definition of luminosity is “appearance.” Luminosity is that which appears. In this regard luminosity eventually becomes form. Without conflating this spiritual notion with physics, consider this highly suggestive description from physicist David Bohm: “Matter, as it were, is condensed or frozen light. . . . All matter is a condensation of light into patterns moving back and forth at average speeds which are less than the speed of light. . . . [Frozen light is] energy and it’s also information—content, form and structure. It’s the potential for everything.”⁷ The world—including us—is fundamentally made of frozen light.

		

		

		Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche has said, “Just as a scarecrow looks like—but is not—a person, just so we appear to be solid and real people, although in truth our bodies are bodies of light—and everything else is the same.”⁸ When highly realized beings die, their bodies allegedly can return to the matrix of light from which they were born. This gives rise to the famous rainbow body, which comes in a variety of forms.

		

		

		How do we reconcile these two seemingly disparate definitions? On the one hand, luminosity is awareness. On the other hand, it is appearance. When we unite these two interpretations we come to a revelatory conclusion: appearances are self-aware, reflexively aware; they know themselves. Irreducibly, there is no subject, no object, not even the consciousness that seems to connect the two—because fundamentally there is no “two.” Duality is an illusion, a gross misperception.

		

		

		Understanding the clear-light mind, and then experiencing it in meditation, further empowers the immediacy of spiritual retreat. I have spent years in formal retreat, removing myself from worldly distractions by withdrawing to secluded cabins. These outer retreats are invaluable opportunities to glimpse, and then stabilize, the clear-light mind. But the clear-light mind is available right here and now. You don’t have to spend your life in a remote cabin to gain access to it. With the familiarity born from outer retreat, you can enter inner retreat on the spot. In this regard, retreating to the back of your eyes or back of your head is symbolic of returning to the clear-light mind. It’s code for this form of immediate retreat.

		A meditation master is someone who can retreat to the clear-light mind in an instant. At the highest levels they never leave the clear-light mind. They’re always in retreat (technically, always in samadhi). So the next time you’re wigged out about something, or taking a situation too solidly and making life a burden, emulate the awakened ones. Lighten up. Retreat into the clear-light mind and watch things soften. It’s as if you’re injecting things with the wisdom of space and light (the clear-light), which transforms them into no-thing. The clear-light allows you to see right through things and into their empty, illusory nature.

		Some wisdom traditions talk about “flashing” the clear-light mind, which translates into a sudden opening in the midst of life. Feeling speedy, stressed, or otherwise contracted? “Flash” the clear-light mind. Open, illuminate, and de-reify the situation. The same opening into relaxation and spaciousness that comes with meditation during a session, a long retreat, or over the course of a lifetime can also happen in a flash.

		

		

		This esoteric discussion of the clear-light mind has important exoteric implications. Understanding and then experiencing the clear-light mind is the crux of the entire spiritual path. Zen teacher Norman Fischer, who uses the word “suchness” to refer to the display of the clear-light mind, writes,

		

		When we receive phenomena as “suchness” (a word that connotes the mind’s perfect appearance as phenomena), we don’t experience what we call suffering. What we call suffering, and experience as suffering, isn’t actually suffering. It is confusion, illusion, misperception, like seeing a snake that turns out to be merely a crooked stick. “Suchness” is the only thing we ever really experience. . . . Reality is not, as we imagine it to be, difficult and painful. It is always only just as it is: suchness.⁹

		

		This “suchness,” says Fisher, is “deep, pure, and silent. But when the winds of delusion blow, its surface stirs and what we call suffering results.” Waves arise that forget they’re made of water. Fisher’s point is this: “‘Delusion’ is the place we are fleeing. ‘Enlightenment’ is the destination we seek. But it is a false destination. . . . [in essence] there is nowhere to go and no way to get there. We have been there all along. . . . Practice is both a sudden (we have flashes of insight) and a gradual (it develops over a lifetime) identity shift.”¹⁰ Only truth exists. Falsity only appears to exist because we’re not seeing the truth clearly.

		The daytime practice of lucid dreaming is therefore a practice of recognition (as is the practice of lucid dreaming proper—recognizing the dream to be a dream). We shift our identity with the practice of illusory form (as we do with the practice of dream yoga), transitioning from an exclusive identification with form (the psyche) to an identity that transcends (form) but includes (the formless clear-light mind). The destination is false because we only have to open and relax into who we truly are, the clear-light mind, and we’re there. Or more accurately, we’re nowhere. We only have to recognize our more complete identity to arrive at what we truly seek.

		

		DREAMS OF LIGHT

		

		We now have the tools to understand the phrase that gives this book its title, “dreams of light.” First, Dreams of Light is meant to illumine your understanding that lucid dreams are “lit” dreams, when the light of awareness is turned on and you can see what’s happening, and therefore where you need to go. (Conversely, non-lucid dreams are “dark” dreams, where you’re stumbling around in the darkness of ignorance, with no idea of what’s really happening. You’re blind to the fact that you’re dreaming, and utterly controlled by the darkness of the unconscious mind.)

		Second, this book is also intended to demonstrate that “dream” is a code word for any manifestation of mind. In this chapter we have discovered that whatever manifests is made of frozen (reified) light—irreducibly the light of the mind, specifically the clear-light mind. In other words, “light” is a polysemous code word not only for awareness and wisdom but also for appearance, or form. So “dreams of light” alludes to the shattering fact that whatever appears is the manifestation of wisdom mind, reflexively aware. All these seemingly solid forms are just the radiance of mind, aware of itself.

		

		

		With close reading and in the spirit of shadedness, you will discover that this book is a form of stealth help. There’s more going on than meets the outbound eye. “Darkness,” for instance, is a code word for ignorance; “light” and “lucidity” are code for awareness. “Dream” is secret language for any manifestation of mind, and “non-lucidity” is a cipher for how we get lost in the manifestations of mind or how we fall asleep in the world of form and get lost in our projections. So this book is fundamentally about replacing the darkness of ignorance with the light of awareness as a way to understand mind and its display.

		The wisdom traditions talk about twilight language, dakini code, self-secret transmission, or other forms of encrypted communication where multiple levels of meaning can be revealed if one learns how to break the code. Part of my charter is to give you this access code, which will allow you to decipher this secret language, and to also hack into previously restricted domains not just of words, but of consciousness itself.

		

		

		As is written in The Tibetan Book of the Dead, “Appearing from itself to itself in order to liberate itself, like meeting an old friend, self-illuminating self-awareness is self-liberated.” This is an impossibly profound statement, the roar of nonduality, which can be deafening to the dualistic mind. But this roar is directly proportional to the level of our sleep, and it is designed to wake us up—if only we can hear it, contemplate it, and meditate upon it.

		“Dreams of light” therefore also refers to waking reality and provides the view that gives birth to pure perception, sacred outlook, and therefore a sacred world. It is the view of perfectly pure illusory form. From this enlightened perspective, reality is not made of matter. Reality is made of mind or, in Japanese, kokoro—“heart-mind-spirit.” And that heart-mind-spirit is pure and sacred. From dirt to divinity, from the profane to the sacred, from reified form to de-reified empty form, this is the gift of dream yoga and the practice of illusory form—a present from the awakened ones.

		What is it like to experience the world in this divine way? We can’t experience it with our head, but only with our heart. So we’ll sacrifice the head in a spiritual decapitation (described in chapter 11) and give you a glimpse of how the awakened ones see the world—or how the world sees itself. Mingyur Rinpoche gives us a preview:

		

		Perhaps this might be like waking up in dreams that happen every night in my form-body. Last night I had a wonderful dream. I dreamed that my form-body dissolved and only the purified mind went forth. . . . And now my illusory dream has again taken on the appearance of solid form. But I do not feel dense. Nothing around me looks solid. This entire room feels afloat on an iridescent pier; forms arise and fall within rippling movements of radiance. Space and radiance are not separate from form. This is another beautiful dream. . . . I noticed that the shapes passing through, while beginning to resemble familiar forms, still seemed to be gliding on water. They appeared more transparent than solid, made more of light than of flesh and blood, more like a dream than a daytime vision. But I could not tell if I was dreaming from within my everyday waking life, or from my illusory body. And either way, I had no desire to wake up from this dream. I am enjoying this dream.¹¹

		

		

		To get a feel for the clear-light mind for yourself, try this simple exercise: Lie down and look into a cloudless sky. Use outer space to invoke inner space, and outer light to evoke inner luminosity. Remember, outer space is not the same as the inner space of the mind, but neither is it different; external light is not the same as the internal light of the mind, nor is it different. We can therefore use outer to stimulate inner. Mix your mind with space and light. Sky-gazing practice is part of the Dzogchen tradition, the highest school in the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism, and a potent way to touch into the clear-light mind. Allow your awareness to dissolve into space.¹²

		Along with the tremendous sense of opening and release that this practice evokes, you might feel some fear. There is no room for personal identity in this space, which is threatening to the ego. If you do feel fear, notice the immediate defensive contraction, which creates the very sense of self (form) out of space (formlessness). That feeling is a hint of how the substrate, and then the psyche, emerge out of space and then obscure it. It is to these obscurations that we will now turn.

		


		CHAPTER 7

		

		THE EIGHTH CONSCIOUSNESS: THE FOUNDATION OF DUALISTIC MIND

		

		Always recognize the dreamlike qualities of life and reduce attachment and aversion. Practice good-heartedness towards all beings. Be loving and compassionate, no matter what others do to you. What they do will not matter so much when you see it as a dream. The trick is to have a positive intention during the dream. This is the essential point.

		

		CHAGDUD TULKU RINPOCHE

		

		When we see the world through clear eyes, through the open vision of the clear-light mind, we see things as they truly are, as a world of illusory form. Why is it so hard to see things this way? Where do the cataracts of confusion come from? Like a distorting lens that refracts the light of the clear-light mind, the literally mind-bending power of the unconscious, as embodied in the substrate mind, is the cause of our distorted vision. To remove these cataracts, we need to understand them.

		

		THE BACKSTAGE MIND

		

		While the psyche is what consciously perceives things and then grasps after them, the level of mind that unconsciously generates the sense that there’s something out there to grasp is the “substrate mind.” (On a relative level, there is an “out there.” We just perceive it wrongly. If one isn’t careful, to say that there is nothing “out there” easily slips into nihilism or solipsism.) The substrate is the unconscious level that actively reifies the world. It works overtime to subliminally generate duality, our entire experience of the conventional world. The substrate is the level of primordial ignorance from which grasping and aversion arise. In other words, grasping and aversion are the active and affective expressions of ignorance. If you think there is something out there to begin with, the tendency is to grasp it or push it away.

		The substrate is like a prism of ignorance or obscuration that takes the radiance of the clear-light mind and subverts it into a highly filtered and colored projection.¹ Left alone, the shine of the clear-light mind manifests as pure appearance—appearances at this level of realization are unstained by any level of reification. They are purified of the imputation of being truly existent. They are seen as empty forms or perfectly pure illusory form—like a dream. Because perception at this level is free from any sense of subject, object, and the consciousness that seems to connect the two, it is called threefold purity.

		Kashmir Shaivism (the nondual Hindu tantric schools that revere Shiva), especially the trika yoga, or “trinity” lineage, has a similar threefold concept in which a triad of perceiver-perception-perceived is understood as three aspects of one process.² To view them as separate would be an error like looking at the points of a trident that is mostly submerged in water: you perceive what appears to be three separate prongs poking up, but if you look below the surface you see that there is only one thing. This underlying and unifying entity is Goddess Awareness, or Shiva. The master Ksemaraja wrote, “She brings about the fusion of everything in complete nonduality, causing one to relish all things as a seamless unity.”

		In Buddhism, Goddess Awareness is the clear-light mind, which gives birth to the notion of “one taste” that we discussed earlier. From this awakened stance everything is sweet in nonduality. The “sun and its rays” is a common metaphor here, suggesting how infinite rays shine from a singular source, yet stay connected to this source even in their apparent separation from it. The analogies point to how singularity and multiplicity are ultimately connected.³

		Threefold purity, devoid of the illusion of cognizer-cognition-cognized, is true knowing, which in Buddhism is set in contrast to consciousness. Threefold purity is how the buddhas know the world (buddha also means “one who knows”). The Sanskrit etymology of “wisdom” and “consciousness” offers clues to this contrast. “Wisdom” is jnana in Sanskrit, which translates as “gnosis, knowledge, awareness, understanding” and is deeply related to prajna, or “knowledge,” which denotes perfected spiritual knowing. “Consciousness” is vijnana, where the prefix vi means “divided, bifurcated, or split” and implies a fractured form of wisdom, a torn awareness, or severed understanding. Consciousness is the result of ripping reality into self and other. Consciousness is always conscious of something other; subject and object are in play in the operation of consciousness.

		This is why the untrained dualistic mind goes unconscious when we drop into deep dreamless sleep. Dreamless means formless or “otherless,” and consciousness blacks out when experience gets “otherless.” However, a mind trained in real knowledge, which is the education of the night (especially sleep yoga), does not black out. It lights up as it drops into dreamless sleep. It illuminates itself in nondual awareness. This is another reason sleep yoga is referred to as luminosity yoga.

		

		INTRODUCTION TO THE EIGHT CONSCIOUSNESSES

		

		In my book Dream Yoga I give a sweeping definition of the substrate mind. Our journey now is more subtle and refined, so it’s time to advance our understanding of the obscuration. We are now in a position to better comprehend what lurks in the darkness of the night, and therefore the darkness of our deepest relative mind. We have to do this because whether we know it or not, it is the dark that rules the day.

		As any psychologist since Freud can attest, and as spiritual masters for millennia have proclaimed, the unconscious mind dominates conscious experience. Until you bring the forces of the dark side into the light of awareness, you will forever be held captive by the massive backstage mind. You may think you’re living a conscious or lucid life, but as you know by now, that’s just not so. James Coleman writes, “Our conscious awareness is really more like a tiny circle of light in a vast mysterious night. Much of what we do and perceive is dictated by powerful forces hiding in that darkness—forces we seldom recognize, much less understand.”⁴

		So what fractures the world into self and other? Where does the delusion of a reified duality come from? The unconscious or substrate mind is composed of two aspects: the eighth consciousness, also known as the storehouse consciousness, and the seventh consciousness, or afflicted mind. Understanding these subtle and subliminal consciousnesses will help us discover the foundations of non-lucidity. (They also proclaim the discovery of the unconscious mind seventeen hundred years before Freud.) Let’s see how we generate a reified world of solid forms, or how it is that we go non-lucid in the deepest sense, and what needs to be done to de-reify the world back into illusory form, or to become fully lucid in our daily lives.

		The seventh and eighth consciousnesses are the deepest, most primal, of the eight consciousnesses as taught in the Yogachara tradition (a way of explaining experience that serves as one of the doctrinal templates for the nocturnal meditations of dream and sleep yoga).⁵ Together, the eight consciousnesses comprise “dualistic mind,” and the first five of those consciousnesses are the five senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. The sixth is mental consciousness, that which thinks.⁶

		The sixth consciousness is the busybody that integrates our experience of the other consciousnesses. It’s the superglue that generates the ongoing narrative of synchronized sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and thoughts. If there’s a gap in your experience, the sixth consciousness rushes in to caulk the gap. It frantically sustains the illusion of a seamless experience and the façade that you’ve somehow got it all together.⁷

		Take a close look at your experience and you will see that your sense of self is just a narrative, an ongoing story you continually tell yourself and others. You can get a glimpse of this when you wake up in the dead of night and have no idea where you are, or even who you are. In those instances the narrative is interrupted, and you sometimes scramble in panic to reconstitute the storyline, “Oh yes! I’m in Kansas City for the conference! Whew, for a moment there I lost it.” The sense of self is indeed lost when the storyline is lost.

		An essential thing to understand about these eight, as the Buddhist scholar Karl Brunnhölzl states, is that they do not mean “eight distinct ‘minds,’ or even just static properties of a single mind. Rather, different numbers of consciousness stand for different functions of mind, all of which operate as momentarily impermanent and changing processes (like constantly moving, changing, and interacting currents in the ocean), none of which is truly existent.”⁸ In other words, we may describe these functions of the mind, but we need to avoid the trap of reifying them, solidifying them into actual entities.

		

		EIGHTH CONSCIOUSNESS–THE GROUND

		

		The eighth consciousness—in Sanskrit, the alaya-vijnana—is the mind’s base consciousness. The other seven consciousnesses arise from this base consciousness, so it’s actually the first of the eight. Brunnhölzl writes:

		

		The alaya-consciousness is nothing but the sum total of the virtuous, nonvirtuous, and neutral tendencies that make up the mind stream of a sentient being. Thus, it is not like a container separate from its contents, but resembles the constant flow of all the water drops that are labeled “a river.” In other words, there is no other underlying, permanent substratum or entity apart from the momentary mental impulses that constitute this ever-changing stream of various latent mental tendencies. Due to certain conditions–mainly the stirring of the afflicted mind [seventh consciousness] (comparable to stirring by a wind or strong current)–various momentary appearances of subject and object manifest. What seem to be external (objects), internal (mind and the sense faculties), or both (the body) are not so, but just different aspects of the alaya-consciousness appearing as if close or far.⁹

		

		The eighth consciousness pervades the entire body during life and withdraws at the time of death (with our limbs becoming cold and lifeless as it retracts). It carries karma into the next incarnation, appropriating a fresh body in the process of rebirth. The storehouse consciousness is what stores and then transports all our habits, dayto-day and then life-to-life. When asked what it is that reincarnates, Chögyam Trungpa put it bluntly: “Your bad habits.”¹⁰ Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche writes:

		

		The fundamental nature of our mind [the clear-light mind] . . . is the source or root of both pure and impure appearances. Because it is the ground of all appearances, it is also known as the alaya, which means “all-basis,” or “basis of all.” This all-basis mind has two aspects: the pure all-basis and the impure all-basis. In its pure state, it is called the alayajnana, the basis of wisdom, which has the quality of luminosity, clarity and complete wakefulness. This mind is without beginning or end; it is beyond all time and it is the source or basis for all phenomena. . . . In its impure state, it is called the alaya-vijnana, the all-basis consciousness, the mind of duality, which is synonymous with the confused perception of ordinary beings. It is the mindstream that continues from moment to moment, and is the holder of karmic seeds. In other words, when the all-basis, or the alaya, is impure, it is called “consciousness,” but when seen in its pure aspect, it is called “wisdom.”¹¹

		

		The confused eight consciousnesses are nothing but temporarily twisted forms of wisdom, and the ineffable experience of the eighth consciousness serves as the assumptive basis for our sense of self. Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche writes:

		

		The actual experience of the alaya-vijnana is found simply in our sense of moment-to-moment continuity. . . . We feel we are the same person who is continuing from the past to the present and from the present to the future. . . . It is this moment-to-moment continuity that becomes the basis for the imputation of a “self.” As soon as we perceive this “self,” we also perceive “other” and duality is complete.¹²

		

		

		The eighth consciousness, or alaya-vijnana, is so primal that it’s prehuman. Buddhist scholar B. Alan Wallace refers to it as a “stem cell” consciousness, which means it provides the foundation for any form of sentience—human, animal, or otherwise:

		

		The substrate consciousness can be regarded as a “stem consciousness,” analogous to a stem cell that can morph into a wide variety of highly specified cells depending on the biological environment in which it develops. Likewise, at human conception one’s substrate consciousness begins to emerge as a human mind and sense perceptions in dependence upon the gradual formation of a human brain and nervous system. The mind and various forms of sensory and mental consciousness do not emerge from the brain (as is widely assumed but never proven in modern science) but rather from the substrate consciousness. At death, these human mental functions do not simply disappear, as materialists believe (again without any compelling evidence), but rather dissolve back into the substrate consciousness, which carries on into the bardo and successive lives.¹³

		

		

		When we fall asleep, which is a concordant expression of the process of dying, the five sense consciousnesses withdraw into the sixth, into what we know as our thinking mind. As our body lies down and the five physical consciousnesses no longer engage their objects, our thinking mind stands out more clearly (the sixth consciousness is engaged without sensory distraction), as anybody can attest about trying to fall asleep. When we finally do fall asleep, the sixth consciousness (along with the seventh) withdraws into the eighth as we drop into deep sleep.

		The eighth consciousness is considered the storehouse consciousness because this part of the substrate mind is where all the seeds or imprints produced by past actions, which eventually blossom as manifest experience, are stored. When one of these karmic seeds comes to fruition, it splits into an observed object and an observing subject, with the object imputed to exist separately from the consciousness that observes it. This is the birth of threefold impurity: subject, object, and the connecting consciousness, the fundamental obscuration. This splitting into subject and object, the origin of the dualistic mind, is what it means to be non-lucid in the broadest sense. This fracturing is where non-lucidity is born.

		The eighth consciousness is not just the basis of our experience but is also a result of our experience. What we do with our thoughts and deeds, along with our perceptions and emotions, plants seeds in this base consciousness that then flower as penchants for future thoughts, deeds, perceptions, and emotions. In a complex feedback loop, the tendencies stored in/as the eighth consciousness spawn thoughts, deeds, perceptions, and emotions in daily life that then feed back into the eighth consciousness, either strengthening or weakening those underlying predispositions, which then give birth to new patterns of thoughts, deeds, perceptions, and emotions, which then plant their own seeds, ad infinitum. The eighth consciousness is therefore not a passive storehouse but an active undercurrent flowing in both directions.

		

		CULTIVATING THE SEEDS OF KARMA

		

		Understanding this bidirectional process supports meditation and the practice of illusory form. We see the world as solid because of obscuring seeds in the storehouse consciousness. By practicing to see it as dreamlike, we’re replacing “solid” seeds with “dream” seeds, swapping out bad non-lucid habits with good lucid habits.

		And we’re always practicing. If we capitulate to the urge to get angry, for example, we strengthen that propensity. Our tendency to get angry in the future will come more easily, because we’re practicing anger. We’re planting the seeds for prickly weeds. If we refrain from the outburst and replace it with compassion, we strengthen that propensity. Our tendency to be compassionate in the future will come more readily, because we’re now practicing compassion. We’re planting the seeds for fragrant rhododendrons.

		Thich Nhat Hanh uses the image of a field and its farmer to illuminate the concept of karmic seeds.¹⁴ The eighth consciousness is the field, and the conscious mind (sixth consciousness) is the farmer. Our field contains the seeds we brought with us into this life as well as those planted by our parents, schooling, and society. We water certain seeds with our thoughts and deeds, and they sprout. Other seeds are intentionally or unintentionally neglected—and they wither. This field is unique, however, in that the seeds also interact with each other below the ground, at unconscious levels. If there are enough wholesome seeds, planted by our thoughts and deeds, they can transform unwholesome seeds and prevent them from coming to fruition as conscious experience. It’s a form of underground weeding. Our task is to become a good farmer by tending carefully to our thoughts and deeds. Accept and fertilize those thoughts and acts that bring real benefit to yourself and others; reject and weed out those that do not.

		When the appropriate causes and conditions appear, the seeds or propensities blossom and either “perfume” or “stink up” our experience accordingly. Sometimes the seeds ripen gradually, and you can get a sense of this maturation in your dreams. Lucid dreaming develops the awareness that allows you to detect this process. The seeds sprout in the unconscious levels of mind first, which is where they are stored and where dreams abide. They first germinate “below ground.” As a spiritual gardener with a sensitive relationship to your dreams, you can either prepare for the physical maturation, circumvent it, or even purify it. In other words, you can purify karma in your dreams, before it manifests in physical reality. If you work with the blueprints you’re less likely to have problems in the final construction.

		I have had many such dreams of premonition, which usually come just before dawn and deliver a special charge. They just feel important. Because of this special delivery, I pay attention to these dreams and act on them. While it’s impossible to know what might have happened had I not acted, with this staged model of mind and reality it makes sense to purify latent tendencies at the level of the unconscious mind. This is a major benefit of dream yoga, which allows a sneak preview of coming karmic attractions, and the ability to change the channel. Alan Wallace writes,

		

		To the question, “Can karma come to maturation in the dream state?” The answer is “definitely yes.” . . . The process of purifying the mind from quite a deep place by way of meditation, for instance, can actually catalyze karma, which will come to fruition in your dreams. And that’s one way of purifying the karma, rather than having it come to full maturation in some waking state. Better to get rid of it in the dream state.¹⁵

		

		Sometimes the seeds ripen abruptly in the course of our day-today lives, like popcorn in a microwave oven. Anthropologist Gaylon Ferguson writes, “This may lead to a sudden angry outburst, after which we wonder, ‘What was I thinking!’ In fact we were not thinking but reacting based on ingrained habitual patterns of defensiveness and anger. Strongly habitual patterns were ‘thinking’ for us.”¹⁶ To catch and purify this karmic popping is a more difficult affair, because it happens so quickly and subliminally, or non-lucidly. This nonlucidity is when the untrained mind tends to lose it in emotional outbursts. But with meditation you can catch that non-lucid tendency instead of getting caught by it. You can wake up and become lucid to this type of impulse as it begins to surge up, and replace explosive reactivity with quiescent response-ability. With heightened lucidity you see it coming up from below ground, you feel it, but you don’t act on it. The meditative mind allows you to relate to these sudden surges with equanimity so that you can continue to “think for yourself.” You take control of the impulse instead of being controlled by it—just like in a lucid dream.¹⁷

		This ability to “catch and release” stops karma because it stops reactivity. The popping up is the result of karma, but if you don’t react to that popping it doesn’t create further karma. In other words, the impulse self-liberates, like a campfire spark dissolving harmlessly into the night sky. It leaves no trace or karma. However, in the non-lucid mind the spark lands in a tank of gasoline and ignites a flash-fire of reactivity. In this way the karmic tank keeps filling up, and we keep on exploding.

		


		CHAPTER 8

		

		TRANSFORMING THE BASIC FAULT

		

		A true spiritual path transcends all concepts and belief systems. It is not about reinforcing the mind’s illusion of self as an identity. It is not about being Buddhist, a saint, or a better person. It is really about deconstructing all of our illusions without mercy.

		

		ANAM THUBTEN

		

		As the repository of all our karmic seeds, the eighth consciousness is the ground of samsara but is itself fundamentally neutral. The bad-boy consciousness is the seventh. The seventh consciousness looks back upon the eighth and mistakes it for the sense of self. The seventh consciousness perceives the eighth consciousness as the enduring if invisible “I.” The seventh consciousness doesn’t see very well, because if it took a closer look it would realize there’s nothing there. Taking the eighth consciousness as the self is its first big mis-take. ¹

		The mistakes continue because the seventh then looks out at consciousnesses one through six and perceives them as “other.” It mis-takes the first five as the objective external world, and the sixth as “other” at the level of mental content. In other words, we don’t perceive our thoughts as me, but as mine: they’re my thoughts and my emotions. If they’re my thoughts and my emotions, they can’t be me. The sixth consciousness is perceived as a more subtle form of “other,” but “other” nonetheless.

		The seventh consciousness is sometimes called the “nuisance mind” because it stirs up one mental drama after another. It colors or stains the other consciousnesses with desire or aversion and with other shades of fundamental or “applied” ignorance. When the senses are stained with aversion, for example, the world appears angry and aggressive, and we react to things with brittleness and hostility. When that same world is colored with passion, everything appears seductive and worthy of our grasping.

		The seventh consciousness is also called the “blind instigator,” leading the charge without any clear sense of direction or the consequences of action. It cries out, “Let’s move! Keep it going!” even though it doesn’t really know where it’s going or why. It’s like a blind and ill-informed commandant leading the troops (consciousnesses one through six) into action—and therefore into karma. The Tibetan word for “karma” is ley, which literally means “action.” When you sit in meditation and feel the itch to move, that itch comes from the seventh consciousness, and the attempt to scratch becomes the entirety of your life.

		Karl Brunnhölzl writes:

		

		The afflicted mind [seventh consciousness] is simply another expression for mind not recognizing its own nature. Technically speaking, it is the consciousness that solely focuses inwardly and thus mistakes the empty aspect of the alaya-consciousness as being a self and its lucid [clarity] aspect as what is “other.” It is said to be so close to the alaya that it misperceives it in this way. . . . The afflicted mind is the most fundamental case of not recognizing something due to being too close to it [just like in a non-lucid dream]. This is the starting point of fundamental subject-object duality, which then ramifies into the appearances of the remaining six consciousnesses and their objects, all of them being constantly filtered and afflicted through this basic self-concern. . . . The afflicted mind is the ever-present ego-clinging.²

		

		The scholar Elizabeth Callahan adds, “Misunderstanding emptiness, we believe in a permanent, separate, single entity: a self. Not recognizing clarity’s manifestations, we perceive otherness. Bouncing between those two, we are bewitched and befuddled by our own projections and cast the shadow of our ignorance everywhere.”³ So instead of living in the shine of the clear-light mind, we end up living in the shade of reified form.

		Here we see how the two inseparable qualities of the clear-light mind—emptiness and luminosity, which are also embedded as the essential qualities of the eighth consciousness (and all the other consciousnesses)—are split by the bifurcating seventh consciousness and thereby give birth to non-lucidity in its most fundamental sense. Non-lucidity arises when we lose the essence (emptiness) of the mind in the display (luminosity) of the mind.⁴ When we go non-lucid, we have lost our mind. Or at least half of it.

		The early stages of meditation are largely about lessening the display to help us recapture the essence. Sitting in silence and stillness removes the distractions that usually suck us into non-lucidity and facilitates the recognition of emptiness, becoming lucid in the most fundamental way. Once we recapture the essence, we then step back into the display, but now with full lucidity. Otherwise we can get subtly stuck in the bliss of emptiness and become dismissive of form. So we reenter the world of form, the display, but now take emptiness with us—which results in the experience of illusory or de-reified form.

		We can see how this fracture or basic fault (as in “error or blame,” and also “chasm”) that splits luminosity and emptiness takes place moment-to-moment as we get lost in our daily thoughts or in nightly dreams, by unpacking this statement from Callahan:

		

		The ground state of mind is not simply empty, it is also clear. Clarity has the quality of radiance or movement, and that movement can create delusion. . . . The mind’s motions, its undulating clarity, are called winds in the Vajrayana. In non-Vajrayana language, they are called thoughts [when they arise during the day, or dreams when they blow at night]. . . . Thus, while being the fundamental clarity-emptiness that is the mind’s nature, the winds also cause its confusion. . . . Those afflictions are simply clarity (wind) twisting itself into illusory shapes that we have grown used to calling self or other, attractive or repulsive, mine or yours, and so on and so forth.⁵

		

		Clarity, or wind, creates delusion only when you get swept away with the movement, blown away by the wind. Getting lost in this movement is the root of what the neuroscientist Judson Brewer calls the swept up continuum, another term for non-lucidity.⁶ Meditation master Jamgön Kongtrul says, “If winds and thoughts [and dreams] are let loose and pursued, they will keep us circling in samsara and suffering.”⁷ So the primordial split that occurs at these foundational levels of mind is reiterated every time you get lost in thought or dream, every time you go non-lucid during the day or night. As Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche states, “One of our strongest habitual tendencies as sentient beings is that of moving. . . . We do not have a very strong habitual tendency of stillness or resting. This is said to be the root of all confused habitual tendencies: not abiding or resting within the all-basis wisdom.”⁸

		The scholar Christopher Hatchell drives home and summarizes the main point of how the clear-light mind (innate lucidity) is blown away from itself and into the eight consciousnesses (non-lucidity) and therefore what we perceive as reified form. What he is describing here is the origin of the universe from the Dzogchen, or Great Perfection, point of view. The process is reiterated with the arising of every manifestation of mind. The Big Bang is echoed in the little bang of every thought or dream:

		

		A gnostic wind stirs . . . and awareness flows out into space. . . . This describes the primordial ground-presencing, when awareness moves into exteriority and into historical time. . . . If awareness recognizes those appearances as itself, it passes through the gateway to purity [and is expressed as the shine of pure illusory form;] . . . however, as a portion of awareness does not recognize itself in the ground-presencing but mistakenly interprets its own appearances as being something other than itself [then impure appearances are born.] . . . This process is called “straying” (‘khrul pa), in the sense that awareness makes an error and strays from itself, into suffering. This strayed [non-lucid] portion of awareness comes to constitute our ordinary universe of self-alienation, ignorance, and violence–slowing down to become beings’ ordinary minds and the physical matter of the world.⁹

		

		“Straying” is another word for distraction, or non-lucidity, and beautifully makes this cosmogony a personal one. Distraction (literally “pulls apart”) wrenches reality apart into self and other moment-to-moment, or cosmos-to-cosmos. Distraction suggests how we stray away from this primordial source, our enlightened clear-light mind, every time we drift into thought or dream, every time we get lost in movement and form.

		Finally, the subversive nature of the seventh consciousness is not merely due to its unconscious machinations but also to its rapidity. It operates at lightning speeds, constantly referring experience to “me,” with the referencing itself generating the illusion of “me,” your very sense of self. The reference or contraction, of course, is to nothing, or the empty nature of the eighth consciousness. But the contraction/ referencing creates the false sense that there is something. Appearance is not in harmony with reality. Don’t take my word for it, or that of the Yogachara masters. Take a close look and see for yourself. Where, precisely, is this thing called “me”? If you bother to take that close look, you’ll find nothing. And not finding is the best finding.

		Meditation on illusory speech provides another way to get a feel for the breathtaking velocity of the seventh consciousness. Listen to your native language as if it were a foreign language and notice how immediately you bring meaning to mere sound. Neutral sound waves are hitting your ear, but you instantaneously project meaning onto that sound. Notice how hard it is to extricate yourself from this immediate conflation of sound and meaning. Two things are happening, but you perceive them as one. It’s even harder to extricate yourself from the blistering pace of the referential seventh consciousness, and the “native language” of the ego, which immediately imputes meaning not only to sound but to everything. By slowing the mind down in meditation—for instance, with nonreferential meditations or with illusory speech practice—you can “brake” things down to the point where you discern this process, and eventually free yourself from it.

		

		

		A traditional way to meditate on the nature of illusory speech is to go to a canyon and shout into it. Yell insults at yourself. Then listen to the echo and relate to the sound as empty forms. Now shout praise into the canyon. The sixth and seventh consciousnesses immediately refer that sound, now imbued with meaning, back to central headquarters, the empty quarters of the illusory self.

		Rather than listening to an echo, you could record yourself or someone else praising or blaming you. You get the idea. Notice how words, when reified, affect you. This can be especially powerful if you get someone in authority to praise you and then blame you, because these authority figures are themselves imbued with power they don’t inherently have. You unknowingly project that power onto them, which then comes back to whack you.

		Some teachings suggest engaging in the following “marketplace test” to measure your convictions about the illusory nature of speech: Go to a public place, do something outrageous (but not dangerous), and see how you react when you’re verbally assaulted. Sociologist Bernard McGrane devised an exercise along similar lines. Go to a public place and stand perfectly still as people walk around you. If someone approaches you, don’t engage them. Remain still and silent. Notice the reactions of the people who walk by. Observe your own response as people give you strange looks or talk about you.¹⁰ You may be surprised to discover how much you care about what strangers say about you.

		

		

		In the Abhidharma teachings, the extremely precise and “atomistic” tradition of Buddhism, it is taught that it’s not possible for a person to actually see and hear at the same time, or smell and taste, or feel and see, and so on. Sensory experience is registered in consciousness sequentially, not simultaneously. The illusion of simultaneity, what neuroscientists call synchronization, is brought about by the speed of mind, which sprints between one sensory input and the next to generate the impression that you can see, hear, smell, taste, or touch the world at the same time. You can’t. It just appears that way.

		

		THE PSYCHE

		

		The result of all this subliminal carnage, the chopping, splitting, and fracturing of the substrate mind, is our so-called conscious experience—the psyche. It lives on top of a heap of rubble, unaware of the devastation—the rupturing of reality into self and other—that continues to occur at these deep unconscious levels. The psyche is totally in the dark, utterly non-lucid, lost in the world of manifest form.

		The psyche is the shallowest level of our being, floating on an ocean of ignorance. It puts the final touches on the constructs of the substrate mind, stuffing any gaps to fully solidify the appearances of our reified world. From this most superficial perspective, things really do appear to be out there—solid, lasting, and independent. This is the completely dualistic, fully “endarkened,” mind. You only have to look at your everyday experience to see this exterior level.

		Most of us spend our entire conscious lives “up here,” skimming across the surface of life, living in the dark. It’s the easiest level to identify with. That’s the problem. The psyche is who we think we are, so we’re very attached to it. Because this is the level of mind that experiences a fully reified world, it is defined by grasping. When something is imputed to be solidly out there, the tendency is to grasp after it. The psyche is what experiences a materialistic world, and it expresses itself as the lust for the acquisition of material form.

		In terms of the eight consciousnesses, the psyche is composed of the thinking and emoting mind, the sixth consciousness, and as stated above it appropriates the five physical sense consciousnesses. These first six consciousnesses are outwardly oriented, blowing awareness into the seemingly external world, a movement that fully reifies the external world. They are the final expression of the wind of mind as it whooshes us out into the world. It’s the icing on the cake of confusion.

		The first six consciousnesses are inconstant, unstable, but mostly conscious, as we flit from hearing to seeing to smelling to thinking to tasting to touching. The seventh and eighth consciousnesses are more constant but largely unconscious. They operate even as we sleep and dream.¹¹

		The psyche also has really bad eyesight, which is no surprise since it spends its entire life in the dark. When it looks outside, it sees things that aren’t there. It sees an “outside” that doesn’t really exist and then “things” that don’t truly exist (everything is empty). And when it first looks inside, it’s so blinded that it sees nothing, only the darkness of its own ignorance.

		But the external and therefore more familiar is where you have to start, with where you are and what you know. You start outside and work your way back, into the great indoors. By learning about the non-lucidity of this outermost level, you are starting to improve your sight. You’re removing the cataracts of confusion. By learning about the deeper levels (substrate and clear-light mind), you can slowly release your grip on the psyche and its forms and gradually slide down the slippery slope into formlessness and the world of illusory form. Even at the level of the map, just knowing about the substrate and the clear-light mind can give you the confidence to let go of the psyche and “fall awake.” You’re more willing to lose your mind to find reality.

		

		MEDITATION AND THE EIGHT CONSCIOUSNESSES

		

		Let’s use this map of the eight consciousnesses to help us understand the territory we experience as we watch our mind in meditation. To understand how meditation works with these eight consciousnesses, we start by looking at the outer and most accessible levels, our five tangible sense consciousnesses, and work our way in to the invisible levels. The meditative path in general is from outer to inner, gross to subtle, conscious to unconscious, duality to nonduality, so let’s follow that inward-bound trajectory.

		The path starts with the first foundation of mindfulness, mindfulness of body, or referential mindfulness, referring awareness back to the body whenever your mind strays. Bringing awareness back to the body involves tethering your awareness to the five senses and their objects of perception. You sit in meditation and become mindful of what you see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. You literally “come to your senses” and use them to ground yourself in nowness, because your senses can only operate in the present moment. You can’t see the past or hear the future, so you use your sense consciousnesses to base yourself in the present moment.

		By coming to your body and physical senses you’re slowing down the speed of mind, the sixth consciousness. Sitting meditation boycotts the relentless activity of all six consciousnesses, starting with the first five, which then positively affects the sixth. It’s a “sit in” that’s going on strike against all this busyness. Normally, the activity of life masks the incessant activity of the mind. By sitting down in meditation you’re putting the brakes on your speedy life, and the physical stasis provides a heightened contrast medium by which you can better observe the movement of mind, the sixth consciousness. You use the first five sense consciousnesses, which can only operate in the present moment, to help you better see the sixth, which constantly flickers from past to present to future.

		In other words, sitting meditation removes the camouflage of movement and allows you to see things never seen before. You now have the precious opportunity to become lucid to the contents of your mind, both conscious (sixth) and eventually unconscious (seventh and eighth). When you first start to meditate, it can seem as if things are getting worse—“I’ve never had so many thoughts before!” Yes, you have—you just never saw them before. You start to see just how non-lucid you really are. Mindfulness of body therefore facilitates the second stage, mindfulness of mind—or specifically, mindfulness of the conscious mind.

		As you continue in meditation, the sixth consciousness begins to calm down. Putting the stops on the body eventually puts a stop on the mind. The winds diminish, the waves of thought slow down, the sediment settles, and you can now look down through clearer waters and see things never seen before. You start to glimpse the bottom of the mind, the usually subliminal seventh and eighth consciousnesses.

		This is when the meditator transitions from mindfulness of form (sensory and mental forms) into more formless meditations, and things get increasingly subtle as you start to approach the depths of the seventh and eighth consciousnesses. In this third stage, mindfulness of the unconscious mind, instead of working with the objects of awareness, the meditator now works with awareness itself.

		To dis-cover and become familiar with the seventh consciousness, one begins to practice formless or nonreferential mindfulness, sometimes called the practice of open awareness. Instead of coming back or referring to any outer or inner object (the body, a candle, a mantra), the meditator practices resting the mind on whatever arises. You’re open to anything. The seventh consciousness is highly biased, preferring this or that, rejecting one thing over another, and this stickiness is exposed when you practice open awareness. By trying to keep your mind open, you realize how often it’s closed. Once again, this practice creates a contrast medium that allows you to see things you’ve never seen before. You discover the unconscious and relentless tendency to contract your formless awareness around a physical or mental form.¹²

		This contraction or closure of awareness is ego’s default mode, and discovering it can be a painful revelation. Now it’s not just “I’ve never had so many thoughts before!” but also “I never knew my awareness closed down so much. I had no idea my mind was so sticky!” As awareness pinches around all these forms, you increasingly feel the prick. Ego itself is just a form of appropriated or pinched awareness, contracted around bodily form, so it’s only natural for ego to continue to pinch itself as it contracts around any form whatsoever. It’s a bizarre form of ontological masochism. You eventually discover that thought itself is one expression of this contraction, the closure of formless awareness into mental form.¹³ You’re becoming lucid to previously non-lucid processes, gaining control over what heretofore controlled you.

		But this humbling revelation is also liberating. How can you become free if you don’t even know you’re trapped? By bringing unconscious processes into the light of consciousness you now have the opportunity to be free of them. It’s like draining a psychic abscess, a painful but necessary incision. It’s only when every aspect of the unconscious mind is made conscious that you become enlightened. Until then, it’s still the night that rules the day. In the mind of a buddha, an awakened one, there is no darkness, no unconscious.¹⁴ All eight consciousnesses have been purified; consciousness has been transformed into wisdom. When the seventh consciousness is purified, it transforms into the wisdom of equality.

		You can feel this shift in your meditation, and eventually in your life, when you notice that your mind is no longer so tacky. Instead of gumming onto a sight, sound, smell, or thought and elaborating on it (prapanca in Sanskrit, or “conceptual proliferation”), your mind now gracefully slides without attachment over whatever arises, like a skater gliding on top of ice. This is accompanied by a sense of deep relaxation and ease, as the seventh consciousness skates with equanimity across reality (nisprapanca, or “freedom from elaboration and proliferation”). Your mind feels open and big. Contraction is replaced with relaxation. You can now handle anything that comes your way and accommodate everything in your field of awareness without tripping into reactivity. The authors of Altered Traits: Science Reveals How Meditation Changes Your Mind, Brain, and Body describe the Dalai Lama as one who has accomplished this transformation:

		

		[His] emotional life seems to include a remarkably dynamic range of strong and colorful emotions, from intense sadness to powerful joy. His rapid, seamless transitions from one to another are particularly unique–this swift shifting betokens a lack of stickiness. . . . The stickiness spectrum runs from being utterly stuck, unable to free ourselves from distressing emotions or addictive wants, to the Dalai Lama’s instant freedom from any given affect. One trait that emerges from living without getting stuck seems to be an ongoing positivity, even joy. When the Dalai Lama once was asked what had been the happiest point in his life, he answered, “I think right now.”¹⁵

		

		The transformation of the seventh consciousness gives birth to freedom on the spot, the ability to instantly liberate yourself from ensnaring thoughts and emotions. The capacity to do this constantly only occurs at full enlightenment, but you can practice partial enlightenment by working with this transformative nonreferential meditation now.

		At first, your meditation still briefly rests on the objects of the first six consciousnesses as sounds, sights, smells, and thoughts arise, developing an equanimous (“one taste”) relationship to whatever arises in awareness. It’s still a situation of “I am aware of” this or that. But as the practice develops, you no longer conflate awareness with the objects of awareness. It’s no longer awareness of but rather awareness as. In other words, the meditation refines into the awareness of awareness. This subtle but critical distinction leads to the transformation of consciousness into wisdom, vijnana to jnana. Awareness of is still in the realm of dualistic consciousness; awareness as is the maturation heading into nondual wisdom. Ferguson writes, “Here we appreciate the inherent richness of basic awareness—not the objects of awareness (which are so fascinating to dualistic consciousness) but the spacious clarity of the background consciousness itself.”¹⁶

		This maturation is also where your meditation brings the discovery that it is the very gesture of contraction itself that creates the illusion of the object. In other words, the contraction of open awareness is not actually onto the object, which would assume the object is out there waiting for awareness to contract onto it. Rather, contraction itself generates the illusion of a solid, lasting, and independent object out there to begin with. Two subtle but cataclysmic revelations result: consciousness doesn’t connect—it separates; consciousness doesn’t connect subject to object but instead generates the very illusion of subject and object, or duality. It is wisdom that connects, or more accurately, recognizes the natural nonduality (connectivity, oneness) of subject and object.

		Second, to frame the same thing another way: contraction equals reification. When open awareness contracts around a perception, it reifies the perception into a thing (object out there), which immediately implies there has to be a thing in here (subject) to perceive it.¹⁷ Contraction therefore gives birth not only to the illusion of perceived object but also to a perceiving subject. It’s a painful samsaric “twofer,” an unconscious labor that delivers self and other. One contraction, two births. Congratulations ego, it’s twins!

		This epistemological contraction is reiterated ontologically as the contractions of our mother at birth throw us into physical form. And the samsaric birthing process is reiterated yet again in the mental contractions or grasping that occur throughout life and that continue to give birth moment to moment to the illusion of reified form, duality, self and other, samsara itself.¹⁸

		The critical transition from awareness of to awareness as is accomplished when you open your attention to the whole field of awareness without getting fixated on any feature of it. It is accomplished when you replace contraction with relaxation.

		The spiritual path can be seen as a gradual lessening of layer upon layer of contraction, gross to very subtle. Stop grasping/contracting, and the revelations unfold. You’ll begin to sense a presence underlying the whole field but untouched by any of it. This openness is the ground of your being, the “bottom” of your relative mind. It is also perhaps your first conscious taste of the eighth consciousness, the background “radiation” of the dualistic mind. It’s a beautiful form of spiritual reductionism. Awareness of sound, awareness of thought, awareness of whatever (which is impure because it’s still dualistic) reduces into the underlying denominator of awareness itself.

		This concept is subtle, so here’s another angle on it. Resting in a balanced and open way on the objects of awareness (the practice that transforms the seventh consciousness) is a stepping-stone into resting in awareness itself. You come to realize that the constancy that you previously attributed to your sense of self is actually the constancy of awareness itself. And again, with this awareness you’re finally becoming mindful of the eighth consciousness, bringing this unconscious process into the light of consciousness. You’re less likely to mistake a sense of continuity of consciousness for the self. You see the fault in the feeling that you are the same person who continues from moment to moment, from past to present, from present to future. With meditation on the awareness of awareness, you finally realize that it’s consciousness itself that continues, not the self that is imputed upon that consciousness (by the blind seventh consciousness).

		When the eighth consciousness is purified in this way, it transforms into mirror-like wisdom. This describes a mind that is not stained by what it reflects or perceives, just like a mirror. It sees everything but is not touched by anything. It remains in the world of form but is not of it. As philosopher Chuang Tzu proclaimed, “The Perfect Person employs the mind like a mirror—it receives, but it does not keep; it allows, but does not grasp.” Reflect on that.

		As refined as this nonreferential meditation is, there’s still one last step. Open awareness meditation, or the awareness of awareness, is still not meditation on the clear-light mind, which some scholars refer to as the “ninth consciousness.” There’s still a very subtle sense of duality, the tiniest flicker of consciousness, which by definition is always dualistic. Wisdom is utterly nondualistic.

		Open awareness meditation helps to relax the mind and can therefore facilitate the complete relaxation into the fully formless awareness of the clear-light mind. Open awareness is also what meditations on the clear-light mind degenerate into. In other words, when your clear-light mind meditation fades, open awareness is what it fades into. This final and very subtle meditation on the clear-light mind is the topic of chapter 11, where we finally bankrupt consciousness itself.

		


		CHAPTER 9

		

		ARE YOU DREAMING?

		

		With continuing practice we see less and less difference between the waking and the dream state.

		

		TARTHANG TULKU

		

		Phenomena have no inherent existence; everything arises from emptiness and never separates from emptiness. Yet it’s a lot easier to perceive this with nighttime dreams than to acknowledge our own emptiness by looking in the mirror.

		

		MINGYUR RINPOCHE

		

		The actual practice of illusory form is so simple. But remember, don’t let the simplicity mask the profundity. To empower the practice and appreciate its depth, we need to refine the view behind it. Otherwise why do it? Clarifying our understanding of illusory form entails going further into emptiness, and that’s not so simple, or pleasant. Elucidating this view cuts further into some of our most cherished assumptions, and challenges firmly entrenched beliefs. ¹ So, to ease this challenge we take baby steps.

		As mentioned at the outset of our journey, one of the most unsettling affronts of illusory form practice is the blow to our belief that we’re awake right now, that what we’re experiencing during the day is really real. To understand why this belief is mistaken, we need to refine our definition of “illusory” in a way that will challenge our understanding of reality. Illusion only has meaning in contrast to its opposite, reality, so by working with one we’re working with the other.

		To say that the world outside is illusory does not mean that it’s completely unreal or nonexistent; such a view would be nihilistic. Illusory in this context means that how things appear is not how they really are. Things are not what they seem. The Oxford English Dictionary defines illusion as “the fact or condition of being deceived or deluded by appearances . . . a false conception or idea; a deception, delusion, fancy.” The Indologist Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty puts the definition in Buddhist terms: “To say that the universe is an illusion (maya) is not to say that it is unreal; it is to say, instead, that it is not what it seems to be, that it is something constantly being made.”² This is how “illusion” is meant in this book: appearance is not in harmony with reality. Appearance is something we unconsciously make up. It’s only in harmony with the way ego wants things to be.

		Even the word “fact” implies the fragility, the illusory nature, of what we deem so factual. “Fact” comes from the root facere, “to make.” So a fact is “something that is done,” something that we make. In our context, it is something that is done to reality, a doing that covers reality with layers of obscuration.

		One of the core tenets of the Yogachara tradition is the notion of vikalpa, of “forming, inventing, constructing, or manufacturing.”³ Karl Brunnhölzl writes,

		

		Thus, in terms of mind, they mean “creating in the mind,” “forming in the imagination,” and even “assuming to be real,” “feigning,” and “fiction.” . . . These terms refer to the continuous, constructive yet deluded activity of the mind that never tires of producing all kinds of dualistic appearances and experiences, thus literally building its own world.⁴

		

		The dualistic world is something we make up. The point of dream yoga and illusory form is to wake up from that make up and thereby take responsibility for the creation of our own suffering or happiness.⁵ This “pulling back of the covers,” or removal of the obscurations, is why so much of the spiritual path is deconstructive, a reversing of the constructs of the ego.

		So there’s a difference between appearance and reality. Getting stuck in mere appearance is the reason we suffer. Discovering the reality behind superficial appearances is the way out of suffering. In the context of dream yoga and illusory form, getting lost in appearance is the very definition of non-lucidity, and waking up to the reality “behind” mere appearance is what it means to become lucid.

		As we have seen, the reason we’re not awake or lucid to what happens at night (to what appears in our dreams) is because we’re not awake or lucid to what happens during the day. In both instances we’re sucked into appearances, taking things at face value. We just go with it, and in so doing, we go non-lucid.

		When you’re tossed around at night by a non-lucid dream, it’s because you’re taking the appearances in the dream to be real. You’re caught up in what you’ve made up. That monster seems so real, the anxiety of missing that plane feels so real, falling into that dark abyss appears so real. In exactly the same way, when you’re being tossed around by the appearances of your day, you’re asleep in a non-lucid life. That monster of a boss seems so real, the anxiety of missing that deadline seems so solid, falling into the dark abyss of loneliness or depression seems so real.

		In the practice of dream yoga and illusory form, we don’t deny appearances. But we do challenge their status. We question authority. From a relative perspective, things do indeed appear to be real. There appear to be objects out there that are solid, lasting, and independent—just like in a non-lucid dream. But upon closer examination, from an absolute point of view, this is an illusion. The meditation master Khenpo Tsültrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, an expert on the teachings of emptiness, says, “To look nakedly means to look directly, to look with the eyes of wisdom penetratingly at the very essence, past its manifestation right to the very quintessence of it.”⁶

		

		

		Khenpo Rinpoche recommends wearing prismatic or refractive lenses, the kind often handed out at Christmas light shows, as a practice for experiencing illusory body. These lenses, especially when worn at night, create halos and rainbow-like images around objects that are very dreamlike. Any lens that alters your perception of the world works.

		

		

		IS THIS A DREAM?

		

		How do you know that you’re not dreaming right now? Can you be absolutely certain this is not a dream? “Is life a dream?” is an age-old question for philosophy, science, and religion. Plato explored it in the dialogue Theaetetus. The Hindu philosopher Adi Sankara, a pivotal early figure in the Advaita Vedanta tradition, wrote about it, and French philosophers such as René Descartes and Jean-Paul Sartre wrestled with it centuries later. Other European intellectuals including Arthur Koestler, Albert Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, and Kurt Gödel all argued that we are indeed dreaming. The question continues to be debated by scholars, contemplatives, and cognitive scientists.⁷

		In his marvelous book Progressive Stages of Meditation on Emptiness, Khenpo Tsültrim Gyamtso Rinpoche uses the example of the dream throughout his depiction of the stages of awakening. In response to the question of whether you’re dreaming or not, he says:

		

		Maybe you feel like saying, “Because dreams are never so vivid as this, colors are not so bright, forms, sounds, smells, touch and tastes are not so clear and precise.” However, someone else might disagree and say his dreams are even more vivid than his daytime experiences. Does this then make his dreams waking experience and his waking a dream? Does it mean if your faculties become impaired so that you no longer experience things so clearly and precisely, that your life becomes a dream? . . .

		You may laugh at the suggestion that you are dreaming now. You may think that if you were asleep and dreaming everybody would stop interacting with you. They would tell you when you woke up that you had been dreaming, so there is no way that one could confuse dreaming with waking. However, there is no inherent reason why you should not dream that people have woken you up and told you that you have just awakened from a dream.

		Finally, one has to admit that there is no characteristic of waking experience that clearly distinguishes it from dreaming. It is only a matter of degree and of one’s emotional predisposition. You believe you are awake because you want to feel secure and feel that the world is solid, real and supportive around you. If you were to seriously doubt you were awake, you would feel frightened and confused. The stability of the experience of being awake reassures you, so you believe in it and give it a reality that you do not afford to dreams. If you suffer in a dream you are happy to let it go when it ends, feeling reassured that it was not real anyway. If you suffer in what you call your waking life, you get emotionally involved in it and afford it the status of absolute reality.

		[I am] not saying there is no difference at all between waking and dream experience. [I am] saying that the difference is not one of an essential difference in substance.⁸

		

		Khenpo Rinpoche has described a cornerstone teaching of our journey, and it pairs with another key idea expressed by the meditation master Mahasiddha Orgyenpa:

		

		The distinction that we make between waking appearances and dream appearances is purely based upon the fact that we do not wake up from our waking experiences. The waking experience has been going on since a period of time that never began and is never really interrupted except by the additional overlay of dreamtime confusion. We know that dreams are not real because we wake up from them periodically, and therefore have contrast. However, we have no such contrast by which to recognize the unreality of conventional appearances. All the things that we experience when we dream are, obviously, the appearance of habits that have somehow been placed in our minds. In turn, we understand that the reactions we have to dream images, such as pleasure and pain, and the various sensations that we have in dreams do not have the slightest true reality. Although these sensations and experiences are quite vivid, when we awake from sleep we understand that they are not real. The only reason that we do not have the same understanding of conventional waking experiences is that we have not “woken up from them” yet.⁹

		

		That waking up is exactly what the Buddha did. (In this regard, he was the ultimate lucid dreamer.) He not only woke up to the illusory nature of his dreams, transforming them into lucid dreams, but also woke up to the illusory nature of daytime appearances, transforming non-lucid (reified) form into lucid (de-reified, or illusory) form. In so doing he liberated himself from form altogether. That’s the definitive awakening, or complete lucidity.

		To wake up from conventional experience is a more difficult awakening than our brief awakening into a lucid dream, because we’ve been non-lucid to the nature of reality for so long—“since a period of time that never began,” as Orgyenpa put it. But this form of lucidity is precisely the objective of the realization of emptiness and the practice of illusory form. To create the contrast by which we can recognize the unreality of conventional appearances, we use the three wisdom tools. We slowly create the contrast by hearing about emptiness, contemplating it, and then eventually experiencing it.

		Guided by the statements from Khenpo Rinpoche and Orgyenpa, we can reach some seminal insights and better understand the process of waking up. Let’s start with what Khenpo Rinpoche said about our need for security and stability, and perceiving reality as that which confers this comforting sense of ground.

		One way to define reality is to view it as something stable and constant, that which is reliable and unwavering. The more stable something is, the more real it appears to be. If something is always there, it must be real. In contrast, a central criterion for defining a dream is its instability. The more unstable an experience is, the more dreamlike it appears to be. (These qualities of stability and instability will come into use below when we turn to the topic of dreamsigns, one way to detect whether we’re awake or not.)

		Stability is also a central quality of sanity. If someone is deemed mentally ill, or insane, they’re considered unstable. Sanity is associated with being in touch with reality, and ultimate sanity is one way to define enlightenment. You’re enlightened when you’re fully in contact with reality. As the psychiatrist M. Scott Peck wrote, “Mental health [sanity] is an ongoing process of dedication to reality at all costs.”¹⁰ Most of us have dedicated ourselves to a lie, the deception of mere appearance, and are therefore mildly insane.

		The reason we designate our dreams as dreams is not because of some innate unstable quality of the dreamscape but because of the instability of our mind. There is no innate quality, no independent dreamscape that you temporarily inhabit every night. It’s just your mind, free of sensory constraint. What else is a dream made of? So when an untrained mind is free of constraint, the result is an unstable experience—what we designate as a dream.

		But when the mind is stabilized with meditation, and that steady mind is then released, free from sensory constraint in the dream state, dreams are no longer so dreamlike. They become increasingly real. That stable mind is also sharp and penetrating. It sees through the materiality of waking reality, penetrating the façade of what’s seemingly solid, lasting, and independent. You start to perceive lucid form, or illusory form. So waking reality is simultaneously not so real. This fantastic bidirectional process, born of meditation, leads to profound insights. Dreams become increasingly real. Waking reality becomes increasingly dreamlike. The unreal becomes real, and the real becomes unreal, until both states merge in nondual equanimity: neither real nor unreal. Which is precisely what reality is.¹¹

		This has been my experience in meditating for over forty years, heightened in my practice of dream yoga and illusory form. My dreams are infinitely more real than they were forty years ago, and my waking experience is much more illusory. Over the past few years I’ve found myself delivering lengthy talks in my lucid dreams, with the same clarity and precision as in waking life. These lectures are as logical, coherent, and articulate as anything I can say during the day. Just this morning I had a dream where I played the entire second movement of a Beethoven piano sonata (opus 13) with focus and lucidity. I’m no different than you, except for the fact that I’ve been working to stabilize my mind during the day and to wake up in my dreams at night, for decades. Anybody who puts in the practice can start to perform.

		For the completely stabilized and penetrating mind of a meditation master, dreams are as stable as waking reality, and therefore the boundaries between day and dream disappear. The central criterion for reality (stability) has been met. But it has been met from within. You no longer need to be constrained by external sensory input to achieve a state of stability. Your mind is stable, irrespective of external circumstance.¹²

		

		CREATING THE CONTRAST

		

		Let’s unite this theme of stability with the insights from Orgyenpa and our two central topics of emptiness and the practice of illusory form. The reason we haven’t woken up from conventional experiences yet is because we haven’t experienced a state that is more stable, and therefore more real, than waking reality. We haven’t experienced the contrast, a deeper state of mind, from which vantage this waking world really does appear like a dream. To have this experience of spiritual awakening, we need two things.

		First, we need to recognize a state of mind within ourselves that is immutable—a quality of mind that is unwavering, indestructible, utterly stable. This quality of mind, which we’ve referred to in previous chapters as the clear-light mind, is precisely that completely stable mind. For our purposes here, we’ll use another name for it—the changeless nature. If something doesn’t change, that’s as stable as you can get. There’s nothing more real. This changeless nature is yet another term for emptiness. In this sense, emptiness means empty of change.¹³ Spiritual awakening means waking up to this changeless nature within.

		From the perspective of the changeless nature, from the (absolutely) awakened stance, how do things appear? How does your (relative) waking reality appear when you’re fully lucid? As illusory form. Just like a dream. By dropping into a super-stable state of mind, you have finally generated the contrast that allows you to see waking reality for what it is.

		We talked earlier about illusory form as a “fake it till you make it” practice. When you arrive at the changeless nature, you’ve made it. You’ve achieved the evolution from impure illusory form, the deliberate practice of seeing things as a dream (the “fake it” part), to perfectly pure illusory form, the spontaneous “performance” or recognition that reality really is a dream (the “made it” part).

		Second, we need to point out that from the other side, from the outside, what we currently view as stable waking reality is not at all stable. It only appears to be that way because we haven’t looked closely enough. Left unexamined, things appear to be solid, lasting, and independent. But upon examination, it’s just not so. If we can recognize just how unstable—and therefore unreal—the external physical world truly is, we’re simultaneously recognizing its dreamlike nature.

		So the first approach to experiencing the contrast necessary for spiritual awakening is inward stabilization, and the second approach is outward destabilization (or, more accurately, a recognition of external instability). Because the seeming solidity of the external world is so deeply entrenched, we’re going to need all the help we can get to dereify it. That will be our journey in part 3 of this book. We’re going to take that close look and call upon developmental psychology, physics, cognitive science, philosophy, and neuroscience to assist us.

		Because the de-reification of the outside world leads to a groundless or “thingless” experience, the ego—the mother of all things—doesn’t want to hear about it, let alone contemplate or meditate upon it. Her children are under attack. Like any mother protecting her offspring, the ego will unleash its fury of defenses to keep our normal view of things alive. This is why it helps to develop some inner stability first. Once you have even a glimpse of inner stability, it doesn’t matter what happens on the outside. When you take ultimate refuge in the stability of your own deepest mind, it simply doesn’t matter how unstable things appear elsewhere. You’ve woken up to the primary dream and can now witness that dream without getting tossed around. Instability is no longer perceived as such; rather, you experience the constantly changing play of an empty and open reality. You’ve found your irreducible home, and nobody can evict you from it. “Even if the Buddhas of the three times rise up against you,” says Chögyam Trungpa, “you will remain in the indestructible vajra [Buddha] nature.”¹⁴

		Here Ramana Maharshi lends a hand:

		

		All this talk about inconsistencies in the dream-world arises only now, when you are awake. While you are dreaming, the dream was a perfectly integrated whole. That is to say, if you felt thirsty in a dream, the illusory drinking of illusory water quenched your illusory thirst. But all this was real and not illusory to you so long as you did not know that the dream itself was illusory. Similarly with the waking world. The sensations you now have get coordinated to give you the impression that the world is real.¹⁵

		

		But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We’ll properly deconstruct the outside world in part 3. To grease the skids for that deconstruction, one way to explore the question of whether or not you’re awake right now is to work with dreamsigns.

		

		DREAMSIGNS

		

		In the world of lucid dreaming, practitioners sensitize themselves to detect the weird things that happen in their dreams—signs that can clue them in to the fact that they’re dreaming. Remember, one of the biggest reasons we’re non-lucid in our dreams is that we take what happens at face value. A pink elephant just walked into your garage? Seems normal in a dream. That car just melted into a pool of water? Nothing weird about that. We don’t question the authority, the reality, of what’s happening, which keeps us non-lucid. Students of lucid dreaming train themselves to recognize dreamsigns at night by working with them during the day.

		We work with dreamsigns by using any out-of-the-ordinary event as a trigger to conduct a “state check,” checking to see if you’re awake or dreaming by performing a simple test. A classic state check is to look at your watch, look away, and then look at the watch again. If you’re awake in daily life, the watch will appear the same when you look at it the second time. It’s stable. But if you’re dreaming, you will notice an instability. The time might have changed, the color of the watch might change, the size or shape might alter. If you’re sensitized to it, that oddity or instability is enough to clue you in to the fact that you must be dreaming. My favorite state check is to jump up whenever anything strange happens. If I come back down, I confirm that I’m awake in daily life. But if I keep going up, or drop through the ground when I come back down, I’m dreaming.

		State checks (sometimes called “reality checks”) during the day are a simple but effective way to question the status of your reality. For example, if a bird hits your window, a book suddenly falls off the shelf, a strange cat wanders across your porch, or a drone zips by your window, conduct a state check. This habit will then carry into your dreams. You will start to question the bizarre things that happen in your dreams and wake yourself up to the fact that you’re dreaming.

		One thing that distinguishes lucid dreaming from dream yoga is that in the world of lucid dreaming, once you conduct a state check and confirm that you’re not dreaming, you’re considered awake. You’ve jumped up, come back down, and confirmed you’re awake in daily life. Not so in the world of dream yoga. From the perspective of dream yoga, you may be awake in the relative or conventional sense (the state check confirms you’re not in the nighttime dream), but you’re still dreaming in the absolute or spiritual sense. You’re not in the double delusion of the nighttime dream, but if you take waking appearances to be real, you’re still in the primary delusion of the daytime dream—you’re still taking things to be truly existent.

		In the world of dream yoga, dreamsigns can be used in daily life to help you wake up to the fact that you’re dreaming right now, trapped in the primary delusion. Just like during a nighttime dream, there are a number of dreamsigns that occur in the waking state that you can use to become lucid during the day. But one big difference between waking dreamsigns and dreaming dreamsigns is that most waking dreamsigns have occurred for so long that they no longer seem odd. These dreamsigns are the endless illusions of externality (which we’ll look at more closely in part 3) to which you’re so accustomed that they seem like givens, or axiomatic. You’ve adapted to the strangeness of mere appearance, taking things to be truly real, when in fact they are not. That’s what makes the primary delusion so hard to detect, and one reason you remain sound asleep in the spiritual sense. Once again: the contrast isn’t there. It’s a real blind spot.

		In other words, the principle reality signs used to confirm you’re awake in the world of lucid dreaming are actually dreamsigns in the world of dream yoga. What you previously used to confirm you’re awake (with lucid dreaming) is what we’re now using to confirm you’re still asleep (with dream yoga).

		Of the many dreamsigns that can clue you in to the fact that you’re dreaming right now, the ones that we will focus on are the signs of seeing things as solid, lasting, and independent. This focus is one way to unpack the term “duality.” Who among us doesn’t see the world as solid, lasting, and independent? We all do. The world appears to be dualistic. To see things this way isn’t bizarre. It’s just the way it is. Those things “out there” are the referents we use to establish our very sense of reality—not to question it.

		But for an awakened one, a buddha, seeing the world dualistically is what’s bizarre. From their lucid perspective, seeing things as solid is weird, perceiving things as lasting is even more odd, and thinking that things are independent is downright wacky. We’ll return to how it is that buddhas see the world in the next chapter. For now, just note that for a truly lucid person, things still appear, forms still arise, but they’re seen as they really are: as empty of being solid, lasting, and independent. They’re finally seen as illusory forms. When you become lucid during the day, just like becoming lucid at night, the dream continues, but you’ve woken up to it and see right through it.

		The practice of illusory form is so foundational, and fruitional, because you’re practicing how to see what a buddha sees.

		Even a glimpse of this nondual perception reveals how weird it is to say that things out there are solid, lasting, and independent. But catching a glimpse of nonduality from a dualistic perspective is not easy, just as it’s difficult for an infant to see through the eyes of an adult. We have to evolve into this lofty lucid view of things, to work our way up to this level by starting where we are, with how we see things now. We have to start with the relative to find our way to the absolute.

		


		CHAPTER 10

		

		THE EXPERIENCE OF ILLUSORY FORM

		

		As perceived by a buddha, all the experiences that samsaric beings have are no more substantial than dreams. It all looks like dreaming.

		

		CHÖKYI NYIMA RINPOCHE

		

		Buddha became Buddha because he recognized that everything is a dream, including himself.

		

		MINGYUR RINPOCHE

		

		What is the actual experience of illusory form like? What does it mean to perceive the world as dreamlike? This chapter offers a glimpse of this pure vision, which can only be comprehended when you finally see with your own meditative eyes. I’m going to evoke the experience from a number of different angles, each like a dot in a pointillist painting. Pointillism was a product of impressionism, and that’s the best we can do when we try to explain emptiness and illusory form from a conceptual point of view. The following points create an impression of what it’s like to see the world from an awakened perspective, and may inspire you to take up the practice to see for yourself.

		

		CUTTING THROUGH MERE APPEARANCE

		

		The classic texts describe twelve analogies of illusion. For an awakened one things appear like the moon reflected in water, mirages, dreams, echoes, visual distortions, a city of gandharvas, optical illusions, rainbows, lightning, water bubbles, a reflection in a mirror, or magical illusions.¹ These analogies all denote a lack of solidity. When things are seen as illusory, appearances become “thinner” and “lighter,” in both senses of that word. They become translucent and transparent, like a shimmering hologram or (in Buddhist terms) a luminous emptiness.²

		By cutting through (trekchö) mere appearance (appearances as we know them are “mere” in that they have no essential nature) with the laser of insight, things become more see-through. It’s like replacing medieval battle armor with a negligee. Instead of being deflected by appearances, you’re lured into seeing through them. The Buddha himself said:

		

		Know all things to be like this:

		A mirage, a cloud castle,

		A dream, an apparition,

		Without essence, but with qualities that can be seen.

		

		Know all things to be like this:

		As the moon in a bright sky

		In some clear lake reflected,

		Though to that lake the moon has never moved.

		

		Know all things to be like this:

		As an echo that derives

		From music, sounds, and weeping,

		Yet in that echo is no melody.

		

		Know all things to be like this:

		As a magician makes illusions

		Of horses, oxen, carts and other things,

		Nothing is as it appears.³

		

		Things aren’t so heavy or serious anymore and are therefore more playful. The weight of solidity has been lifted. From this more enlightened perspective, reality turns into the playground of the children of illusion.⁴ In contradistinction, perceiving things as solid, lasting, and independent sucks the light and life out of things. It’s a dark, thick view of reality. Instead of light and ease, everything becomes burdensome and difficult. It’s “endarkenment,” and it’s the impoverished view of the children of the damned.

		

		THE JOY OF EPHEMERALITY

		

		Paradoxically, realizing emptiness imparts a tremendous appreciation for form, because it imparts a poignant recognition of impermanence. You realize that everything has a built-in expiration date. Everything is perishable, like rainbows. If something truly existed, it would be permanent. Impermanence is an expression of its empty nature. Acknowledging the delight of this realization, meditation master Ajahn Chah once held up a glass and said, “Look at this. This glass does a wonderful job of holding water. It shimmers in the sunlight. When I tap it, it sings. But one day it will be blown off the shelf by a gust of wind, or my elbow will knock it off the table. If you really think about it, this glass is already broken. That is why I enjoy it so immensely now.”⁵

		We take things for granted when we take them to be permanent. By contrast, if you’re with someone and you know you’ll never see them again, the ephemerality makes the encounter more precious. Reframe all your experience in the light of impermanence and death and watch everything come to life. Lakar Rinpoche observes,

		

		What is our life but a dance of transient forms? Isn’t everything always changing? Doesn’t everything we have done in the past seem like a dream now? The friends we grew up with, the childhood haunts, those views and opinions we once held with such single-minded passion: We have left them all behind. Now, at this moment, reading this book seems vividly real to you. Even this page will soon be only a memory.⁶

		

		PIERCING THROUGH FORM

		

		In Taoism, the superior man or woman—the Eastern analog to our Western Superman—has vision that penetrates through form, cutting through the non-lucidity that takes things to be truly existent. Likewise, you too can see through things in a figurative sense. By seeing through things figuratively you can almost see through them literally. The idea of right view takes on new dimensions as you develop that incisive gaze. With superior insight, which always comes with understanding and compassion, you can see through people and situations in a healthy way. You don’t get caught up in superficial politics, posturing, and pretense. Just as medical X-rays help people by revealing hidden disorders, the penetrating vision of superior beings helps them serve others by diagnosing and penetrating the disorder of samsara.⁷

		When you’re dealing with your children, for example, you can see right through their ploys. Imagine that you’re sitting on your porch watching your kids at play with other neighborhood children. Suddenly they start fighting and crying because one child took the toy belonging to another. With your superior adult vision you step in and compassionately resolve the issue because you see better; you know what needs to be done. In a similar way, the superior ones, the awakened ones, have adult vision and look with compassion upon the fighting and crying of a world that clamors over its toys. Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche reminds us,

		

		Always recognize the dreamlike qualities of life and reduce attachment and aversion. Practice good-heartedness toward all beings. Be loving and compassionate, no matter what others do to you. What they will do will not matter so much when you see it as a dream. The trick is to have positive intention during the dream. This is the essential point. This is true spirituality.⁸

		

		With the illuminating vision developed through the practice of illusory form, you no longer buy into your thoughts or the external things imputed by those thoughts (the false sense of taking things to be real). Spiritual vision cuts through materialism. When you see through appearance you’re no longer so interested in appearance. Matter doesn’t matter anymore. Consumerism is the last thing on your mind. When everything appears rainbow-like, why bother trying to purchase or collect rainbows? Chögyam Trungpa wrote,

		

		[When] the external world is seen to be transparent and unreal.

		The reasoning mind no longer clings and grasps.

		It is wonderful to arrive in your domain.

		Where every experience is full of joy.⁹

		

		The view of illusory form becomes very practical—saving you mountains of money and heaps of heartache. When things fall apart or disappear—when people die or a relationship ends—with the view of illusory form you realize that’s just what things do. Rainbows always dissipate. When you align yourself with reality, the dissolution of appearance no longer delivers its painful punch.

		

		

		In our context, “appearance” implies superficial. For a superior man or woman, “how I appear to others” and “how others appear to me” are irrelevant. A superior woman is not obsessed with reputation or status. Superior women are interested in depth and truth, not glitter and gloss. Hollywood is the archetype of mere appearance, the temple of all things superficial and insincere. Hollywood’s tabloid neuroses are in direct proportion to its infatuation with appearance, as is the world of high fashion, glamour, and conventional success. There’s nothing inherently wrong with fashion, fame, or fortune, but without seeing through the sparkly appearances, it’s easy to get swept away by them.

		

		

		Traleg Rinpoche offers a practical comment on what it’s like to see with the eyes of illusion:

		

		You would still see objects as solid but you would not believe in their solidity. You would not suffer from any kind of belief system, and you would no longer carry the normal kind of naïve assumptions that make you see objects as solid and obtrusive. You would no longer make any distinction between how things are and how things appear. . . . You would just see the nature of the things themselves and no longer make a distinction between essence and appearance.¹⁰

		

		In other words, you would no longer lose the essence in the display. You would find the essence in union with the display. The essence is emptiness (reality). The display is form (appearance). Form and emptiness are finally in harmony; the union of these two aspects of reality equates to nonduality. This cosmic marriage gives birth to the “children of illusion.” You take things seriously, but you no longer take them literally. You’re no longer fooled, and therefore seduced, by appearances.

		

		

		A basic meditation on illusory mind is simply to observe your mind, and whenever you find yourself caught up in mental content, mentally say to yourself, “Wake up.” Come back to your body and breath, which are always lucid because they’re always in the present. Saying “Wake up” is an act of recognition that you’ve been distracted. It is not a reprimand. No need to stop the play of your mind or swat your thoughts away. Just wake up to that play by not allowing yourself to get swept away with it.

		Illusory mind practice is this easy: just don’t buy into everything you think. We usually relate to our mind in a non-lucid way, buying into everything that comes up. With lucid thinking, however, developed through the practice of illusory mind, we see thoughts for what they are, and in so doing we see right through them. They still come and go, but we no longer go with them.

		When you see the illusory nature of your thoughts and emotions, they no longer have power over you. If you continue to solidify them, however, you will continue to buy into them—and you will continue to buy into everything else. Consumerism starts right here.

		

		

		THE ILLUSORY FORM AND OPEN MIND

		

		Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön summarizes the spaciousness of the way the world appears when you see it with penetrating eyes:

		

		When you say, “everything is a dream,” another way to say that is “there is just so much room.” We have an enormous amount of room to move around in. Our minds are really vast. We’re not constricted by anything. . . . If we can loosen the grip of our thoughts, regarding them as dreams, we’ve just made the world and our ability to experience this world evermore larger.¹¹

		

		For contrast to this open world, imagine being in a small dark theater. You’re sitting in the front row, ten feet in front of the screen, so the only thing you see is the moving images. Because of the way the display is set up, you almost don’t have a choice but to lose yourself in the film. Everything about the way a movie is framed is designed to capture you.

		Virtual reality (VR) is even more captivating. With VR you wear a headset that limits your vision to the images displayed a few inches in front of your eyes. You don’t have the option of looking away: turn your head and the images turn with you. VR systems are designed to totally suck you in, creating the absorption that makes the images appear so real.

		A final level of immersion replicates this process at the most intimate and enthralling level: when images are displayed on the screen of your own mind. These mental images aren’t ten feet away. They’re not even a few inches away. They’re smack in front of your face—inside your face, so to speak. They’re so close that they ensnare your attention completely, so close to you that they feel like they are you. Don’t you identify with the contents of your mind, the thoughts and emotions of your life?

		The closer the images are, the more captivating they become, and the more real those appearances seem. This is the phenomenology of non-lucidity, demonstrated in three progressive stages of absorption (a movie, VR, and mental images in your head). Increasing levels of immersion create progressively more powerful illusions of reality—and increasing degrees of non-lucidity. Cognitive scientists refer to this non-lucid experience of reality as experiential fusion. In their terminology, experiential fusion occurs with a loss of metaawareness. “Meta-awareness,” of course, is “lucidity” in our terms.¹²

		So let’s get lucid. Let’s go back to our theater and shatter the frame.¹³ Imagine that you’re again in the front row, totally sucked into the movie, when the roof is suddenly blown off the theater. Then the walls fall away, and you’re thrown a hundred feet back from the screen. The theater is suddenly flooded with light and space. You see the clouds overhead, feel the wind, hear some dogs barking. The environment of awareness becomes much larger (meta-awareness). The movie is still playing, but it has lost its captivating power. It rambles on, but you don’t ramble with it. By seeing the space around the storyline, you’ve seen through it. The entertainment value has been trashed, and now you’re lucid to what’s really happening.

		Let’s do the same thing with our VR headset. Take the headset off. Keep the images on the screen in your line of vision and stretch it to arm’s length. With every inch of space, the images become progressively less captivating. They’re still there, but they no longer have power over you. What was once so immersive starts to look silly. With this new perspective you’re lucid to what’s really happening. The larger context of meta-awareness sets you free.

		The final step is to remove the internal “headset,” or in this case “mindset,” and distance yourself from the display of your own mind. The task here is trickier, because this headset is permanently attached to your head (which is why we’ll remove your head in chapter 12). The screen is forever right in front of you, on the inside of your face, and you’re so invested in the entertainment value of this show that extracting yourself from it is a more difficult affair. But if you want to be free of the contents of your own mind, you have to retreat. You have to open your mind, flood it with light and space, and become lucid to what’s really happening there. That’s what meditation—habituation to openness—helps you accomplish.

		

		

		The contemplation of surrealistic art–for instance, the works of Salvador Dalí, Joan Miró, Yves Tanguy, René Magritte, and Dada artists like André Breton–is an illusory body practice that can inspire a mental shift toward openness. Pablo Picasso was a genius at seeing reality in discontinuous ways, as were the impressionists and pointillists. M. C. Escher is one of my mind-twisting heroes. Almost any nonrepresentational artist can help you look at reality in new and illusory ways. Optical illusions are also great at tricking the mind into surreal states.

		In the same spirit, watch dreamlike movies, like The Science of Sleep, Waking Life, Vanilla Sky, Inception, Mulholland Drive, The Truman Show, Jacob’s Ladder, or The Last Wave, which invite altered states of mind. Virtual reality devices are also terrific in shifting perception, the closest thing I’ve experienced in daily life to a lucid dream. While the experience in VR is captivating, the most revelatory moment for me is when I take the headset off. The first time I did so, after spending an hour experiencing a number of VR programs, I looked around the room and found myself thinking, “Wow, look at the resolution of this program!” My waking reality felt just like my virtual experience. Both were equally real–or unreal.

		

		

		The progressive stages of meditation on lucidity that constitute the practice of illusory form all require just one thing: that you place your experiences in the larger space of awareness. You don’t need to change the contents of the display or the show of your mind. You just need to relate to those contents in a more spacious and accommodating way.

		I have a cat, Max, who is a great teacher for me. I call him Mad Max because of his ability to make me mad. Max meows all the time. When he’s in the house, and especially in my small study, it’s crazy making. But I’ve noticed that when Max meows outside, it doesn’t irritate me, because there’s so much more space. Same event, different environment, very different experience. My practice is to take that space outside and bring it with me when I go back inside—to make my mind spacious, no matter where I am.

		When your mind is small, irritations get big; when your mind is big, irritations get small.

		

		THE SYMPHONY OF INTERBEING

		

		Reifying appearances, and then believing in them, condenses, diminishes, and shrink-wraps the cosmos. The result is a small mind, along with all the suffering that arises from that contraction. An awakened one, in contrast, has a Big Mind that sees the vast interconnection, the deep ecology, within and around all things. When the awakened ones see a tree, they don’t just see the mere appearance of the tree. They see the reality of the sun in that tree, the air, the water, and all the elements that constitute the tree and that continue to bring it into existence. The awakened ones have fantastic insight into things. With this insight they can see that every atom in the tree was once in a distant star and has danced through innumerable incarnations as countless other things, only to take up temporary residence in this thing we now freeze-frame as a “tree.”

		This interconnection is what Thich Nhat Hanh calls interbeing, describing the fullness of emptiness. In other words, emptiness means being empty of inherent and independent existence, but that means being full of everything else. Empty of self means full of other, the deepest form of ecology. As the naturalist John Muir said, “When we try to pick out anything by itself we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.” In this light, emptiness is not a nihilistic view but a celebratory one. When an awakened one sees a tree, they see the entire cosmos. By seeing no-thing, they see everything. Thich Nhat Hanh eloquently explains:

		

		If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without a cloud there will be no water; without water the trees cannot grow; and without trees, you cannot make paper. So the cloud is in here. The existence of this page is dependent on the existence of a cloud. Paper and cloud are so close. Let us think of other things, like sunshine. Sunshine is very important because the forest cannot grow without sunshine, and we as humans cannot grow without sunshine. So the logger needs sunshine in order to cut the tree, and the tree needs sunshine in order to be a tree. Therefore, you can see sunshine in this sheet of paper. And if you look more deeply, with the eyes of a bodhisattva, with the eyes of those who are awake, you see not only the cloud and the sunshine in it, but that everything is here, the wheat that became the bread for the logger to eat, the logger’s father–everything is in this sheet of paper. . . . This paper is empty of an independent self. Empty, in this sense, means that the paper is full of everything, the entire cosmos. The presence of this tiny sheet of paper proves the presence of the whole cosmos.¹⁴

		

		Interbeing is a cosmic genealogy that links everything to everything else.¹⁵ As the poet William Blake said, “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.”

		When you become “nothing,” you simultaneously become everything. As Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche said, “Once you become one with the universe, you are everywhere and nowhere.” The suffering of others becomes your own, and you want to get rid of it. Nisargadatta Maharaj said, “Wisdom is knowing I am nothing, Love is knowing I am everything, and between the two my life moves.”

		Interbeing is therefore the basis of compassion. If empty of self means full of other, it means we’re all deeply connected: “To be enlightened is to be intimate with all things,” proclaimed Dogen, the father of Soto Zen. And the Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu had a similar way of expressing that self and other are not two: “What I call perfection of seeing is not seeing others but oneself.” These statements express nonduality in the deepest sense: we’re full of each other. So, an awakened one truly feels your pain. The wisdom of emptiness manifests as the fullness of compassion. We’re moved to help others because we realize there are no others. We’re helping ourselves.

		To better connect ourselves to others, it helps to continue to dissolve our conventional sense of appearance, for this is what separates us from others. Khenpo Tsültrim Gyamtso Rinpoche taught that what’s “out there” is dependently arisen mere appearance. Two things happen when you see the world this way. First, you see things in deep relationship to all other things (dependently arisen): “This sheet of paper proves the presence of the whole cosmos.” Second, individual things are vastly reduced in importance (and are seen as mere appearance). Appearance is finally put in its place.

		From the perspective of illusory form, then, the only “thing” that exists is relationship. And what kind of a thing is that? Things in relationship to other things—or more precisely, relationships in relationship to other relationships. As a pianist, music provides me with a lovely example. The relationship between notes across time creates the melody; the relationship of notes at the same time creates harmony; the relationship between the incidence of notes creates rhythm. All phenomena are but a grand symphony played out over eternity—and we are each in the orchestra.¹⁶

		


		CHAPTER 11

		

		HEADLESS WONDER

		

		Cover your breast with nothingness, and draw over your head the robe of non-existence.

		

		ATTAR

		

		Behead yourself! . . . Dissolve your whole body into Vision: become seeing, seeing, seeing!

		

		RUMI

		

		We’ve come to the edge of the map. We’ve explored the eight consciousnesses with meditations that help us access very subtle dimensions of the mind. Now let’s venture into contemplations and meditations that allow us to dip below any level of consciousness and into wisdom, the clear-light mind that underlies everything. At this level of perception, you will reach the bottomless bottom line from which everything above is naturally seen to be illusory. Here at the base of the mind exists sublime and subliminal territory where we will purify consciousness and experience a world of empty form. Ultimately, as a way of viewing the world through the eyes of an awakened one, we’re headed toward the experience of being centerless—or experientially headless.

		

		INVESTIGATING THE PURE PERCEPTION OF A BUDDHA

		

		Awakened ones see no essential difference between waking, sleeping, dreaming, and even dying. Perception is also purified of any sense of self and other. Let’s get a glimpse of what this vision-through-eyes-of-purity might be like by looking at something much more familiar to us—threefold impurity, the dualistic world fractured into subject, object, and a connecting consciousness. We can investigate the nature of perception and knowing (epistemology) by asking questions about some everyday phenomena.

		Our first step is to take a look at nighttime dreams from the perspective of waking consciousness. We assume that normal dreams involve a dream object or image, a dreamer or subject that perceives these images, and some kind of consciousness that links the two. If you look closely at a dream, however, you’ll find that this assumption is an illusion. No objective image, no subjective observer, and therefore no consciousness connecting the two. Pause and take a look. Can you find the dreamer?

		Next, direct your contemplative gaze to the dream itself. Can you locate anything other than the dream image itself? Where, precisely, is the dream being displayed? Who is perceiving what? If you really look, you won’t find anyone sitting in this theater of the mind. It’s an empty house. The dream images are being displayed, but no one’s there to watch the show.

		So what’s going on? How are the dream images actually perceived? When the subject is removed, but object and consciousness remain, we’re forced to a subtle but stunning conclusion: object equals consciousness. The object knows itself. There is no dreamer. The dream is reflexively aware.

		We’re back to luminosity: the light of the mind that illuminates and knows itself. Take a moment to reflect on all this, because this contemplation is going to go deeper.

		Because the illusion of subject and object co-emerge—we can’t have one without the other—there is no independently existing image either. And without a subject or object, there is no consciousness connecting the two. In the final analysis, we can’t even say that object equals consciousness, because by our definition consciousness is dualistic—we’re always conscious of some thing (which is why we go unconscious when no-thing manifests in deep dreamless sleep).

		In fact, we can’t even say “object,” because there isn’t one. There’s just nondual awareness, illuminating itself in the apparent form of an object, in this case a mental object, or dream image.¹

		Now try this same investigation in relationship to thought. Take a close look at your mind. Can you find a thinker? Who is it that perceives or knows your thoughts? There is no homunculus, no “little man” inside, witnessing the display of your mind. Thoughts arise without a thinker.

		Finally, try this investigation in relationship to things. Take these insights and extend them to “outsight.” Take a close look and see if you can find a perceiver of the external world. You may need to really pause to reflect on this. There’s no perceiver to be found. Don’t take my word for it. Look. We also think that there’s something “out there,” but a close look also reveals that to be illusory. (Part 3 of this book will go after the illusion of externality, the truisms of “solid” and “independent” that are not so true.)

		Contemplations of this nature enable a deeper understanding of how the awakened ones know the seemingly external world. In other words, when you wake up spiritually one day and look back upon your waking reality, you will make the same remarkable discovery: there is no self, no other, and no consciousness separating the two. The Indian philosopher Krishnamurti said, “There is reality only when the mind is completely free from the . . . experiencer and the experienced.”

		Right now, caught up and therefore non-lucid in the primary dream of so-called waking reality, most of us assume exactly the contrary: that there is an object out there, a subject in here, and some form of consciousness connecting the two. This is our normal dualistic (impure) way of perceiving. This mistaken perception afflicts those who are still lost in the primary dream, still asleep in duality (samsara). But upon spiritual awakening—viewing the world from the perspective of the clear-light mind—you will look back upon waking appearances in exactly the same way you can now look back upon dream appearances. You’ll realize that this dualistic form of perception is mistaken, a very limited and fundamentally false way of seeing and knowing. Shankara, the master of nondual Indian philosophy, said, “If you say that experience depends on an experiencer, we reply that on our view the experience is itself the experiencer.” Krishnamurti lends his support:

		

		On that first day, while I was in that state [of intense pain] and more conscious of the things around me, I had the . . . most extraordinary experience. There was a man mending the road; that man was myself; the pickaxe he held was myself; the very stone which he was breaking up was a part of me; the tender blade of grass was my very being, and the tree beside the man was myself. I almost could feel and think like the roadmender, and I could feel the wind passing through the tree, and the little ant on the blade of grass I could feel. The birds, the dust, and the very noise were a part of me. Just then there was a car passing by at some distance; I was the driver, the engine, and the tires; as the car went further away from me, I was going away from myself. I was in everything, or rather everything was in me. Inanimate and animate, the mountain, the worm, and all breathing things.²

		

		Christopher Hatchell calls this pure perception of the world a “tantric epistemology, which tries to establish the plausibility of perceptual models that do not adhere to the dualistic subject/object format.” He writes that in this type of epistemology, “the objects perceived by a mind are nothing other than the mind’s exteriorization of itself.” In this Dzogchen view—the highest form of knowing in Tibetan Buddhism—“the apparently solid external objects that surround us are in fact a kind of solidified knowing.”³

		

		Hatchell ties this mind-twisting topic to the shine of the clear-light mind, the ground of reality, which gets dimmed (by the substrate) to generate the dualistic appearances of our world:

		

		All of the world’s beings, objects, and appearances are said to rise up from the “ground” (gzhi) of reality, which in its primordial state is a field of pure possibility, beyond differentiation. Awareness serves as the dynamic, knowing dimension of this ground and acts as a kind of luminous vibrancy that “lights up” (snang) from the ground, creating appearances through its “dynamic energy” (rtsal). In this view, all appearances are simply the “play” (rol pa) or the “radiation” (gdangs) of awareness, with some appearances [such as perfectly pure illusory forms] . . . being awareness appearing in its unclouded intensity, while others (like ordinary objects) are only its dimmed derivations.⁴

		

		For the cloudy dualistic mind, this level of purity is tough to understand. We’re talking about the way awakened beings perceive things. To deal with the challenge of talking about nonduality from a dualistic perspective, the nonconceptual from a conceptual point of view, the divine from the perspective of the profane, we work through the three wisdom tools of hearing, contemplating, and meditating. With these tools, we can finally experience pure perception through meditation. That’s when we really see. The purified meditative mind is fine with nonduality. In a sense, contemplating is “cleaner” than hearing, and meditating is cleaner than contemplating. Each stage purifies the former, because each stage is less conceptual and more experiential.

		Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche explains that real gnosis comes at the deepest level of knowing, where conceptual and dualistic limitations fall away:

		

		When we reach the final stage of finding “nothing at all,” then the perceiving consciousness is transformed. It is no longer a “perceiving” consciousness because the object of perception and the act of perception are discontinued [they have been purified]. The true existence of the object is no longer there–what is there is a transparent appearance, and an equally transparent awareness. There is no solid existence anywhere. Without solid existence, there is no way to delineate or define identity. Therefore, the separation between self and other, subject and object, becomes illusory. What occurs in that moment is the direct apprehension of the ultimate nature of mind, which is beyond the subject-object split.⁵

		

		Dzogchen Ponlop shows us the freedom that ensues from this pure knowing, when the fracture of self and other has finally been healed. Really seeing things as a dream, or illusory, is much more than just a colloquial notion of seeing the fleeting nature of appearances:

		

		“Pure appearance” refers to the perception of realized beings who have fully recognized the nature of mind as clear, luminous emptiness. When such beings look at the world, they do not see solidly existing phenomena that are separate from the nature of mind. They see and appreciate the dance of appearances as the luminous display of pure awareness. Therefore, they do not fixate on appearances or cling to them as real, and their interactions with them are free from any trace of attachment.⁶

		

		Seeing things as a dream is a perceptual revolution, an epistemological earthquake, a change in knowing that changes everything. Dream yoga and the practice of illusory form generate this liberating result.

		

		The point of the contemplation here is to take what you learn from the “example dream” (your nighttime dreams) and use it to illuminate the primary dream (your waking reality). You take this form of reflexive awareness, nondualistic knowing, or tantric epistemology, and apply it to how you know any form—day or night. When that’s done, you’ll have the experience the philosopher Ken Wilber describes:

		

		The sense of being a Self witnessing the objects around me completely dissolves: the Seer becomes one with all things seen, the subject and object become “not two,” the world “out there” and the world “in here” reduce to a single experience of one taste. I no longer witness the mountain, I am the mountain. . . . I am no longer stuck on this side of my face, looking at the world arising moment to moment “out there.” There is only the world . . . and I am all of that. Every thing and event arises of-itself-so, and is self-seen, self-existing, self-liberating. It is no longer an object perceived by a subject. . . . I no longer see this table; this table sees itself.⁷

		

		To see the illusion of subject and object in your waking state, you need to develop a deeper perspective that allows this perception. You need to wake up from the waking state. Right now you might still be asleep in the primary dream, but from the stance of the clear-light mind—the truly awakened state—you could look at your waking life and gain exactly the same insight that your waking consciousness provides to dreaming consciousness.

		Another way to gain that perspective is to chop off your head.

		

		MEDITATION ON HEADLESSNESS

		

		The Buddhist tradition talks about the three gates of body, speech, and mind, the three principal ways we go out into the world with our actions, words, and thoughts. Opening these gates with the three aspects of illusory form practice allows the unobstructed flow of awareness. Mind is associated with the heart, speech with the throat, and body with the head. When I am in Nepal or Tibet, it still amazes me that people point to their heart when they say things like “My mind is very busy.”

		A number of studies have shown that people intuitively locate their sense of self behind the eyes, which is no surprise considering that we physically orient ourselves through vision and that the self is a construct of the brain. If the ego is first and foremost a body ego (as Freud said), and your head represents that—how about getting rid of it? I talked earlier about using your head before we blow it up. If that hasn’t happened by now, let’s figuratively just lop it off.

		On a tragic and more literal level, it’s no coincidence that most adults who die by suicide with firearms almost always shoot themselves in the head.⁸ I believe that most people who take their own lives are not really trying to kill themselves; they’re trying to kill their suffering. Suffering is an inappropriate relationship to pain, a sad storyline appended to unwanted sensations, and those miserable narratives are generated in the head. The bullet is really aimed at ending the life of the wretched narrative, not life itself. The intention is good but the target is off. Meditation, and other weapons of wisdom, put the real target in focus—and can literally save lives. In Christianity, suicide is a mortal sin, and the Greek word for “sin” is hamartia, which means “to miss the mark” or “bad shot.” Shoot through the narrative that is generated in the head, not the head itself. Put an end to the inappropriate relationship.

		To investigate the perception of an awakened one, in the first part of this chapter we worked with the wisdom tool of contemplation, which is like walking to the guillotine. In the following meditation, you’ll take the final steps up the ramp and place your noggin in the notch. If this style of decapitation seems too gruesome, let’s have a deity release the blade. The deity of wisdom (and remember, we’re working with the three wisdom tools) is Manjushri. He holds a razorsharp sword in his right hand, ready to swing out and cut through external appearance, or any sense of “other.” But it’s a double-edged sword: it also swings back in to slice through any sense of self.

		In the Heart Sutra, our sutra on emptiness, a lengthy section about cutting includes the phrase “no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind,” which we can summarize as the actual practice of “no head.” Because I’m a fusty intellectual, often heading in the wrong direction, this spiritual amputation is a potent practice for me.

		I recommend you take a sitting posture for your initial experience with this meditation. The power of this practice lies in the abruptness, the fact that you can open to such a degree in an instant. You can do the chop at any moment, on the cushion or off, but we’ll start by doing it more gradually and while sitting. After a few minutes of meditating, look up and imagine that you literally have no head. Imagine that your twelve-pound cognitive bowling ball has been removed, and the weight of self-reference has vanished. You find yourself nowhere . . . and everywhere.

		Mingyur Rinpoche shares his experience:

		

		I was no longer bonded to any sense of a distinct body or mind. No separation existed between me, my mind, my skin, my body, and the entire rest of the world. No phenomena existed separate from me. Experiences happened, but no longer to a separate me. Perceptions occurred, but with no reference back to anyone. No references at all. No memory. Perceptions, but no perceiver. The me that I had recently been–sick, healthy, beggar, Buddhist–disappeared like clouds that move through a sunlit sky. The top of my head came off; my hearing and my seeing became just hearing, just seeing.⁹

		

		The center of your universe is gone. You are now centerless space. Prior to the spiritual beheading, the vase that you were looking at was “out there,” separate from you. Now it’s resting on your shoulders. Turn your body, and that table is now right where your head used to be. Keep turning, and notice that the whole world has entered your headspace. The sense of something seen and the sense of a seer arise as the same sense. There’s nothing out there on the other side of your face, and nothing in here on this side. No subject, no object, no nothing. As Kabir said, “I have learned from Him to see without eyes, to hear without ears, to drink without mouth.” Mingyur Rinpoche continues the description of his own extraordinary experience,

		

		As a drop of water placed in the ocean becomes indistinct, boundless, unrecognizable, and yet still exists, so my mind merged with space. It was no longer a matter of me seeing trees, as I had become trees. Me and trees were one. Trees were not the object of awareness, they manifested awareness. Stars were not the object of appreciation but appreciation itself. No separate me loved the world. The world was love. My perfect home. Vast and intimate. Every particle was alive with love, fluid, flowing, without barriers. I was an alive particle, no interpretive mind, clarity beyond ideas. Vibrant, energetic, all-seeing. My awareness did not go toward anything, yet everything appeared. . . . It seemed as if I could see forever; as if I could see through trees; as if I could be trees. . . . There was no individual anything, no dualistic perception. No body, no mind, only consciousness. The cup that had contained empty space had broken, the vase had shattered, extinguishing inside and outside.¹⁰

		

		Douglas Harding, in On Having No Head: Zen and the Rediscovery of the Obvious, describes the experience of headlessness during a walk in the Himalayas that changed his life forever:

		

		It took no time at all to notice that this nothing, this hole where a head should have been, was no ordinary vacancy, no mere nothing. On the contrary, it was very much occupied. It was a vast emptiness vastly filled, a nothing that found room for everything. . . . I had lost a head and gained a world. . . . Here it was, this superb scene. . . . Its total presence was my total absence. . . . It felt like a sudden waking from the sleep of ordinary life, an end to dreaming. . . . It was a lucid moment in a confused life-history.¹¹

		

		When your head is gone, subject and object merge in nondual awareness. Appearances just know themselves, without reference to any scent of knower. This practice mimics dream perception: your dream body doesn’t have a head, yet you still perceive. Because of your strong habit of being embodied, and therefore “emheaded,” you still reflexively refer dream experiences to a dreamer—even though there is no dreamer. The meditation master Tilopa taught, “When the mind is free of reference point / This is mahamudra / To get to know this and intimately / Is to reach enlightenment’s heights.”¹² When perception is nonreferential, observer and observed are “nottwo.” Harding continues:

		

		This very spot, this observation post of mine, this particular “hole where a head should have been”–this is the Ground and Receptacle of all existence, the one Source of all that appears (when projected “over there”) as the physical or phenomenal world, the one infinitely fertile Womb from which all creatures are born and into which they all return. It is absolutely Nothing, yet all things; the one Reality, yet an absentee. It is my Self. There is nothing else whatever. I am everyone and no-one, and Alone.¹³

		

		Once you’ve practiced this meditation while sitting, try it in other situations. I can flash on this practice in an instant, as quickly as it takes Manjushri’s blade to slice off my head. I’ll be standing in line at the grocery store, and having lopped off my head in aisle 3, gaze in headless wonder at the colorful sights and sounds around me. But they’re no longer “around me,” now they’re “on top of me.” The checkout clerk is now part of me, where my skull used to be. The watermelon that he puts into the paper bag is now me, as is the bag. Headlessness is a fantastically playful, immediate, and shocking practice.

		

		

		The English poet and theologian Thomas Traherne wrote, “You never enjoy the world aright, till the sea itself floweth in your veins, till you are clothed with the heavens, and crowned with the stars.”

		

		

		I then step outside, and as Chögyam Trungpa said, “The sky turns into a blue pancake and drops on our head. . . . Our perspective becomes completely different. . . . We are talking about how can we can develop headroom. Headroom, or the space above us, is the important thing. We are interested in how space could provide us with a relationship to reality.”¹⁴ With the practice of headlessness, we’re instantly mixing our mind with space. The Dzogchen teachings speak about space-awareness, radically inseparable, the fruition of nondual wisdom. Headroom is the key to that wisdom.

		


		CHAPTER 12

		

		ILLUSORY FORM AND THE ROOTS OF FEAR

		

		Whistling in the dark does not bring light.

		

		ERICH FROMM

		

		We can turn away from and eliminate the belief that illusory experiences are real. It’s as if we have already fallen asleep and are already dreaming. There is nothing to do about that. But within the dream, we can confront our belief that the dream is real. We are able to recognize that it is just a dream, that it’s not real. And once we discover that the dream is just a dream while dreaming it, then it is possible to wake up.

		

		TSOKNYI RINPOCHE

		

		Dream yoga and illusory form meditations, such as contemplating pure perception or mixing our mind with space, reveal the great irony of awakening: When we wake up in the spiritual sense, what we’re waking up from is the nightmare of reification. We’re leaving the solid world behind. What we’re waking up to is a dreamlike reality. We’re entering a world that is groundless. What’s absolutely real in the spiritual sense is the opposite of what’s real in the material sense. Ego has it backward.

		From ego’s perspective, then, this waking up isn’t always welcome. It’s afraid of these teachings. Ego’s project is to freeze the world in its image, as solid, lasting, and independent. A solid “other” out there implies a solid self in here. And that implication, as subliminal as it is, gives birth to duality, or twofold ego—that is, the solidity (ego) of self and other.

		A spiritual path, by contrast, results in twofold egolessness—that is, enlightenment, or the full recognition of the empty but luminous clear-light mind. Most spiritual practices work from the inside out. You start by examining and dissolving the false sense of self, and this process eventually leads to a dissolution of the fabricated sense of other. However, the practice of illusory form works mostly from the outside in, and it achieves twofold egolessness by focusing on the dissolution of the solidity of “other.” The two approaches support each other, and in both cases the dissolution of inner or outer “ego” (solidity) is a path that leads to enlightenment.

		

		

		Mingyur Rinpoche writes: “The point is not to convince ourselves that we really can walk on water, but to understand that the solidity that we normally ascribe to our bodies is not real; and that bringing a more realistic perspective to who and what we are has lasting benefits. Acceptance of our own essential emptiness, and the emptiness of all phenomena, interferes with our impulses for holding tight to things that cannot really be held.”¹

		

		

		The logic is simple: it takes two—self and other—to do the twisted tango of duality. You can’t have one without the other. Dissolve either of these and the dance of twofold ego comes to a screeching halt. Chögyam Trungpa says:

		

		[Confused] mind develops its particular nature as perception begins to linger on something other than oneself. Mind makes the fact of perceiving something else stand for the existence of oneself. . . . Mind lingers on the other as a way of getting the feedback that it itself exists, which is a fundamentally erroneous belief. . . . We might complain about the government or the economy of the country or the prime rate of interest, but those factors are secondary. The original process at the root of the problems is the competitiveness of seeing oneself only as a reflection of the other. Problematic situations arise automatically as expressions of that. They are our own production, our own neat work.²

		

		FEAR OF FREEDOM AND SPACE

		

		When the reified world of our projections melts before our eyes, ego has nothing to press against or stand upon. It can no longer be defined (by implication) or set in contrast to something other than itself.³ With the rug of false reality pulled out from under its feet, ego is sent flying into groundless space, into egolessness—into freedom. But unprepared for this freedom, ego panics.⁴ And this very panic, this defensive self-contraction, is what freezes space and creates the illusion of ground. Chögyam Trungpa once said that space is the Buddhist version of God, and we’re afraid of this God.

		Imagine being tossed out of a plane.⁵ For most of us that would result in absolute panic. Or reflect upon the last time you were intensely self-conscious, perhaps before a public performance or presentation. The implosive self-consciousness can make anyone freeze in their tracks, a virtual form of catatonia, unable to speak or move. Self-contraction freezes the space of the situation, heightening our very sense of self.

		That same feeling is occurring deep within us now (the fringes of which can be felt as subliminal existential anxiety), and it freezes the open nature of reality into reassuring solid forms—the automatic creation of the sense of self and other. Panic and fear are therefore the very essence of solid, lasting, and independent form. At this foundational level, fear and reification are virtually synonymous.⁶ To see things as solid, lasting, and independent is to virtually see fear in physical form.

		Let’s unfold this notion. The Upanishads famously proclaim, “Where there is other, there is fear.” The accurate, but surface, insinuation is that “other” generates the fear. Others can indeed hurt us, and we’re afraid of that. But the deeper implication is that the sense of “other” is born of fear. What we perceive as “other” is fear that has taken on form. “Other” equals fear. The sense of a solid, lasting, and independent other is solidified fear. So the feeling of other (duality) not only generates fear but is generated by fear. It’s a wickedly powerful reciprocating (co-emergent) process that structures all frightful existence and throws us into a prison of our own making.⁷

		One could argue that we want freedom more than anything. Prisoners would certainly agree. As prisoners of samsara, most people on the path would also agree. Yet at a deep level we also fear the very freedom that we crave. We clamor for space but also dread it. Chögyam Trungpa wrote, “If everything is open, totally open, deadly open, deadly spacious—that is extremely threatening.”⁸

		We dread it because in vast open space our familiar self has no hitching post, no reference points. We may worry about losing our head in such vastness, because we think that means we’ll lose our mind. But remember, your mind is in your heart, so the real “you” is totally safe. The only thing you’ll really lose is your ego. The small self has to dissolve in order to realize our real Self. We have to become nothing before we can become everything, as the practices associated with the clear-light mind reveal.

		The narrative of space, openness, emptiness, and freedom plays out in a number of arenas, from the spiritual to the political. In The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky observes that “nothing has ever been more insufferable for man and for human society than freedom!” His 1880 philosophical novel explores the fear of freedom in a political context:

		

		I tell you that man has no more tormenting care than to find someone to whom he can hand over as quickly as possible that gift of freedom with which the miserable creature is born. But he alone can take over the freedom of men who appeases their conscience. . . . There is nothing more seductive for man than freedom of his conscience, but there is nothing more tormenting either.⁹

		

		How much deeper is this fear of freedom when we encounter it in a spiritual context, and how much more propulsive is the avoidance. Fear explains why most of us are only half-heartedly on the spiritual path. It’s why our renunciation of samsara is incomplete. But once we understand the nature of this fear we can transcend it. Practices such as illusory form specialize in fear because they deal with the darkness of ignorance, where fear always lurks, percolating deep within us like a constant cramp. As the primordial emotion of samsara, fear underlies all contraction, forming the heart of the self-contraction that is ego.¹⁰ Chögyam Trungpa explains the origin of ignorance and fear, and why fear is “waiting” for us in deep spiritual practice:

		

		The alaya [the clear-light mind] is the ground of origin of samsara and nirvana. . . . It has within it the living, creative energy. . . . The creative energy of the alaya became so strong that it broke away from the alaya and became avidya [ignorance] . . . which ignores or forgets the alaya. This is the first establishment of the ego, and from it fear springs when one realizes that one is an individual and alone. . . . Just as fear was the first reaction to arise when the breaking away from the alaya took place, so it tends to be the last barrier to the return to the alaya. As one begins to return to the alaya [which occurs when we die, and in deep spiritual practice when we slide into the clear-light mind], fear may arise due to a sensation of impending annihilation, and this fear must be fully entered into before the return can be accomplished.¹¹

		

		THE EVOLUTION OF FEAR AND THE FEAR OF EVOLUTION

		

		I’m not an anthropologist or zoologist, but every animal I’ve seen exhibits fear. Every human I’ve met has felt fear. It’s an emotion common to all sentient beings. At a purely biological level, fear serves as the basis of the primal “fight, freeze, or flight” response, essential for survival. If our ancestors didn’t have it, they would have been breakfast on the Serengeti. And we wouldn’t be here contemplating the nature of fear.

		Fear has continued to rule human evolution into our own day. But at a certain point, the fear that ensured biological evolution by facilitating physical survival instead began to retard human development, ensuring the survival of ego instead.¹² The neuroscientist Antonio Damasio writes, “We have inherited from our non-human and human forerunners a complex affect apparatus suited to life circumstances very different from ours. . . . It worked well for non-human primates and later for human hunter gatherers, but it has worked far less well as cultures became more complex.”¹³

		As humans who are trying to evolve spiritually, we are hampered by an ego that continues to feel the fear inherited from our biology. Fear evolved to keep form, or body, alive—to protect it. Ego is exclusive identification with form, the “mother of all form.” In order to evolve beyond the spiritual limitations of ego (and therefore past forms and our exclusive identification with them), we need to evolve past the primordial emotion that developed to guarantee physical survival.

		Fear can still save our life, but we need to transcend it as we include it. We use our fear to jump out of the way when that train is about to kill us, but we then set our fear aside when the spiritual path is about to deconstruct (“kill”) our ego. In other words, we work to leave fear at the biological level while transcending it at the spiritual level. Otherwise fear will continually serve to reify the ego that we’re now trying to outgrow.

		When we set out on the spiritual path, we’re attempting to evolve from the material to the spiritual, from ego to egolessness, from fully manifest form into formlessness (emptiness). From an egoic perspective, this pursuit of a return to the clear-light mind creates “a sensation of impending annihilation” akin to death—but as Chögyam Trungpa advises, that fear of annihilation “must be fully entered into before the return can be accomplished.” To become fearless at the spiritual level, we don’t get rid of fear. We go directly into it and through it, which de-reifies the fear at a spiritual level while maintaining it a biological level.

		If we enter into fear understanding its value and evolutionary foundation, we can more readily keep it in its proper place. We can more easily leave it behind in the physical realm where it belongs. By understanding fear we make friends with it, and we can thank it for letting us evolve into the human realm. But then we need to let it go. At this point in spiritual evolution, fear is not only obsolete—it’s regressive. It’s serving to defend an illusion, mere appearance (ego), and is keeping us from reality (egolessness). Without a proper relationship to fear, evolution flips into devolution.

		I have a wonderful little dog, Tashi. He’s the cutest pup in the world, but he has one annoying quality. When it gets dark he barks at the slightest hint of someone outside. When I take him for a walk at night, he barks at trash cans and shadowy forms. He projects dangers that are not there. To me, it’s endearing and often hilarious, but from his perspective it’s deadly serious. His fear is real, even though the objects that trigger it are not. When I’m in the house at night, he’ll often start barking as if something dangerous lurks outside. I used to check the door to see if somebody was there, but it was always nothing. He’s afraid of something nonexistent. Out of fear, he’s defending the household from nothing—or maybe that’s my projection!

		Part of the reason I love my dog is because he’s always teaching me. With his fear of the dark, the way he growls at absolutely nothing, he drives home an important lesson. When I take things to be real out there, assigning existence, and therefore danger, to illusory entities that arise out of the darkness of my ignorance, I realize I’m not so different from Tashi. When I bark at the mere appearance of others, as if there’s something really out there, I recognize my evolutionary bond with my dog. We share the same primal fear.

		Of course, for Tashi to evolve within the animal realm, he needs his fear. For me to evolve within the human realm, I need to transcend mine. Otherwise I’ll keep howling at things that aren’t there, defending an illusory entity (ego) that’s actually hurting me.

		Spiritual evolution is tricky, considering that the fear we need to transcend is hardwired into our system. As the historian Yuval Noah Harari puts it, “Today we may be living in high-rise apartments with over-stuffed refrigerators, but our DNA still thinks we are in the savannah.”¹⁴ To go from beast to Buddha we need to understand what got us here (healthy fear) and what now keeps us from getting to where we spiritually want to go. It’s an integral approach to fear, which means honoring and incorporating its facilitating role while transcending its limitations. Fear has its place. We just need to locate that place and keep it there.

		

		UNNATURAL SELECTION

		

		It’s not just fear that is built into our DNA but also the biological evolutionary benefits of being trapped by mere appearance. The biological deck is stacked against our spiritual aspirations yet again when it comes to seeing things accurately. In many ways, natural selection has selected against us perceiving the truth, especially the truths of emptiness and egolessness. Evolutionary psychology can help us, which the author Robert Wright defines as “the study of how the human brain was designed—by natural selection—to mislead us, even enslave us,”¹⁵ subjugating us to the deceit of illusion, which serves the ego. “Evolutionary theory predicts that if certain illusions help genes get into the next generation, then those illusions—about the nature of the self and about other people and other things—will be favored by natural selection,” he continues. Natural selection has therefore selected against us perceiving the truths of illusory form, the truths of emptiness and egolessness, because “not seeing the truth can be conducive to genetic replication. That’s why we have so much trouble seeing it.”¹⁶

		

		Cognitive neuroscientist Donald Hoffman says,

		

		Evolution does not favor veridical or accurate perceptions. Those perceptions of reality go extinct. . . . We do not see reality as it is. We’re shaped with tricks and hacks that keep us alive. Evolution has given us an interface that hides reality and guides adaptive behavior. . . . Dare to recognize that perception is not about seeing truth. It’s about having kids.¹⁷

		

		In Darwinian terms, self-preservation—the very cause of suffering from a Buddhist point of view—is the best way to ensure the propagation of our genes. “Evolutionary theory explains why maintaining the illusion of a permanent self would be a very deeply held, deep-seated quest,” Wright attests. “Our tendency to be so obsessed with keeping the self and the body containing it intact, and our insistence on seeing the self as ending at the extremities of the body, make perfect sense in terms of natural selection.”¹⁸

		But not much sense in terms of spiritual evolution. At this stage of evolution, self or body preservation is confused with ego preservation, because ego is first and foremost a body ego. So once again, the trick is to preserve the body while transcending the ego.

		When you sit in meditation and your sense of self dissolves, you are melting into the truth, despite the torrential force of natural selection that would keep you from it.¹⁹ “The experience of a greater self, or not-self, reminds us that the default perspective—that the self ends where my skin ends—is the product of a particular organic, creative process whose goal is not clear vision, not a clear perception of the world. Its goal is not truth,” Wright explains.²⁰ Its goal is self-preservation, and that relies on deception. Hoffman elaborates, “Evolution has shaped us with a user interface that hides reality on “purpose.”. . . You can control reality without actually knowing what it is. . . . There are no selection pressures for us to know that we don’t see the truth.”²¹

		Meditation is the practice of dispelling deception. Practices like illusory form in particular stand up to natural selection, asserting that we don’t have to accept its agenda. We can shift the narrative. But doing so means going against the tide of our evolutionary heritage.

		Even if you don’t fully buy into the principles of evolutionary psychology—that natural selection is our creator, that the structure of the mind is dictated by its tenets—you would do well to understand the enormous influence of evolutionary factors on your spiritual development. “Natural selection didn’t design your mind to see the world clearly; it designed your mind to have perceptions and beliefs that would help take care of your genes,” Wright clarifies.²² Natural selection is not in your spiritual corner. It favors appearance over reality, illusion over truth, ego over egolessness. And that puts you over a barrel.

		This brief digression into natural selection reveals that as with the role of fear, the solution is to transcend but include, to understand the power and place of natural selection but then keep it in its place. Otherwise this mechanism of evolution will continue to dupe you into believing in, grasping after, and therefore preserving, form.

		

		

		We suffer in direct proportion to how solidly we take the contents of our mind.²³ It’s usually taught that we suffer due to grasping. But why do we grasp? Because we think that the things or thoughts we’re grasping for are real.

		Tsoknyi Rinpoche says that when we feel hooked by our grasping, a mantra that can relax our grip and reduce our suffering is to say: It feels real, but it is not true. This is the mantra of illusory form.

		

		

		THE POWER OF FAKE NEWS

		

		Buying into the solidity of things, as evolutionary psychology reveals, is buying into fake news. That we truly exist, that our sense of self is real, is the biggest “fake news” story in history. That we continue to succumb to our non-lucid dreams, mistaking them as well to be real, is just below this headline story. If relative reality is fake at its core, most of what arises from that fabricated ground (the Yogachara concept of vikalpa) will reiterate that fundamental falsity. If the foundation of our being, our very sense of self, is itself a lie, much of what is spoken from that bed of lies will echo that primordial deceit. Put another way, dupe me into believing in form once, and it’s easier to do it again.

		Recent observations about fake news by cognitive psychologists Gordon Pennycook and David Rand provide a useful description of this primary pathological lie, even if theirs is a political perspective and ours is an ontological one. “In general,” they write, “our political culture seems to be increasingly populated by people who espouse outlandish or demonstrably false claims that often align with their political ideology. . . people use their intellectual abilities to persuade themselves to believe what they want to be true rather than attempting to actually discover the truth.”²⁴ In our outlook on reality, we see what we want to see, and we believe what aligns with our beliefs. And what is more foundational for our very survival than believing that we truly exist? Ego is a relentless propaganda machine spewing out endless fake stories worse than any national tabloid, and we continue to buy it as if our life depends on it—for it does.

		Pennycook and Rand state that while humans have a penchant for misinformation, this weakness can be counteracted with sound critical thinking: “A great deal of research in cognitive psychology has shown that a little bit of reasoning goes a long way toward forming accurate beliefs.” But this requires effort, and “evidence suggests that the main factor explaining the acceptance of fake news could be cognitive laziness.” Most of us, it seems, are just mentally indolent. In Buddhist terms, we prefer to sleep. The psychologists conclude, “Our research suggests that the solution to politically charged misinformation should involve devoting resources to the spread of accurate information and to training or encouraging people to think more critically. You aren’t doomed to be unreasonable.” Or to believe in what is fundamentally unbelievable.

		Even though the forces of dishonesty are formidable, they are not unconquerable. Once we realize that ego (and virtually any other form of ontology) is fake news, we can bring our critical thinking and fearlessness to slice through that deception and stabilize the truth. Fear of the truth, of real news, underlies any form of deception, so let’s return to how fear is at the core of our relative being.

		

		THE CENTRALITY OF FEAR

		

		At spiritual levels of evolution, which is our primary concern on the meditative path, the fundamental fear we’re discussing is essentially the terror of truth itself, the stinging reality of our innate egolessness, the absoluteness of our inherent nonexistence.²⁵ When we deny the illusory nature of the sense of self, we’re expressing our fear of death. Where does this fear reside? Is it tossed to the fringes of our experience, out of sight and out of mind?

		The painful irony is that by attempting to avoid this fear, we preserve it in the core of our being. In Buddhist terms, it becomes the center of our samsaric mandala.²⁶ We then construct our lives around this existential anxiety, doing everything we can to avoid what is actually the axis of our relative being. It may be out of (conscious) sight, but it lies at the core of the (unconscious) mind and our very sense of self. Buddhist psychotherapist Bruce Tift writes:

		

		By organizing our character structure around the avoidance of . . . unworkably intense feelings . . . we paradoxically place these worst fears at the center of our sense of self. . . .We’re walking forward through life as if things were settled and taken care of, but secretly massive amounts of our awareness, intelligence, discipline, and creativity are going toward making sure we never have to be aware of our disturbance. Ironically, the result is that we begin to organize our lives around the central feeling we’re avoiding. We end up walking in a circle [the definition of samsara–wandering through the cycle of existence] when we think we’re moving forward. . . . We’re behaving almost like a planet rotating around the sun. The very experience we’ve dedicated our life to not feeling has become the center of our sense of self.²⁷

		

		Why do we do this? Because it provides a very sophisticated sense of egoic refuge. If there’s one primary feeling tone associated with fear, it’s the sense of solidity. Fear is a very concrete emotion. When you touch into your fear, you will feel something highly concentrated and intensely contracted. Something real. Fear serves a primal egoic function. This subliminal terrorism generates the sense of reified self and the secondary feeling that it must be defended. It’s a survival mechanism for the ego. When we start to look deeply into this sense of self, and challenge its dictatorship, fear is a potent repellant that keeps us away from the truth.²⁸ Scholar Stephen Hodge writes,

		

		Our so-called self, the ego, is a parasitical illusion without any substantial existence, something that has been constructed as a defense mechanism to deal with the experience of impermanence. As it strives to create itself out of empty space and become solid, the ego-self always feels paranoid that it will be discovered for what it is–a hollow illusion.²⁹

		

		Like Toto in The Wizard of Oz, spiritual practice pulls back the curtain of ignorance to reveal what’s really going on behind frightful mere appearance. Tift continues:

		

		Our commitment to not feeling disturbing emotions [like fear] gives rise to a very convincing sense that we have some central, essential nature. Our lives indeed seem to be formed around something, and that something feels deeply problematic to us. By practicing our avoidant strategies over and over, day after day for decades, we become experientially convinced that there must be a central point around which our life revolves. . . . Oddly enough, this belief serves us, because it means we don’t have to consider the possibility that there is no center to our lives and no independently existing self. Instead, we can spend our lives in therapy or spiritual practice, trying to somehow heal or take care of the seemingly solid problematic self we’ve created. . . . When we actually recover what has been disowned [this primal fear] and bring it into our immediate embodied experience–and see that it’s not going to kill us–we begin to dissolve our sense of having an essential self. We discover that, absent a central struggle, we have no center to our life at all.³⁰

		

		And just that—“having no center,” or in our terms discovering the illusory nature of our self—is terrifying for the ego. It’s as bad as having no head. Fear is at least something, or at least it feels like something. And for ego, something is better than nothing—form is better than emptiness, ego is better than egolessness—even if that something is a colossal, pathological lie.

		Fear could be viewed as the morbid heartbeat of ego.³¹ As the base emotion of samsara, it is the primary “mood” of self-contraction and underlies a host of secondary feelings and emotions. Look closely into why you do what you do, and you will often find fear and your attempts to avoid it. It’s as if the unconscious mind is constantly whispering into your ear, “Avoid the terrifying truth of your nonexistence, the illusory nature of your being, at all costs.”

		For most of us this avoidance strategy constitutes the entirety of our superficial lives. It manifests in active laziness, the incessant busyness that keeps us away from the truth and deters us from the spiritual path that leads us to it. Fear gives birth, when conjoined with its partner hope, to the eight worldly concerns discussed earlier.

		Our avoidance of fear also manifests as sadness, anger, and depression. Look below depression and you will often find anger; look below anger and you will usually find sadness; look below sadness and you will find fear; and look below fear to discover its root in existential anxiety. In other words, the basis of all these secondary emotions (sadness, anger, and depression) is the fear of the illusory nature of our being.

		The essence of the Heart Sutra is this: “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form. Form is no other than emptiness, emptiness is no other than form.” What is the result of form conjoined with emptiness? Empty form, or illusory form. What is the result of seeing the world as illusory form? The end of fear. The maxim “Where there is other, there is fear” is replaced with “Where there is otherlessness (egolessness), there is fearlessness.” There’s nothing to fear. As the Heart Sutra also says: “Since there is no obscuration of mind, there is no fear. They transcend falsity [non-lucidity] and attain complete awakening.”

		“Emptiness cannot harm emptiness,” states The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Because fear is the center of the samsaric mandala, samsara collapses when you realize there is absolutely nothing to fear. Life (after this form of death) is then lived with fearless gusto, because at these deepest levels, nothing can touch you. Evolution now continues unbounded.

		


		PART 3
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		FINDING SUPPORT IN SCIENCE: THE ILLUSION OF EXTERNALITY

		


		CHAPTER 13

		

		THE SCIENCE OF ILLUSION

		

		The first principle is that you must not fool yourself–and you are the easiest person to fool.

		

		RICHARD FEYNMAN

		

		The world is given to me only once, not one existing and one perceived. Subject and object are only one. The barrier between them cannot be said to have broken down as a result of recent experience in the physical sciences, for this barrier does not exist.

		

		ERWIN SCHRÖDINGER

		

		Our view of things as solid, lasting, and independent (dualistic) is so deeply entrenched, it can take several different methods to dislodge it. We used to think that the world was flat, because it looked that way. But we were wrong. We used to think that the Earth was the center of the universe, because it looked that way. But we were wrong. We still think that things are solid, lasting, and independent, because it looks that way. But we are wrong. Looks can be deceiving. In the following chapters we’ll use neuroscience, physics, and other sciences to chip away at the wrong view of duality, breaking it apart bit by bit, as an analog to the meditations on emptiness and illusory form we’ve explored so far. Using ancient wisdom and modern knowledge, we can blast our non-lucid dualistic view to blissful smithereens.

		In my own experience, studying the science behind illusory form strengthens my spiritual practice. It’s a potent application of our first two wisdom tools, hearing and contemplating. I am not saying that modern science somehow proves ancient spirituality. But I am asserting that modern disciplines can help us understand age-old doctrine. If the Buddha were alive today, he would embrace the sciences as a way to liberate people from the trap of form and the suffering of materialism.¹

		Buddhism engages two analytic methods to deconstruct reality. The Abhidharma (from the first turning, or Hinayana) focuses on dereifying our solid sense of self, or the reified “I.” Madhyamaka (from the second turning, or Mahayana) focuses on de-reifying our solid sense of other, or the phenomenal world. Scientific investigation is just as effective in cutting through the façade of mere appearance. (The meditation master Tsoknyi Rinpoche says that studying quantum mechanics can deconstruct relative reality as effectively as studying Madhyamaka.²) Whether the methods come from Buddhist analysis or scientific investigation, if something doesn’t survive scrutiny, it’s probably not real.

		In the following pages we’ll see how science can help us penetrate the unholy trinity of solid, lasting, and independent, our three principal illusions.

		

		THE ILLUSION OF SOLID

		

		Mingyur Rinpoche reminds us why we need to penetrate the illusion of solidity, however it manifests:

		

		When we become familiar with the delusion of solidity–as in a table–then the form tends to diminish in importance, which in turn helps break the bonds of clinging and attachment. . . . Recognizing the [illusory nature] of the table, the house, the pet, or the red convertible cuts through the glue that normally makes our mind stick to the object itself. With this recognition, the object loses its assigned, fabricated value. We are no longer pushed around by the perception. Now, with mental composure, we are free to enjoy the qualities of the object. We can enjoy its color, shape, or smell without being thrown off balance by desire, judgment, or jealousy. . . . What we see is very clear. But it’s not real. It’s impermanent, without substance or independence.³

		

		Rinpoche’s words emphasize that all the cutting and negating we pursue through meditations such as the practice of illusory form is not to detract from life experience, but to enhance it.

		Physicists have known for over a hundred years that what our human senses take to be solid matter is an illusion. Quantum mechanics exposes the fallacy of solidity by demonstrating that things are mostly empty space—specifically, 99.9999999999999 percent space. Only 0.00000000000001 percent of an atom actually exists. This fact alone slaughters the idea of solidity. With science, as with Buddhism, the closer you look at things, the less you find.

		To conceptualize this no-thingness, consider that the nucleus of an atom is like a fly sitting in the center of the Houston Astrodome, and electrons (which define the “edge” of an atom) are like gnats buzzing around on top of the dome. An atom, the building block of matter, is mostly open space. When it comes to the construction of physical reality, that’s not a very sturdy brick.

		

		

		For a more immediate analogy regarding the illusion of solidity, look at a photograph on your computer. If you expand the image, the pixelated nature of the photo becomes apparent. If you enlarge it again, and then again, the familiar shape will eventually be riddled with holes and lose its identity. Form opens up into spaciousness, and the sense of solidity disappears. All of reality is similarly pixelated and just as empty.

		

		

		Physicists tell us that there’s no such thing as a solid particle; hence there’s no such thing as a “thing.” If you add these microscopic no-things (atoms) together, which is what happens when you see macroscopic objects, you still don’t get anything, even though it appears that way. How can nothings add up to something? Solidity is a macroscopic imputation. What the sociologist Peter Berger calls a “massive facticity” (the “fact” that things exist) is really a massive illusion. At atomic levels—which in the realm of the material world we could associate with the absolute (not the absolute absolute, but a relative absolute)—solidity has no meaning.

		

		

		In a story about virtual embodiment technology, New Yorker journalist Joshua Rothman writes:

		

		In the eighteenth century, the philosopher George Berkeley argued that reality was all in our minds. Samuel Johnson had no patience for this idea; he declared, “I refute it thus!” and kicked a stone. Two centuries later, the poet Richard Wilbur wrote a rejoinder:

		Kick at the rock, Sam Johnson, break your bones:

		But cloudy, cloudy is the stuff of stones.⁴

		

		

		An average human body (about 154 pounds) consists of an estimated 7 billion billion billion atoms—that is, 7,000,000,000,000,0 00,000,000,000,000. But all these atoms add up to a whole lot of nothing. You may think that your body is made of matter, but if you’re made of anything, it’s space. A widely used comparison is that if you crammed together every atom of every human being on this planet, and then extracted all the space from those atoms, the entire human race would fit into an area the size of a sugar cube. The next time you drop a sugar cube into your morning coffee, imagine all of humanity dissolving into your cup. On a neutron star, the collapsed core of a large star, matter is so dense that a teaspoon of it weighs one billion tons. When you suck all the space out of things they get really heavy—both literally and metaphorically.

		As you’re reading this book, about one hundred trillion neutrinos are streaming through your body every second. These “ghost particles” are so tiny (a millionth of the mass of an electron), and you’re so empty, that they pass right through you without hitting a thing. If a hydrogen atom were the size of the Earth, a neutrino would be the size of a lonely ant. Hold your hand toward the sun and reflect on the fact that about a billion neutrinos are passing through your hand every second. For the cosmos, you’re totally transparent. The following words, written by Chögyam Trungpa, could have been written by a quantum physicist:

		

		By relating with the ordinary conditions of your life you might make a shocking discovery. While drinking your cup of tea, you might discover that you are drinking tea in a vacuum. In fact, you are not even drinking the tea. The hollowness of space is drinking tea. . . . When you put on your pants or your skirt, you might find that you are dressing up space. When you put on your make-up, you might discover that you are putting cosmetics on space. You are beautifying space, pure nothingness.⁵

		

		These teachings have immediate implications for spiritual liberation, for remember that ego is first and foremost a body ego. Ego hangs its hat on this most intimate form, but it’s a hat that is actually suspended in space. Jonathan Bricklin writes, “The fact of a body is not the fact of a self. Though stable enough to seem a substance in which experience inheres, the body is more an address than a resident. And a none too certain address at that since, far from being [solid], the body, like all matter, is a swirl of energy, an energy construct.”⁶

		So, where does the illusion of solid matter come from? In an atom, the outermost shells of electrons create an electromagnetic force that repels other electromagnetic forces, like two north poles of magnets facing each other. Physicists often refer to particles as quantum probability clouds, where the image of a particle (an irreducible thing) is replaced by that of a cloud. These clouds repel each other when they get close—meaning that you don’t actually ever touch anything. The mutual repulsion creates the illusion of contact. You’re not really touching the chair you’re sitting on right now. You’re hovering above it.

		Let’s turn to another illusion of the senses, that of solid continuity. Movement may seem unbroken when you view it without examination, but this illusion of continuity is generated when discrete images cross a frequency threshold. Your visual system can process an estimated five to ten images per second and still perceive them individually, but higher frame rates are perceived as continuous motion.⁷ A classic example is watching a movie when sixteen to twenty-four frames per second pass before your eyes. Sixteen images per second is the speed limit for what cognitive scientists call flicker fusion, which generates the illusion of continuity. Below this speed limit, the “solidity” of movement falls apart, and you detect the “atomic” nature of motion. Likewise, your sense of hearing depends on an illusion of continuity: The threshold for a sustained tone is also around sixteen pulses per second. If sound waves drop below this threshold, you begin to detect discrete pulses of sound in place of a continuous “solid” tone.

		The illusion of solidity is further challenged by both Vajrayana Buddhism and modern physics. According to the former, the world isn’t made of matter. It’s made of light. This “light” is not the same as physical light, nor is it different. Quantum physicist David Bohm expresses this view from a scientific perspective:

		

		Mass is a phenomenon of connecting light rays which go back and forth, sort of freezing them into a pattern. So matter, as it were, is condensed or frozen light. Even Einstein had some hint of that idea. You could say that when we come to light we are coming to the fundamental activity in which existence has its ground. Light in its generalized sense (not just ordinary light) is the means by which the entire universe unfolds into itself. . . . [Particles] are ripples on this vast ocean of light.⁸

		

		Bohm hints that what occurs “out there” is similar to what occurs “in here”: “The mind may have a structure similar to the universe and in the underlying movement we call empty space there is actually a tremendous energy, a movement. The particular forms which appear in the mind may be analogous to the particles, and getting to the ground of the mind might be felt as light.”⁹

		Advanced practices of Vajrayana include meditations that literally bring out the light within and recapitulate aspects of the origin of the cosmos. With these practices, you see visions of pure light and eventually come to see for yourself that the world is made of frozen light. According to Christopher Hatchell, the motion of the lights that arise with these meditations

		

		creates the sense that there is an unseen vibrant dimension behind the objective sphere, or a background energy that underlies appearances. . . . Encountering motion where one expects stasis sets up discussion of the solidity of appearances themselves, in which light is used as a model for explaining how our environment could be devoid of the solidity and concreteness that we attribute to it, but in that absence is still able to appear and function. . . . Light is not just something contained in the body or the physical world but can also represent the fabric of the material world itself.¹⁰

		

		If we associate light with awareness, the implications continue to cascade, with light having power “to take form in [as] appearance,” suggests Hatchell. “The lights thus represent the most basic energy of awareness.”¹¹

		

		

		As an exercise in illusory body, stand in front of a mirror and contemplate that all appearances are just like this reflection. There’s no substance to anything that appears in a mirror. Then praise your reflection (which joins the practice of illusory body with the practice of illusory speech). Point at yourself and say, “You’re the most amazing person!” “No one can do what you do!” Shower yourself with admiration and notice how this feels. Then look at those feelings and see them as illusory as well, which joins this with the practice of illusory mind.

		Next, blame yourself. Give yourself “the finger.” Point at yourself and say, “You’re a worthless piece of crap! A total loser.” See how that feels, and then look into the nature of those negative feelings. These practices can help you achieve the equanimity where even if someone insults you, you don’t take it personally. You’re able to go out in the world and have the words of others affect you as much as they do a mirror.

		This mirror meditation is in the classic texts. When I did it in the last year of my three-year retreat, I found it contrived and silly. But I had to do it for many weeks, so I decided to put my heart into it. The practice came to life and started to change me. Now when people praise or blame me, it doesn’t lift me up or take me down as much. I still feel the words, but they no longer have a place to land. I don’t take them personally, because I don’t take them at all.

		For a Tai Chi master, self-defense is not based on resistance, but on fluidity. The more stiff our sense of self, the more surface area we provide for things to hit us. Nothing can land on the selflessness of space, which is the most “fluid” environment of all.

		

		

		THE ILLUSION OF LASTING

		

		The illusion that things are lasting is perhaps the easiest of our three illusions to penetrate. To open your eyes to the ocean of impermanence—one of the most direct expressions of emptiness—just look in the mirror. Read history books or the daily obituary. Every major civilization or empire has disappeared. Every ancient dictator is dead. When asked to summarize all of Buddhism, Suzuki Roshi simply said, “Everything changes.”

		When Suzuki Roshi died, Chögyam Trungpa wailed in anguish about the death of his dear friend. But he also quickly released the loss, because he knew that nothing lasts. Most of us gloss over the truth of impermanence because it’s so painful, and we’re therefore shocked when transience rears its inevitable head. By penetrating the illusion of lasting, we could prevent a great deal of unnecessary grief. As cutting as it may be to proclaim, grief is directly proportional to our levels of reification. The more solid and lasting we impute something to be, the more we will suffer when its empty nature is pointed out at death.

		

		

		In a haunting scene from George Saunders’s experimental novel Lincoln in the Bardo, the president laments the loss of his son:

		

		I was in error when I saw him as fixed and stable and thought I would have him forever. He was never fixed nor stable, but always just a passing, temporary energy-burst. I had reason to know this. Had he not looked this way at birth, that way at four, another way at seven, been made entirely anew at nine? He had never stayed the same, even instant to instant.

		He came out of nothingness, took form, was loved, was always bound to return to nothingness.

		Only I did not think it would be so soon.

		Or that he would precede us.

		Two passing temporarinesses developed feelings for one another.

		Two puffs of smoke became mutually fond.

		I mistook him for a solidity, and now must pay.

		I am not stable and Mary not stable and the very buildings and monuments here not stable and the greater city not stable and the wide world not stable. All alter, are altering, in every instant.¹²

		

		

		His Holiness Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, the twentieth century’s eminent custodian of Tibetan Buddhism, observed:

		

		I am now seventy-eight years old, and have seen so many, many things during my lifetime. So many young people have died, so many people of my own age have died, so many old people have died. So many people that were high up have become low. So many people that were low have risen to be high up. So many countries have changed. There has been so much turmoil and tragedy, so many wars, and plagues, so much terrible destruction all over the world. And yet all these changes are no more real than a dream. When you look deeply, you realize there is nothing that is permanent and constant, nothing, not even the tiniest hair on your body.¹³

		

		Most of our sense of self—that most treasured object that we pray remains constant—comes from our body, which seems solid and stable. But take a closer look. At a cellular level your body is in furious flux. The only constant is change. Your stomach lining is changed every five days; your skin is reformed every two weeks; all your red blood cells are replaced every 120 days. You have a new liver every three hundred to five hundred days. Your lungs are replaced every six weeks; your taste buds change every ten days. In fact, no matter how old you are, the cells in your body are at most only ten years old.¹⁴ You have the (cellular) body of a ten-year-old.

		At an atomic level, the turnover in your body occurs at breakneck velocity. Your atoms are zipping in and out of existence relentlessly. Ninety-eight percent of the atoms in your body weren’t there a year ago. In five years every single atom in your body will be replaced. You’re a totally different physical person than you were five years ago.

		The illusion that things such as our body are lasting or constant, despite this constant flux, is a result of inattentional blindness and change blindness. With inattentional blindness you fail to notice something that is fully visible, because you’ve been distracted.¹⁵ With change blindness, you fail to notice a change in something because the change is too fast, slow, distant, or subtle.

		Like a river that is always flowing, you can’t step into your same body twice.¹⁶ The body that you’re looking at right now is not even the same one that started reading this sentence. If you could see your form the way it really is, you would witness a frenzied whirlwind of impermanence. Your body is composed of about thirty-eight trillion cells that are constantly dying and being replaced. An estimated six trillion chemical reactions take place in your body every second. Where’s constancy in any of this? Even the hardest of bodies remains the greatest of illusions. So when Freud writes, “The ego is first and foremost a body ego,” it’s not a very stable body ego.¹⁷

		Yet upon this illusory rock, ego builds its church. From the sense of self springs the sense of other. Lakar Rinpoche writes:

		

		At present, our body is undoubtedly the center of our whole universe. We associate it, without thinking, with our self and our ego, and this thoughtless and false association continually reinforces our illusion of their inseparable, concrete existence. Because our body seems so convincingly to exist, our “I” seems to exist, and “you” seem to exist, and the entire illusory, dualistic world we never stop projecting around us looks ultimately solid and real.¹⁸

		

		The steadiness of the Earth, from which your body arises, is also an illusion, brought about by the brevity of your life and the effects of change blindness. You don’t feel the molten currents beneath your feet or that the Earth itself is a dynamic organism. But the Earth, just like your body, is constantly being reconfigured. If you could see the continental drifts as they truly are, and perceive the seething maelstrom of lava below you, your ego might quake as much as the Earth does. The crust of the Earth, as proportionally thin as the skin of a large apple, is constantly drifting and cracking, a harsh fact that comes to light when volcanoes erupt or the Earth quakes. This drifting and cracking creates oceans and continents. Over geological time, continental collisions (like those that made the Himalayas) make fewer and larger continents, while continental rifting (like that which opens up oceans) makes more and smaller ones.

		The planet Earth is about 4.5 billion years old. Techtonophysicists (who study continental drift) assert that during this time a number of supercontinents have come and gone as the surface of the Earth continues its relentless drift. Around 2.8 to 3.6 billion years ago, the supercontinent Ur existed, to be replaced with the supercontinent Kenorland (2.1 to 2.7 billion years ago), to be replaced with Protopangea-Paleopangea (0.6 to 2.7 billion years ago), to be replaced with Columbia (1.5 to 1.8 billion years ago), to be replaced with Rodinia (0.75 to 1.25 billion years ago), to be replaced with Pannotia (600 million years ago), to be replaced with Pangaea (300 million years ago). What will the surface of our planet look like in another 300 million years?

		Scaling back down—and in—let’s examine some illusions of “things as lasting” that have their source in your brain, starting with how we interpret brightness. When you step from indoor lighting into the full light of the sun, the amount of light increases by a factor between one million and twenty million. But take this book into the sun and it doesn’t appear millions of times brighter. Because of the perceptual phenomenon of brightness constancy, the amount of light your brain registers is not in accord with the reality of the number of photons hitting your eye.

		The perception of color also remains fairly constant in shifting light, an illusion referred to as color constancy. The wavelengths of light that reach your eye are dramatically different as the lighting shifts, yet you continue to see mostly the same color of an object. Take an orange from a room filled with fluorescent light and put it in sunlight. It will look much the same to you, even though fluorescent light and sunlight contain very different wavelengths. Appearance is not in harmony with reality.

		The brain’s tendency to create illusions of continuity and solidity also creates illusions that make things seem durable. You probably assume that your perception is continuous, but not only do you dart from one sense faculty to the next—in one instant you’re seeing, in the next you’re hearing or smelling or tasting or feeling—but the perceptual process of one sense faculty alone is itself composed of discrete mind moments. In terms of visual perception, for example, your view of a seamless world is illusory. Your eyes flicker discontinuously from object to object, and just as you glue images together to create the illusion of continuity in a movie, you likewise glue the images of your entire world together. Journalist Andrea Rock writes,

		

		If our picture of the world exactly matched the information projected from the eye to the brain, the world would seem a strange place indeed. For starters, we move our eyes three times per second on average. If we watched a video filmed with a camera that moved in this jerky-jerky way, we’d soon have a nauseating case of motion sickness. Using its own version of auto tracking, the brain automatically adjusts the image for us, creating the illusion of stability. . . . To the eyes . . . the world is a senseless, two-dimensional montage of disconnected dots of light, akin to what you would see if you stood too close to a painting by a pointillist.¹⁹

		

		Like a strobe light, consciousness pulsates in “mind moments” that last between 15 milliseconds (according to Buddhism) and 250 milliseconds (according to science). It’s as if each moment of awareness is a mini-version of the wake-sleep cycle. Whether you know it or not, you’re “blinking” or catnapping every 100–150 milliseconds (100 milliseconds equals one-tenth of a second). When you look at something, you believe you’re seeing a continuous object, but both the object and your consciousness of it are highly discontinuous. Things are not as they appear. It’s as if whatever appears has a perceptual and ontological rhythm, or beats of awareness (from your side) and manifestation (from the object’s side).²⁰

		Let’s close with some macro-cosmic data that further challenges our sense of stasis and stability. When you look at the sunrise, you probably don’t remember that it’s not the sun that’s rising, it’s really the Earth that’s turning. Your eyes are tricking you. Earth is spinning faster than a jet, whizzing around like a top at 1,000 miles per hour. In addition to this insane spin, Earth is hurtling around the sun at 67,000 miles per hour, and the sun itself is screaming through the Milky Way galaxy at 500,000 miles per hour. Our Milky Way galaxy (which is just one of at least two trillion other galaxies in the known universe) is itself ripping through the universe at 1.5 million miles per hour. Stability? It’s a total illusion.²¹

		

		THE ILLUSION OF INDEPENDENT

		

		“We are here to awaken from the illusion of our separateness,” Thich Nhat Hanh has famously advised. The illusion that things are independent of each other—and that the world is independent of us—is perhaps the most difficult to penetrate, but cutting through this illusion is one way to cut through the façade of duality altogether. “The deep and penetrating experiential realization of this truth is like becoming lucid in a dream or waking up from the dream—the subject of experience still exists but is no longer deluded by its nature,” states philosopher Evan Thompson, who explains that “we habitually experience our self as if it were an independently real entity when in fact it doesn’t exist in that way or have that kind of being. Instead, it exists as dependently arisen and hence as empty of any independent reality.”²² Although the self is not “a subjective illusion,” Thompson writes, “the way that the self appears does involve an illusion. . . . The illusion—or delusion—is taking the self to have an independent existence.”²³

		No man or thing is an island, as Thich Nhat Hanh’s concept of interbeing emphasizes. Everything that arises does so as a result of a vast interdependent nexus. It’s not just a “web of life,” as in common parlance. It’s a web of everything. And if we violate that web, the result doesn’t just have spiritual consequences—the violation brings ecological disaster.

		Scientific disciplines including general systems theory, ecology, and deep ecology have a thing or two to say about this illusion of independence. At a personal level, you may look at your body as an independent entity, but every one of the trillions of atoms within you is on temporary loan from the universe. When you die, that loan is paid off as you return these atoms to your primordial lender, where they will be loaned out ad infinitum to create other transient forms. In Sanskrit it is considered impolite to say that someone has died. The more considerate expression is pancatvam gatah, or “they have returned to fiveness.” They have returned to the five elements.

		That body of yours is a mind-bending composite assembled from elements collected from every corner of this planet—a planet that itself is composed of far-flung elements gathered from throughout the cosmos. Physicist Chet Raymo writes:

		

		It would be wonderful to tag an atom of carbon . . . so that we could track its journey. . . . Every carbon atom that ever was, still is. The carbon atoms of the Earth’s crust were once, before the Earth was born, part of the dusty nebulas of space. A carbon atom on the surface of the Earth makes its way around and around like a pilgrim or a gypsy, now into a rock, now into the sea, now into the air, now into the body of a living creature. Its alliances are eclectic. For a while, it may join up with a couple of oxygens and travel the roads as CO2. Or it may take up with a larger crowd of nitrogens and hydrogens and oxygens in the protein of a mourning cloak butterfly. Or it may stick with its own kind in the regimented ranks of a diamond or a block of graphite.²⁴

		

		We are literally children of the Milky Way, suckling on the stars. “Think of it! Atoms flowing through creation like the wind,” muses Raymo. “Galaxies and stars, planets and moons, bacteria and blue whales, they are all merely arrangements of ninety-two atomic elements. Give me the ninety-two elements and I’ll give you a universe.”²⁵ Each of us—and everything else on Earth—is made of stardust. The lead in my pencil could be stamped “Made in Orion” as much as “Made in China,” Raymo says.

		The journey every atom makes is both cosmic and intimate. With each of the 23,000 breaths you take every day, you inhale 100,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 atoms from the cosmos, raw atomic material that then temporarily resides as the organs and tissues—the very structure—of your body. With each outbreath you exhale the same staggering amount of atoms, spewing your innards back out to the cosmos. The winds then pick up those previously intimate parts of you and scatter them around the globe, where other sentient beings will inhale specks of you the next time they gasp at a sunset.

		Conversely, right now you’re breathing in bits of beings from across history. At this very moment you likely have atoms in your body that were once in the body of the Buddha, or Hitler, or Christ, or Beethoven, or anyone else who has ever walked this planet. When the wisdom traditions proclaim that “Christ is within you,” the expression conveys more than spiritual rhetoric. Your body is a breathtaking mosaic with an astounding genealogy. Hamlet was speaking deeper truth when he said, “a King may go a progress through the guts of a beggar.” This is recycling at an unimaginable level—“repurposing” on a cosmic scale. Where are you in all this? Nowhere and everywhere. An independent “you” is a total illusion.

		Biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela directly challenge the illusion of independence in another way. Maturana and Varela assert that the nervous system does not gather information from “out there”—they maintain that nothing comes in from outside. The whole system is a closed circuit. The nervous system is a self-governing whole where inside and outside no longer have meaning. There are only coherences between sensation and behavior, impression and expression. Maturana says, “The description of the outside world is not about the outside world at all, it’s about us. . . . There is only experience to be explained. Epistemologically speaking there is nothing else.”²⁶

		Likewise challenging this illusion is an analysis by Buddhist author and physicist Jeremy Hayward, who uses an example of what happens when someone puts their hand on a hot stove, and offers a description of the person’s reaction from a nondual perspective:

		

		An external observer will say, “The organism withdrew its hand because it knew there was something hot there.” But the point of view of the nervous system is that stimulation of a sensory surface caused an imbalance in the system that was then compensated for by a response at the motor surface. The nervous system knew nothing of a stove, or anything other than the triggering perturbation at the sensory surface and its own consequent imbalance. It can clearly be seen that it is unnecessary to assume that there is anything in the nervous system that “represents” the hot stove [something “out there”] in this situation.²⁷

		

		To extend this line of thinking, imagine a crew of people who have spent their entire life underwater in a submarine. They can adjust their radar and sonar knobs to navigate through their terrain, and then register the effects of their adjustments to keep things on course, but they have no direct experience of a world outside the sub. External observers may talk about how the submarine “behaved,” but from the point of view of the crew—which is analogous to the nervous system—the crew simply responded to the internal states of their instruments in order to maintain a proper course.

		The confusion of these two perspectives, that of the crew and that of an outside observer, leads to the mistaken notion that the organism represents its environment to itself, when all it is doing from its own perspective is adjusting its internal states to sustain their coherence. As Maturana and Varela explain, “Entities such as beaches, reefs, or surface [outside objects] are valid only for an outside observer, not for the submarine or for the navigator who functions as a component of it.”²⁸ Elsewhere, Varela writes, “We can understand the world in which we find ourselves as neither separate nor distant. But also, as one where we find no fixed reference points left.”²⁹

		In 1991 Christine Skarda, a philosopher, theoretical neuroscientist, and soon-to-be Buddhist nun, put forth a radical idea that further challenges the illusion of independence. Skarda had been working at the University of California, Berkeley, on the classic problem of how brains get into relationship with independent external objects when suddenly, as she has recounted, “Everything turned inside out, and I saw that I had everything backwards.” Skarda discovered that her old ways of seeing had fooled her into an illusion of independence—and that actually her method of perceiving had shattered an original state of innate relatedness. Skarda realized that she and her fellow neuroscientists had been asking the wrong question.

		

		The real question wasn’t, “How does the subject get into relationship with independent objects that it then represents internally in its perceptual system?” Everything was already in relationship; there were no separate things. The real question was, “How do we get the experience of separate subjects and objects at all when in reality there are no breaks? No breaks between objects and also no breaks between the subject and the object.”³⁰

		

		According to Skarda’s colleague Eleanor Rosch, a professor of psychology and cognitive science, Skarda’s innovative perspective was that “the sense organs take in wholes and our neurons break them down”—which Rosch points out is a view completely different from anything previously theorized in any field of science.³¹ Walter Freeman, a giant in the field of neurobiology, considered Skarda a visionary, saying that her work had taught him that the model of representation was unnecessary—and beyond that, “it’s confusing, obfuscatory, and a cloak for ignorance. There are no representations in brains. This became a very important shift in paradigm.”³²

		Skarda was up against the limitations of the scientific method, however. Her nondual vision was neither testable nor measurable. No scientific tools were capable of proving her radical new paradigm, which puts it in the domain of philosophy or even spirituality. Skarda’s insights eventually led her to Buddhism, and finally into extensive retreat. Her life is a beautiful example of how hearing and contemplating can lead to the final step of meditating.

		The strength of Skarda’s view gave her the courage to enter the meditative path, for it is only in meditation that a nondual glimpse of reality can be nurtured into a sustained gaze. Science and philosophy can point you in this direction, but they won’t get you there. They offer the view, not the vehicle.³³

		From science to spirituality, the idea of an inside and an outside is heading for a fall. Thomas B. Czerner, a professor of ophthalmology, says, “Although the rich visual tapestry of your surroundings seems to be ‘out there’ and separate from you, this colorful creation is embroidered entirely within your brain.” As the eminent physicist John Wheeler bluntly put it, “There is no ‘out there’ out there.”

		


		CHAPTER 14

		

		MY FAVORITE ILLUSIONS

		

		We continue to be fascinated by trying to define substance, constantly trying to catch it, thinking that we have caught it but then losing it. We are endlessly lured by the material creations of our conceptions. Sublime beings, knowing the characteristics of each phenomenon and the nature of all phenomena, are never lured by anything. They abide in the infinite display of enlightenment’s empty appearance without trying to catch anything or being able to be caught.

		

		THINLEY NORBU

		

		Our journey into illusory form has challenged many fundamental axioms, things that we take for granted. To take something for granted is to take it as immutably real, and by this point you should know that’s a slippery thing to do. In this book we have attacked the fortress of self and the citadel of “other”; assaulted the stronghold of solid, lasting, and independent; and battered the traditional dualistic view of reality. We have invaded the inner sanctuary of ego. Every notion of the inviolate has been violated. This journey is not for the squeamish.

		The practice of illusory form is not only intellectually challenging, it’s emotionally unsettling. Part of you probably doesn’t want to hear any more about emptiness and illusion. These teachings reveal the human passion for ignorance and the ego’s need to hide out in the dark. It’s a lot easier to go along with the flow of conventional reality, even though it’s heading toward a cliff, than it is to turn against the torrent and swim upstream. By acknowledging your resistance, however, you can begin to work with the idea of emptiness and eventually befriend it.

		In confronting the futility of thing-thinking, I have found humor to be indispensable. Not taking things so seriously. As these teachings worked to shatter my view of reality, I took refuge in laughter and developed a sense of gallows humor. Reified reality is a big joke—with a very bad punch line. (You only have to remove one letter to transform its slaughter into laughter.) You may think you have all the information about reality, but as the science writer Tor Norretranders points out, “Jokes prove that the information [you have been given] is not consistent: that the words meant the opposite of what seemed to be the case at the start of the joke; that there was another context, which could reveal the paucity or incorrectness of the first one.” A good joke, says Norretranders, “must be built up consciously to allow for the punch line to yield a sudden and radical reinterpretation of everything said up to that point.”¹ A sudden and radical reinterpretation of everything you have known in your life (that things exist) is what delivers the punch line (surprise! no they don’t!)—a whack that wakes you up.

		Those of us who don’t get the foolishness of mere appearance, those who are still asleep, continue unknowingly to make fools of ourselves. The joke is on us, but we don’t get it. Like literal sleepwalkers, we keep bumping into things and doing things without knowing why we are doing them or what the consequences might be. When we hurt ourselves and others with our somnambulance, the divine comedy of life turns into wicked tragedy.

		

		THE ILLUSION OF THE PRESENT MOMENT

		

		To slice through the foolishness of solid, lasting, and independent, several other illusions warrant exposure through science and spirituality. One of these is the illusion of the present moment. Einstein’s theory of special relativity decimated traditional notions of time. One implication of special relativity is that the faster you go, the more time slows down. As something approaches the speed of light, time virtually stands still. The famous twin paradox is a thought experiment that suggests how twins would age differently depending on their respective velocities. If one twin took off on a rocket and traveled at extremely high speeds, upon her return to Earth she would find that her twin had aged more than herself. The time they experienced would be different. Which time is the real time? They’re both equally relative.²

		Einstein’s general theory of relativity proclaims that gravity also affects time. A clock in a strong gravitational field ticks more slowly than one in weak gravity. As Einstein wrote to a friend, “The distinction between past, present and future is only an illusion, however persistent.”

		You may feel that these observations about time have no relevance to your life because they deal with situations far removed from the ordinary. But in ordinary life, even though time is an illusion, look at how we allow it to imprison us. Examining the illusion of time can undermine the stability of things you take for granted, the axioms by which you live your life.

		Is my “now” the same as yours, for instance? If you live in Nepal and I live in Denver, your 2:00 a.m. is almost my 2:00 p.m. We’re a dozen time zones apart. In that sense, my now is not yours. When you gaze into the stars, you’re not seeing the stars as they are now. You’re looking into the dead past. Often billions of years into the past. The nearest star, our sun, is ninety-three million miles away, which means it takes about eight minutes for that light, traveling at 186,000 miles per second, to reach us. When you look at the sun, you’re not seeing it as it is, but as it was eight minutes ago. For all you know the sun could have disappeared, and you wouldn’t know about it until eight minutes after it vanished. The sun that you see is not as it really is.

		Of the hundreds of billions of suns in the visible universe, many of the ones you’re looking at don’t exist anymore. They’re dead and gone, but you won’t know that in your lifetime. A star at the edge of the known universe is almost fourteen billion light years away, which means you’d have to wait fourteen billion years to see what it’s up to “now.” Its now won’t register at your now for another fourteen billion years, which means its appearance, its now, is actually a “then.”

		When you walk along the beach and enjoy the sunrise, that’s another illusion. Earth’s atmosphere bends the rays of the sun like a lens, so you only see an image of the sun as it’s projected along the horizon, well before the physical sun is actually “there.” And of course, at the end of the day that glorious sunset is a mirage. The sun already set eight minutes ago. As the poet Li-Young Lee wrote, “All light is late.”

		A meditator inherently traffics with the notion of the present moment. Meditation, after all, is about returning to nowness. But even the present moment is an illusion. You would probably agree that the future does not yet exist and the past no longer exists. Past and future, seen from the perspective of the present, are easily seen to be illusory. But what in this context is the present? It’s an imaginary line drawn between two nonexistents. It too doesn’t truly exist. Turn this into a contemplation. See for yourself. Can you precisely locate the present moment? Like putting your finger on a bead of mercury, the present moment squirts to the side when you press the issue.

		I’m not suggesting that you give up on meditation and just shoot yourself—even though all this cutting through illusions may feel pretty nihilistic. What you need to locate is the right view, and what you need to shoot are your delusions. As a meditator, you return to the appearance of the present moment because it’s a lot more real than either the past or the future. But from an absolute perspective, the mindfulness that gets you to the present moment is still a provisional step. It gets you to now, and nowness can get you to eternity. The present moment is the only way in.

		The present moment is the funnel into what some Buddhist masters call the fourth moment—although the term is a misnomer because we’re not talking about a moment at all. We’re talking about a dimension of experience, entered via the doorway of the present, that transcends the traditional three moments of past, present, and future. The fourth moment is what the author Surya Das calls “Buddha Standard Time,” the time zone of the clear-light mind. It’s the unborn, and therefore undying, dimension of your being that never enters space and time, and that offers the eternal life that so many crave: “If by eternity is understood not endless temporal duration but timelessness, then he lives eternally who lives in the present,” said the philosopher Wittgenstein. Here is the real fountain of youth.³ But in order to enter this deathless time zone, you have to die. Ego, which is exclusively identified with the forms and manifestations of time, has to let go of these illusions—and therefore itself. It has to run out of time.

		

		THE ILLUSION OF FREE WILL

		

		Science and spirituality also have a few things to say about free will, one of our most coveted freedoms. We all think we’re more or less in control of our own mind. We make conscious decisions driven by our own volition. We mostly do what we want to do. Or do we? Philosopher David Hume referred to the problem of free will as the most contentious issue in metaphysics. Psychologist Susan Blackmore asserts that free will is “the most discussed problem in all of philosophy, going back to the ancient Greeks and beyond.”⁴

		The idea of free will is closely connected to the idea of self—the central delusion to be dispelled on the spiritual path. Remove the primary illusion of the self and watch all the other illusions dissolve. Ego is the mother of all illusions, relentlessly projecting itself upon the world, freezing the world in its twisted image. Melt the projector and nothing is projected. Anyone who has seen through the illusion of self can take the next step to seeing free will as an illusion. Whose will is free? Blackmore writes, “Not only do we attribute [project] desires and intentions to others, but we suppose that we have an inner self who has the same kinds of desires and intentions and who makes things happen. So when we get the feeling of having willed something, it is the feeling that ‘I’ did it.”⁵ Remove the “I” and you’ve removed any notion of free will.

		As you aim to get to that point, some findings from science can act as a solvent to help you dissolve these illusions. According to neuroscientists Hans Kornhuber and Lüder Deecke, the brain displays what’s called a readiness potential—an electrical shift that reveals that an action is being prepared. They discovered that when subjects decided to move a finger, for example, a full second before they did so their brains indicated that they were getting ready for the act. So, then: when do we consciously decide to initiate an act? The conscious decision cannot take place at the same moment the readiness potential starts because that would mean that it takes a full second from the instant of the decision to the onset of action. Our common experience destroys that notion. It might take a flash of a second to initiate a movement, but not a full second. An act is initiated before we consciously decide to carry it out.

		In a series of revolutionary experiments building on those of Kornhuber and Deecke, neurophysiologist Benjamin Libet showed that people had the conscious willing of a movement about three hundred milliseconds after the onset of muscle activity. EEG recordings also showed that neurons in the motor cortex associated with the movement became active a full second before any actual movement could be measured. If the brain starts something before the conscious “I” decides to act, where’s free will?

		Explaining the notion of “readiness potential”—that your brain, and not your conscious mind, makes the decision to move your muscles—Libet writes, “The brain evidently ‘decides’ to initiate or, at the least, prepare to initiate the act at a time before there is any reportable subjective awareness that such a decision has taken place. It is concluded that cerebral initiation even of a spontaneous voluntary act . . . can and usually does begin unconsciously.”⁶ Consciousness, then, is not the initiator of an action. Unconscious processes are. Consciousness may claim that it makes your decisions, but consciousness isn’t even there when the decision is made. You’re fooled yet again.

		Using fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) technology, other researchers have observed that brain signals predict some decisions up to seven seconds before you make a conscious choice. The neuroscientists Stephen Macknik and Susana Martinez-Conde write, “This means that parts of your brain can sometimes know what choices you are going to make several seconds before you become consciously aware of them. Because these brain areas are clearly active with information indicating the choice you are about to make, well ahead of the time that you consciously feel you’ve made a decision . . . you may be convinced that your decision was a free, open choice, but it’s just not true.”⁷

		Psychologist Daniel Wegner, author of The Illusion of Conscious Will, says, “When we look at ourselves, we perceive a simple and often astonishing apparent causal sequence—I thought of it and it happened—when the real causal sequence underlying our behavior is complex, multi-threaded, and unknown to us as it happens.”⁸ Wegner proposes that the feeling of free will happens in three stages. First, the brain begins planning for an action. Second, this brain activity gives rise to thoughts about the action. Third, the action happens—and we jump to the false conclusion that our thoughts, as free will, caused the action.

		We can react very quickly during accidents and the like, but things that need to happen quickly happen preconsciously—and therefore without conscious will. For example, there are countless stories during war or natural disaster of someone risking their life for a total stranger. Why would anyone do such a thing? They do so precisely because they don’t have time to think about it. They don’t have time for the self-serving ego to barge in and say, “Wait a second, let’s think about this.” They’re acting from a deeper superconscious place.

		The illusion of free will is illuminated in bodhisattva activity, which arises spontaneously from the “unconscious” (superconscious) clear-light mind. When the conscious ego is temporarily stunned out of existence by traumatic experience, you “come to your (deepest and nondual) senses,” and the unconscious clear-light mind takes over. You naturally reach out to save another because in those instances there is no sense of other. You’re risking your life to save “yourself.” Zen teacher David Loy writes,

		

		In the case of action . . . mental “overlay” of intention also superimposes thought on action and thereby sustains the illusion of a separate agent; but without such a thought-superimposition no distinction is experienced between agent and act, or between mind and body. Nondual action is spontaneous (because [it is] free from objectified intention), effortless (because [it is] free from the reified “I” that must exert itself), and “empty” (because one wholly is the action, there is not the dualistic awareness of an action).⁹

		

		With the clear-light mind, there’s no lag time. At this deep level, body and mind are synchronized. The clear-light mind acts when action is required, without regard for oneself, because at this level there is no self. You become a spectator to your own actions, so to speak. Time slows down or disappears. Everything becomes surreal, or super-real. You’ve entered the timeless zone of your deepest heart-mind and you spontaneously do what needs to be done. Welcome to Buddha Standard Time.

		The dualistic ego, in contrast, has to figure things out before it acts, and that takes time.¹⁰ It takes a second for the ego to split reality into self and other and then to act from that fractured stance. At this surface level, body and mind are not synchronized. That is, the ego’s perspective is out of synch and self-conscious compared to the superconsciousness of the clear-light mind—for which there’s no hesitation, no split-second delay, no split anything.¹¹

		From the perspective of the clear-light mind, you’re utterly liberated from conventional free will, or the desire to act on your own behalf, because at this deepest level you are bound to reality, not to the ego. It’s an absolute level of freedom found in bondage to reality and to others. Acting as a representative of reality, you do what needs to be done with no delay—because there’s literally no time, and therefore no time for reference back to the self.¹² From which Suzuki Roshi concludes: “Strictly speaking, there are no enlightened beings. There is only enlightened activity.”¹³

		

		

		“The you that you think you are has no free will,” writes Christopher Wallis, “but the You that you really are is nothing but free will.”¹⁴

		

		

		Returning to science as a solvent for the illusion of personal free will, let’s go deeper into where that intractable feeling comes from. Norretranders describes studies that have led “to an even more astonishing realization that consciousness performs a temporal readjustment backward, so that awareness of an outer stimulus is experienced as if it occurred immediately after the stimulus, even though in fact half a second passes before we become conscious of it.”¹⁵ It’s a fudging of the temporal books. Consciousness is lying to itself and hasn’t the slightest clue that it’s doing so; we don’t see that we don’t see—the very definition of non-lucidity. It’s a blind spot in the mind’s eye, or as cognitive scientist Douglas Hofstadter puts it, “the mind’s I”—the ego. The ego may think it’s doing the acting, but that’s an illusion.

		Does this mean that you’re a hapless victim of the dictates of your unconscious mind, trapped in a deterministic universe? Happily, no. Here’s the final and critical point about the illusion of exercising free will: consciousness occurs after the brain has gone into action, but before you physically act. In other words, you don’t have to act out everything that the brain and your unconscious mind sends up. Libet talks about this as veto power. Consciousness cannot initiate an action, but it can decide on whether or not it should be carried out. As Libet writes, “Processes associated with individual responsibility and free will would operate not to initiate a voluntary act but to select and control volitional outcomes.”¹⁶ You may not be able to control your urges, but you can control your actions.¹⁷

		This idea has enormous implications for any meditator. It means that when you sit in meditation, you can’t really control what pops into your mind, and you shouldn’t even try.¹⁸) You cannot stop the play of your mind. As Milarepa sang, “Mind’s impulse to sudden thought cannot be stopped by hundreds with spears. . . . The movement of thinking mind cannot be locked in an iron box.”¹⁹ But what you can and should try to control is your relationship to what comes up. Developing a proper and open relationship to the contents of your mind is the essence of meditation.²⁰ You do have veto power. You don’t have to speak or act on everything you think or feel.

		Free will operates through a central aspect of meditation: learning what to accept and what to reject. Veto power means that while you may not have free will, you do have free won’t. You can choose: I won’t act on that selfish thought; I won’t give in to the urge to raise my voice; I won’t cheat on my partner.

		

		

		The practice of illusory speech is based on an understanding that we solidify speech by bringing meaning and value to the words of others. “What would people say?” carries weight. Reputations are created and destroyed with words. A marriage or monastic vow can restrict experience almost as much as a physical container. The Ten Commandments, for example, are powerful restraints.

		The Buddhist tradition articulates ten virtuous and nonvirtuous deeds, distributed among the actions of body, speech, and mind. Four out of ten are dedicated to speech: lying, slander, harsh speech, and idle talk. So the category of “wrong speech” has more nonvirtuous actions than either wrong mental acts or wrong physical acts. Gossip is a mixture of lying, slander, harsh speech, and idle talk. Gossip and rumormongering usually involve trying to get others to agree with our views, to help us make our views more solid and real. When we’re not so sure about something, we solicit gossip to help us reinforce our unstable impressions.

		

		

		Religions and spiritual traditions offer so many restraining orders because until the egoic mind is transcended, it must be restrained.²¹ Notice how most of the Ten Commandments are of the “Thou shalt not” variety. Many of the Buddhist Lojong, or “mind training,” slogans also focus on “don’t.”²² And the five precepts of Buddhism are (1) don’t harm living things, (2) don’t take what is not given, (3) don’t engage in sexual misconduct, (4) don’t lie or gossip, and (5) don’t consume intoxicating substances. The Koran exhorts readers to restrain themselves, as do the Torah and the Upanishads. Hinduism espouses nonviolence (Ahimsa), nonadultery (Brahmacharya), no desire to possess or steal (Asteya), noncorruption (Aparighara), and the like. Just as parents restrain the indulgent behavior of their unruly children, teaching them what to accept and what to reject, the great traditions nurture their spiritual children in a similar way. Like a judge issuing a restraining order on an uncontrollable person, the wisdom traditions exhort—or command—restraint. This is also why laws and regulatory agencies are needed. Without these everyday restraining orders, the egoic agenda runs amok.

		A popular brand slogan proclaims, “Just do it.” But “Just don’t do it” should be equally touted. While the spiritual path is about opening up and saying yes to whatever arises, it’s also about learning how to say no to actions born from those arisings, refraining from behavior triggered by thoughts and emotions that would be harmful to self and other.²³ In the end, when you’re making choices and trying to apply free will, think about it this way: If it’s helpful to others, don’t think about it—just do it. If it’s hurtful, don’t even think about it—just don’t do it.

		

		THE ILLUSION OF CHOICE

		

		When we explore the illusion of free will, we inevitably find ourselves also talking about choice, where again a bit of science reveals the illusion behind our everyday assumptions. For instance, researchers Petter Johansson and Lars Hall have identified a form of inattentional blindness they call choice blindness, which demonstrates our lack of awareness of our own decisions and preferences.²⁴ In a classic experiment, subjects were asked to taste two different fruit jams, such as cherry and blueberry, and then told to choose their favorite. Let’s say you choose cherry. You’re then offered another taste of the one you selected as your favorite (cherry) and asked to explain why you chose it. Do you think you would notice if the jams were swapped and the one you tasted was actually the one you initially rejected (blueberry)? Johannson and Hall found that fewer than 20 percent of the subjects in their study noticed that they had tasted the jam they just rejected. Even when the offered tastes differed widely, from bitter to sweet, still 80 percent of the subjects were fooled.

		Johansson and Hall report that participants in their choice blindness studies “often fail to notice glaring mismatches between their intentions and outcomes, while nevertheless being prepared to offer introspectively derived reasons [versus the real reasons] for why they chose the way they did.”²⁵ In other words, not only do you often fail to notice when you’re presented with something different from what you truly want or initially chose, you then come up with compelling reasons to defend your “free choice.”

		The illusion of free choice has profound implications in daily life, from the mate you choose, to the politicians you vote for, to the products you buy. Magicians frequently use choice blindness to fool someone from the audience into thinking they’re freely choosing a card in a deck or a specific page in a book. Using a method called forcing, magicians will con (force) you into thinking you’ve made a free choice, when in reality the magician knows in advance exactly what you will choose. Although they may seem to read your mind, they’re actually only reading what they planted in your mind. Whether a choice involves a harmless magic trick or is part of a more serious cascade of choices, such as the gradual slide toward social upheaval that can occur under a master political manipulator, or when some other mentalists have you in their grip, your sense of free will and choice is an illusion. Stephen Macknik and Susana Martinez-Conde write:

		

		Forcing works because your brain is on a constant, active lookout for order, pattern, and explanation and has a built-in abhorrence of the random, the patternless, the nonnarrable. In the absence of explicability, you impose it. When you think you are choosing something, but the choice is changed on you or distorted in some way, you nevertheless stick to your guns and justify your “choice.”²⁶

		

		THE ILLUSION OF REAL MEMORY

		

		Along with undermining the reality of our cherished illusions of choice, free will, and the present moment, science can be used to scrutinize the illusion of real memory. One of our most treasured capacities is the ability to remember. Learning can’t occur without recall. Love is sustained by recollection. Music only has meaning with memory. The loss of memory is tragic, virtually synonymous with “losing your mind.” My mother suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, and the defeat of her memory was devastating.

		Psychologist Sue Blackmore writes:

		

		Memory plays a crucial role in perception, to the extent that the processes of memory and perception cannot be separated. . . . We create all the time a model of self in the world. It is continuously built up from and checked against sensory information and backed up by memory. The result is that we seem to be a person located inside a body, perceiving a stable external world. . . . The separation of information based on input and that from memory is not trivial. Information from external and internal sources is amalgamated very early in perceptual processing.²⁷

		

		In other words, memory is intimately involved in our perception of reality and actually helps us construct it. But memory has a deeper shadow side. Remembrance is about holding onto things, and anytime holding is involved you have to be careful. Specifically, memories are where you generate and hold on to your sense of identity. In the diabolical trinity of solid, lasting, and independent, it is mostly memory that creates the illusion of lasting. So the trick is to use your memories, but not to let them use you. If you examine the illusory nature of memory, you’ll discover that when you stand on your memories, you’re standing on quicksand.

		Memory may feel like a single and dependable resource, like a (memory) bank where you reliably deposit and withdraw events from your life. But that reliability is an illusion. Memory itself is comprised of at least four major subdivisions that collectively conspire to create the sense of continuity and stability. Declarative memory is about facts; semantic memory encrypts definitions, meanings, and concepts in general; autobiographical or episodic memory encodes experiences from your past; and procedural or muscle memory is how you register information related to physical skills, like tennis or typing. Athletes, dancers, and the like are proficient in procedural memory. Scholars and lawyers are gifted with declarative memory.

		The unsettling fact is that all your memories are highly fallible. You may feel like you’re just hitting the replay button on the DVR of your mind, but every time you’re recalling an event you’re actually reconstructing it. Macknik and Martinez-Conde describe how this works:

		

		When your brain lays down a new memory, what it actually encodes is a sparse constellation of personal details and meaningful junctures. When your brain later retrieves the memory, it uses that constellation as a scaffold for reconstructing the original experience. As the memory plays out in your mind, you may have the strong impression that it’s a high-fidelity record, but only a few of its contents are truly accurate. The rest of it is a bunch of props, backdrops, casting extras, and stock footage your mind furnishes on the fly in an unconscious process known as confabulation.²⁸

		

		“Confabulation” is a fabulous term that means “to invent, fabricate, make up,” and is closely allied to our key word “vikalpa.” A confabulation is a fantasy that has unconsciously emerged as a “fact” in memory, what psychologist and memory expert Elizabeth Loftus calls imagination inflation. It’s a secondary application of the critical importance in distinguishing between appearance (your memory of what happened) and reality (what really did). The embarrassing point is that most of our memories, especially the distant ones, are a pack of “hand me down” lies. And the most poignant of these lies is our very sense of self. Dream scientist Allan Hobson writes, “Memory is fleeting and if it weren’t renewed it would probably disappear. Even the sense of self could be considered remembered and has to be relearned every night.”

		When an event is recalled, what was confabulated during one act of recall gets mixed into the next recollection. The confabulation can then become a permanent feature of the memory, indistinguishable from the original. In other words, you take the confabulation to be real, which leads to obvious problems. As the quote goes, with (appropriately) unfixed attribution: “Some of the worst things in my life never even happened.” Your memory isn’t an accurate copy of some original event. It’s a copy of a copy of a copy . . . and with every new copy, or remembering, more fudging occurs. Your memory is only as good as your last recollection of something, which is why Grandpa’s story about a childhood event is a bit different every time he tells it. He thinks he’s recalling an actual event, but it’s just the thousandth copy of a copy on a printer with the toner running out.²⁹

		The brain stores information in pieces, and “calling up” a memory is actually constructing it, like gathering the pieces of a puzzle. But it’s a very slippery puzzle. The number of pieces and the shapes of the pieces keep changing.

		In a classic study, Loftus was able to implant false memories in people and demonstrated that eyewitness accounts can be manipulated.³⁰ This is a big deal. For instance, since the 1990s, when DNA testing was first introduced, researchers have reported that 73 percent of the 239 convictions overturned through DNA testing were based on eyewitness testimony.³¹ Eyewitnesses are often mistaken. What they frequently “witness” is their unconscious confabulations. As Loftus puts it, “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, or whatever it is you think you remember?”

		This inherent fudging of memory has enormous implications in every aspect of life, from legal issues, to therapy (repressed emotional trauma unearthed from past “real” events), to politics, to advertising. Memory illusions of every conceivable variety arise out of your need to make sense of the world. In your desire to make sense, you make up. You confabulate.

		When you ruminate about something, you’re usually replaying old memories. A psychologist would say that 95 percent of what you think today is a rehashing of what you thought yesterday, which is a rehashing of what you thought the day before. You only have to sit in meditation for a week to see the truth of this. It’s the same old story with a slightly different twist, a twist that wrings the truth out of the original event. Every time you hit the replay button on the memory of some event, you’re smearing that memory and event with your confabulations. You’re spinning your web of lies and getting caught in your own tangled deceptions.

		

		

		Another way to cut through form, and establish that the world you see around you is a dream, is to look at the experience of yesterday from the perspective of today. When you were living it, yesterday felt so solid and real. But from the perspective of today, it seems like a dream. Now look at today from the perspective of tomorrow. Doesn’t today appear more dreamlike from tomorrow’s perspective? Or look at last week from the perspective of today, or last year. So right now: are you dreaming? How solid will today look from the view of next week, or next year?

		

		

		Brain imaging cannot tell the difference between a false memory and a true memory, nor can psychoanalysis. Neurologist Oliver Sacks wrote:

		

		There is, it seems, no mechanism in the mind or the brain for ensuring the truth. . . . We have no direct access to historical truth . . . no way by which the events of the world can be directly transmitted or recorded in our brains; they are experienced and constructed in a highly subjective way. . . . Our only truth is narrative truth, the stories we tell each other and ourselves–the stories we continually recategorize and refine.³²

		

		Ego is always on the lookout for order, pattern, and continuity in order to create a sense of security. It is averse to chaos, to the patternless, to discontinuity—it resists the dreamlike nature of things. When order and pattern aren’t present, ego imposes them. The difference is subtle but substantial between pattern recognition (which is often the basis of insight and creativity) and pattern imposition (which is a cousin of confabulation).³³

		Like psychotherapy, Buddhist spirituality is a means of recognizing patterns while exposing our confabulations, the lies that we unsuspectingly tell ourselves and then share as truths to others. Buddhism exposes these lies by revealing the fundamental confabulation of ego, the mother of all lies, the progenitor of all false appearances. On one level it should come as no surprise. If the relative ground of your reality is based on a lie, everything built on that slippery slope will echo the primordial mistruth.

		

		SO WHAT?

		

		Solid, lasting, and independent snare you. Memories trap you. Time imprisons you. When you bring these delusions (which for most of us are unconscious givens) into your awareness, you can better understand your captors. It’s easier to make a jailbreak if you know what the jail is made of. By contemplating the illusions of everyday life, you can break free of them and experience the world as it truly is.

		This process of liberation consists of four steps. First, you identify the ego’s illusions. If you don’t do this you’ll continue to be fooled and forever mistake the illusions to be real. (The first step in solving a problem is realizing you have one.) Second, like asking a magician for the secret to his tricks, you learn how these illusions fool you. You discover how you constantly pull the wool over your own eyes and why you do so. Both science and spirituality can help you understand that secret. And third, by pulling the wool away from your eyes, you discover the truth behind the illusion. Illusion only has meaning when it’s set in contrast to reality. Erase the illusion, and reality stands out.

		The fourth step takes place once reality is revealed: you now work to stabilize the revelation. You’ve been tricking yourself for so long that even when the truth is finally revealed, you’ll tend to fall back into the illusion because of the power of habit (karma). The magic spell cast by the ego is formidable.

		Every meditator shares the same challenges: our family has unconsciously tricked us; our friends, our teachers, and virtually everyone on this planet conspires to sustain the illusion.³⁴ Our job is to puncture these illusions, to gain a glimpse of the reality behind them, and to transform the glimpse into a steady gaze. But the peer pressure of sustaining the collective dream is daunting and should not be underestimated. Sociologist James Coleman wrote,

		

		There is no surer way of being ostracized and excluded than threatening the dream your fellows share. . . . If we do stray, we are told in countless subtle and not-so-subtle ways to get back on the path [of collective delusion]. A smirk, a cutting bit of sarcasm, or a cold stare quickly reminds us of the fate that waits those who threaten those cherished dreams. Such is the power of those dreams that few people see through them until they lead into a maelstrom of suffering, and even then, such insight is more the exception than the rule.³⁵

		

		In the context of the practice of illusory form, to be “asleep” is to be taking illusions to be real: you don’t know that you don’t know. You’re not living the dream; you’re living the lie. You have no interest in waking up because you don’t even know you’re asleep. You’re living on automatic ignorance. Sadly, this non-lucid state envelops most of the world.

		Then something happens that starts to wake you up, and you come to know that you don’t know. Something rattles your world—death, disaster, or personal chaos—and you get a glimpse that something is off. You feel a rip in your cozy world, a bitter taste of emptiness. Thus is born the seeker and the quest to know. You enter the spiritual path.

		As you progress along the path, you eventually come to know that you know. You see all the tricks of ego, and you’re no longer fooled. You see through the façade with your spiritual eyes; you discover the folly of samsara and renounce it. In Buddhism, this moment is called the path of seeing (a glimpse of the truth), which matures into the path of meditation (stabilizing the glimpse).

		Finally you come to the stage at which you “don’t know that you know.” You’re running on automatic wisdom. You’re fully awake and have attained the path of no more learning, or Buddhahood. All the wool has been fully and permanently pulled away from your eyes. The abysmal magic show of samsara is over.

		


		CHAPTER 15

		

		THE CREATIVE POWER OF THE MIND

		

		Lucid dreams gently challenge and nudge us toward greater satisfaction and pride in our actual roles as magnificent creators.

		

		JUDITH MALAMUD

		

		The dream as a dream does not permit you to doubt its reality. It is the same in the waking state, for you are unable to doubt the reality of the world which you see while you are awake. How can the mind which has itself created the world accept it as unreal?

		

		RAMANA MAHARSHI

		

		One of the wonders of lucid dreaming and dream yoga is the opportunity they provide to explore the creative power of the mind. Never are these powers more evident than during a dream, where entire worlds are created that seem just as real as the physical world. If you buy into your nocturnal dreams, they have the power to hurl you into hell with terrifying nightmares, or propel you into ecstatic realms of bliss. Such is the godlike power of the mind as it’s unleashed in the nighttime dream. Similarly, if you buy into the power of that same mind during the day, it has the ability to hurl you into heaven or hell during your waking life. Whether you know it or not, you are a creative genius. Day or night the message is the same: samsara and nirvana are not “out there.” They are both “dreamed up” by the mind.

		At the most fundamental level is the power of the mind to reify reality, to freeze it into solid, lasting, and independent forms. But you’ve lost the ability to detect this form of psychic power, because its effects have been happening for so long. You’ve fallen asleep in your creative display. To gain a deeper appreciation of this power, let’s look at three well-known ways the mind “creates” reality: the placebo effect, multiple personality disorder, and hypnosis.

		

		THE PLACEBO EFFECT

		

		The profundity of the common placebo effect has vast implications. “Placebo effect” is in fact a misnomer; it’s actually a “mind effect,” and it’s the most reliable effect in pharmacology. Placebos are a compelling demonstration of the mind-body confluence and the remarkable ability of the mind to affect matter.

		Studies using brain-imaging techniques (fMRI, CAT scans, PET scans) have shown that the brain virtually cannot tell the difference between something that is physically perceived and something that is visualized. The visual cortex is hard at work whether you’re seeing, dreaming, or visualizing. Think about a zebra, and your visual cortex will fire. Even memories are played back through your visual cortex. For the brain and the body, what is visualized (or dreamed) is just as real as what is physically perceived. Sleep scientist Stephen LaBerge writes, “The events we experience while asleep and dreaming produce effects on our brains (and to a lesser extent, bodies) remarkably similar to those that would be produced if we were actually to experience the corresponding events while awake. . . . Perhaps this is why dreams seem so real: To our brains, dreaming of doing something is equivalent to actually doing it.”¹ This is why a nightmare can make your heart pound and your body sweat, and a sexual dream can give you a physical orgasm.

		In a similar way, your brain often cannot tell the difference between belief (if you are given a placebo) and reality (if you are given a pharmaceutical drug). Thirty-five percent of people given a placebo will experience significant physical effects. Their body changes as a result of their beliefs. “I’ll believe it when I see it” is replaced with “I’ll see it when I believe it.” Countless studies have shown that patients given a sugar pill will demonstrate the desired medicinal effect. Over 50 percent of the time, placebos have proven to be as effective as aspirin or even morphine. Researchers estimate that 30 to 60 percent of analgesia is from the placebo effect. This means that even though aspirin does have proven physical effects, up to 60 percent of those effects may be delivered by your belief in the power of aspirin.

		

		

		In his best-selling book Anatomy of an Illness, journalist Norman Cousins—who became a founder of the UCLA School of Medicine program in psychoneuroimmunology—famously made the case that placebos work “not because of any magic in the tablet but because the human body is its own best apothecary and because the most successful prescriptions are those filled by the body itself.”²

		

		

		Scientists have documented dozens of medical conditions including angina, ulcers, arthritis, Parkinson’s disease, multiple sclerosis, cancer, diabetes, asthma, hypertension, and fevers that have been responsive to placebos. Warts have been removed with a placebo dye. In one provocative finding, so-called sham surgery (where a patient receives sedation, an incision, but no actual surgery) relieved the pain of osteoarthritis better than an actual surgery (arthroscopy) and also produced an equal improvement in joint function.³ In one study, two groups of volunteers were given exactly the same placebo and told it was a new pain drug. One group was told that their pill cost $2.50; the other group was told that their pill cost ten cents. When researchers administered electrical shocks to the volunteers’ wrists, 85 percent of those who were given the $2.50 pill said they felt less pain, while only 61 percent of those given the ten-cent pill reported less pain. This suggests that the more expensive the drug, the stronger the placebo effect.⁴

		The opposite of the placebo effect is the nocebo effect—when belief has adverse results. Doctors have found that patients who are made to feel anxious before surgery needed more opiates after surgery to control their pain. If you expose people who say they’re sensitive to the electromagnetic radiation of cell phones to fake radiation, they often get severe headaches. In a remarkable study, researchers found that Chinese Americans died younger than expected if they were born in a year that was astrologically linked to poor lung health. They would die an average of five years earlier from lung-related diseases than someone who was also dealing with the same disease but born in another year. How much sooner a person died also depended on the strength of their commitment to traditional Chinese culture—and in particular their belief in Chinese astrology.⁵ Belief literally kills.

		In her book Sleep Paralysis: Night-mares, Nocebos, and the Mind Body Connection, Shelley Adler (a professor of family and community medicine at the University of California, San Francisco) describes her research about another nocebo effect in which the power of belief seems to have been responsible for the deaths of at least 117 Hmong men. Adler’s work focused on the cultural phenomenon of “nocturnal pressing spirit attacks,” which is closely associated with atonia and sleep paralysis. Atonia occurs when the muscles of the body are immobilized to prevent you from acting out your dreams. It usually happens without any awareness and is therefore harmless. Sleep paralysis is when the sleeper becomes aware of this atonia. If you don’t understand what’s happening, the paralysis can be terrifying.

		

		

		In traditional cultures, sleep paralysis is frequently connected with nocturnal evil. In China this paralysis is called bei gui ya (“held by a ghost”), the Japanese call it kanashibari (“the devil stepping on the sleeper’s chest”), Hungarians refer to it as boszorkany-nyomas (“witches’ pressure”), and Indonesians call it digeunton (“pressed on”). In Newfoundland, the spirit that comes during sleep paralysis is called the Old Hag, and the experience is referred to as a grog, or “hag ridden.” The Dutch call the presence of the Old Hag nachtmerrie, the “night-mare,” which comes from the German mahr or Old Norse mara and denoted a supernatural being that “lay on people’s chests, suffocating them.”⁶

		

		

		The Hmong men studied by Adler had been displaced from their homeland in Laos after the Vietnam War, eventually settling in the United States. Over the course of several years, these healthy young men started dying in their sleep from a mysterious illness. Doctors named this enigmatic killer sudden unexpected nocturnal death syndrome, or SUNDS. Adler determined that when the displaced Hmong men experienced sleep paralysis, instead of understanding the harmless nature of this experience, they believed they were being assaulted by harmful spirits because of their sloppy spiritual worship. In their new environment, the Hmong had found themselves unable to worship in a way they considered proper, and as one man explained to Adler, “When the Hmong don’t worship properly, do not perform the religious ritual properly or forget to sacrifice or whatever, then the ancestor spirits or the village spirits do not want to guard them. That’s why the evil spirit is able to come and get them.” The scientific explanation for SUNDS is ventricular fibrillation, a fatal heart attack in the absence of cardiovascular disease, triggered by extreme terror. In essence, then, the Hmong men were killed by their belief in spirits.

		Adler writes, “Since meaning has biological consequences, and meanings vary across cultures, biology can operate differently in different contexts. In other words, biology is ‘local’—the ‘same’ biological processes in different places have different ‘effects’ on people.”⁷ That is to say, the mind directly affects biology or physical reality.⁸

		

		MULTIPLE PERSONALITIES

		

		Some of the most mind-bending demonstrations of the mind’s creative power come from the accounts of those suffering from dissociative identity disorder, or DID (previously called multiple personality disorder). By 1990 more than 20,000 cases of this disorder had been diagnosed in the United States alone. Researchers of DID have extensively documented instances in which a person’s body undergoes radical and often instantaneous transformation, depending on the personality that takes over. For example, one personality can be nearsighted, only to become farsighted when a new personality (“underself” or “co-consciousness”) takes over. One personality might be diabetic, have a tumor, be color-blind, or be allergic to citrus juice or cats, while another personality in the same body is not.⁹ A drunk can instantly become sober when a new persona takes over, and eye color can change on the spot.

		With DID, if an adult personality is given a drug dosage and a child personality (in the same adult body) takes over, the “child” can experience an overdose. Dr. Gretchen Sliker reports, “In the areas of neurophysiology, dramatic changes in physiological process have been observed and studied as multiples switch from one personality to another: brain wave patterns, changes in muscle tone, in blood flow, in dermatological reactions, allergies, and disease states.”¹⁰ Artistic talents, IQ, and foreign language ability can also change between personalities.

		Some examples described in a 1988 paper in the journal Dissociation are striking: One of the first reported cases of DID was in 1811, where a Mary Reynolds would assume a new personality—for up to five weeks on end—that was deaf and blind (whereas the “base” personality could see and hear). Another woman named Estelle would switch to a new personality that was paralyzed, leaving her unable to walk.¹¹ From being completely normal to being deaf, blind, or paralyzed—such is the power of the mind over the body.

		The same paper describes rigorous tests conducted on people with DID to evaluate changes across personalities “in virtually every organ system of the body.” These changes often occur in less than five seconds and bring about profound physiological alterations. Blood draws change on the spot, meaning that one personality has an entirely different set of antibodies or platelets. One personality might demonstrate headaches, “unexplained pain or insensitivity to pain,” “alterations in respiration, gastrointestinal disturbances, menstrual irregularities, sexual dysfunction,” and “differential responses to medication.” Other personalities might manifest seizures, heart palpitations, sudden loss of voice (or change in voice), and changes not only in handwriting but even in handedness (going from righthanded to left-handed). One personality might sweat profusely in a hot room, while the next personality in the same body is insensitive to heat. A personality might be anorexic or bulimic or manifest a sudden rash. In one case a patient developed needle track marks when she switched to a drug-addicted personality, while another patient developed “welts and marks on his back and legs when undergoing flashbacks of physical beatings.”¹²

		

		

		The phenomenon of stigmata (Greek, “to brand”) is another example of the power of the unconscious mind on the physical body. Stigmata is the spontaneous and physically unprovoked discharge of blood from wounds on the body, replicating those of Christ on the cross. Stigmatics have been known to bleed up to a pint and a half per day from these wounds. As early as 1894, 320 documented cases had been reported, and thousands more have been documented since then. A stigmatic’s wounds tend to match the placement of the wounds on his or her favorite crucifix. In some cases the skin forms what looks like the head of a nail protruding from the wound, and some stigmatics can open and close their wounds at will.¹³

		

		

		HYPNOSIS

		

		Hypnosis offers yet one more window into the power of the mind. The examples are legion. A hypnotized subject can be told that a feather that is about to touch them is red hot, and when contact is made a blister appears. Hypnosis has been used for the removal of warts and other skin conditions, as well as the removal of birthmarks. Numerous studies have shown that a hypnotized person can influence even major bodily processes usually considered out of conscious control. Hemophiliacs have been able to stop their uncontrolled bleeding with self-hypnosis. Surgical procedures can be performed with only hypnotic anesthesia to control pain. (I am trained in medical hypnosis and use it on consenting patients for minor surgical procedures, without recourse to any local anesthetic.) Hypnotized subjects can also control allergic reactions, heart rate, body temperature, nearsightedness, blood flow patterns, and even their physical development. Neuroscientist Candace Pert writes:

		

		The famed psychiatrist and hypnotherapist Milton Erickson addressed the subconscious minds of several young women who, although having been subjected to all kinds of hormone injections, remained completely flat-chested. He suggested to them while they were in a deep trance that their breasts would become warm and tingly and would start to grow. Although none of them could remember anything that happened in his office, all grew breasts within two months.¹⁴

		

		A subject can be told that when they come out of their hypnotic trance a particular physical object, like a chair, will no longer be visible to them. The subject can then look directly at the chair and literally not see it.¹⁵ Sensory data from the outside world is highly edited by unconscious processes, which can completely dominate conscious experience.

		

		MALLEABILITY AND DE-HYPNOSIS

		

		That the body can change so dramatically and quickly in response to the creative power of the mind—as occurs with placebos and nocebos, dissociations that manifest as multiple personality, and the control over physical processes enabled by hypnosis—suggests that the body is highly fluid and malleable. Dr. Pert says that the body is more like a flickering flame than a hunk of meat. The body as you usually relate to it (hunk of meat) is an illusion. Seen properly, it’s a quivering pattern of constant transformation. Science writer James Kingsland concludes,

		

		A cynic might cite such experiments as evidence these phenomena are “all in the mind.” They might be right, though one might just as plausibly dismiss our five senses, our thoughts, and emotions as “all in the mind” too, since all conscious experience can be induced through suggestion alone. A wise sceptic should view findings like these as a further reminder to keep asking questions–“Am I dreaming?”, “Am I being hypnotized?”, “Is this real?” . . . Our behaviour and conscious experiences are easily manipulated by external suggestions.¹⁶

		

		Up to age twelve, around 85 percent of children are highly hypnotizable. This amenability to suggestion during the formative years can induce a “trance” that lasts for decades. Tell a child, overtly or covertly, that the world is solid, lasting, and independent, and that child will transform this information into a type of posthypnotic suggestion that informs the rest of their lives.¹⁷ Historian Yuval Noah Harari writes:

		

		Compared to other animals, humans are born premature, when many of their vital systems are under-developed. . . . Since they are born underdeveloped, they can be educated and socialized to a far greater extent than any other animal. Most mammals emerge from the womb like glazed earthenware emerging from a kiln–any attempt at remoulding will only scratch or break them. Humans emerge from the womb like molten glass from a furnace. They can be spun, stretched and shaped with a surprising degree of freedom. This is why we can educate our children to become Christian or Buddhist, capitalist or socialist, warlike or peace-loving.¹⁸

		

		We’ve been using the metaphor of awakening to discuss the fruition of the spiritual path, but it’s just as viable to speak in terms of reversing early hypnotic suggestions. The Buddha, an awakened one, is equally a “de-hypnotized” one.

		

		PSYCHEDELICS

		

		Of all the wondrous creations of the mind, nothing is more magnificent and maleficent than the invention of ego. In a magical display of creativity, the mind makes something out of nothing. The sixth, seventh, and eighth consciousnesses pull the rabbit out of the empty hat of the clear-light mind, but that crafty critter then leaps out of the hands of the magician, and like all good rabbits instantly starts to procreate. This conceptual proliferation (prapanca) is the narrative that creates and sustains the illusion of ego. In other words, ego creatively patches together a disjointed series of mind-moments into the storyline called “me.” The flicker fusion that generates the sense of continuity we discussed earlier now works overtime to create our very sense of self.

		Meditation is the most organic way to interrupt the narrative, but for some people, the judicious use of psychedelics can serve a similar purpose. “We have come to know these vivid, phantasmagoric experiences as altered states of consciousness,” Kingsland explains, “but they tell us much more about everyday consciousness than we might care to admit. They are powerful demonstrations of the endlessly creative, virtual nature of everything we have ever thought, felt or perceived. Altered states are also providing invaluable tools for ‘re-tuning’ the mind. . . . They have enormous untapped potential for humanity.”¹⁹

		In recent years psychedelic therapy has undergone a renaissance. Drugs such as psilocybin, LSD, and DMT (dimethyltryptamine, aka “the spirit molecule,” the active ingredient in ayahuasca) are being used successfully to treat depression, addiction, anxiety, obsession, and fear of death. A mind-altering substance is also narrative-altering. Psychedelic agents can jolt the brain out of destructive and highly reified patterns—a prerequisite for making new and better narratives, or even ceasing all narratives. Michael Pollan, in his best-selling book How to Change Your Mind, writes,

		

		Of all the phenomenological effects that people on psychedelics report, the dissolution of the ego seems to me by far the most important and therapeutic. . . . It is this that gives us the mystical experiences, the death rehearsal process, the overview effect, the notion of a mental reboot, the making of new meanings, and the experience of awe. . . . Consider the case of the mystical experience: the sense of transcendence, sacredness, unitive consciousness, infinitude, and blissfulness people report can all be explained as what it can feel like to a mind when its sense of being, or having, a separate self is suddenly no more.²⁰

		

		In Buddhist terms, psychedelics temporarily disrupt the creative (reifying) powers of the samsaric mind and can act as a form of “pointing out” transmission. They can point out what it’s like when our samsaric creator goes offline, and that glance can then be stabilized with meditation. Technically, it’s more of a pointing in transmission, of what it’s like to see the world free of the ego, from a deeper perspective within. Psychologist Matthew Johnson suggests that psychedelics “dope-slap people out of their story. It’s literally a reboot of the system—a biological control-alt-delete. Psychedelics open a window of mental flexibility in which people can let go of the mental models we use to organize [reify] reality.”²¹

		LSD, appropriately called acid, dissolves the sense of self, which simultaneously liquefies the sense of other. In chemical terms, a solution is a homogenous mixture of two or more substances; in spiritual terms, the mixture of self and other fashions a solution—one that solves the problem of reification, and therefore of duality. Petrified perceptions of self and other melt with the acid, and what remains is the ultimate solution: the disembodied or formless awareness we discussed in chapter 11.

		I’ve only experimented with psychedelics a few times. My first experience with LSD was not so much life transforming as it was meditation confirming. After I ingested the “solvent” I felt momentary panic as it started to dissolve my sense of self, but I quickly surrendered to the dissolution. I was willing to lose my mind in order to find reality. A cascade of unforgettable experiences ensued, including listening to Bartok string quartets and fully becoming the music; watching golf on TV and laughing hysterically at the solemnity and absurdity of chasing a tiny white ball around infinite pastures; and looking at my face in the mirror as it dripped like a Salvador Dalí painting.

		But two moments stood out. At the height of the trip, I went to my shrine room and sat down to meditate. It immediately seemed redundant. I was already in some sort of meditation, and sitting down to meditate did nothing. My usual meditation boycotted the narrative of “me” and brought me to my senses. The acid had already melted that narrative.²² The result was a deeply sensual experience free of any mental static.

		The second experience occurred when the drug was wearing off, nine hours after its onset. I had been studying the teachings on the eight consciousnesses in those years, and as my trip started to end, I could feel the narratives of the sixth and seventh consciousnesses reestablishing their storylines, and therefore reestablishing me. While fascinating, it was very uncomfortable. Like being sent back to prison. For the previous nine hours I had bathed in space, relating to everything with open equanimity. As the acid wore off, I could feel the contractions begin, along with the painful birthing of self and other. From the high of selflessness came the miserable crash into self, a visceral and cognitive thud back into my old form.

		The trip reinforced my confidence in meditation, which delivers me to similar heights through natural means. Meditation and medication both have the power to “shake the snow globe” and let the flakes settle in fresh patterns more aligned to truth.

		This rendering of the creative power of the mind takes on even more immediacy when we discover that perception altogether is creation—the topic of our final chapters.

		


		CHAPTER 16

		

		THE ILLUSION OF DUALITY: VISUAL PERCEPTION

		

		The study of how we see helps us to see.

		

		RICHARD L. GREGORY

		

		One does not see with the eyes; one sees with the brain.

		

		OLIVER SACKS

		

		The teachings on emptiness and illusory form are intended to cumulatively destroy the illusion that there’s something really out there, completely independent of us. That illusion of independence, at the heart of dualistic perception, is the foundation of non-lucidity, and eventually all our suffering. But as you engage in lucid dreaming and the practice of illusory form—looking out at the world and reminding yourself, “This is a dream”—you gradually cut through this illusion.

		Once again, science can expose this most intractable illusion of duality. As we talk about the process of seeing, it is difficult to determine whether a visual perception belongs to neurology, psychology, physics, or even pedagogy, because they all get mixed into the picture. This chapter and the next will address them all.

		

		REPRESENTATIONALISM AND THE DOMINANCE OF VISUAL PERCEPTION

		

		Understanding the illusions of life is easier if we understand the captors that have trapped us in those illusions. In the case of visual perception, our captor is the prison warden of representationalism. Representationalism is the nearly universal view that our senses accurately and passively represent the world “out there.” But as psychologist Sue Blackmore writes, “The process of perception is not a passive process of observing the world ‘as it really is.’ After all, there is no world ‘as it really is.’ Rather, perception is a process of analyzing features of the visual image (or input from other senses), and constructing models, or hypotheses, about the outside world on the basis of this analysis.”¹

		Physicist Arthur Zajonc makes a similar thesis: “Cognition entails two actions: the world presents itself, but we must ‘re-present’ it. We bring ourselves, with all our faculties and limitations, to the world’s presentation in order to give form, figure, and meaning to that content. The beauty and productive images we craft on the basis of experience are images only—fruits of the imagination.”² And from the field of philosophy, Thomas Metzinger adds, “The conscious brain is an ‘ontology engine,’ it creates a model of reality constructed from assumptions about what exists and what doesn’t.”³ The problem, of course, is that this engine is stuck in reverse. Because at the deepest level of the clear-light mind there is no ontology. Ontology only appears to exist at the most superficial levels of perception, the shallow psyche.

		You innocently assume that what you perceive (appearances) corresponds to what’s really there (reality), hence representationalism is also known as the correspondence theory. I like another term, however: camera theory, the belief that my eyes act like an objective camera, taking snapshots of the world and then accurately representing it. Representationalism describes the dualistic (in Western terms, Cartesian) view that something is solid, lasting, and independently out there.⁴

		Neurologist Antonio Damasio refers to representationalism as naïve realism. He writes:

		

		The problem with the term “representation” is not its ambiguity, since everyone can guess what it means, but the implication that, somehow, the mental image or the neural pattern “represents,” in mind and in brain, with some degree of fidelity, the object to which the representation refers, as if the structure of the object were replicated in the representation. . . . When you and I look at an object outside ourselves, we form comparable images in our respective brains. We know this well because you and I can describe the object in very similar ways, down to fine details. But that does not mean that the image we see is the copy of whatever the object is like. Whatever it is like, in absolute terms, we do not know.⁵

		

		The idea, as startling as it is profound, is that you do not passively re-present anything. You actively co-construct your perceptions of the outside world, and in a deep sense the outside world itself. At absolute levels, your mind doesn’t exist in the world; the world exists in your mind. Everything is internal to awareness. You’re just asleep to this process, and therefore a victim of it. To transform yourself from victim to victor, you need to understand the unnerving data about what’s going on at these preconscious levels.⁶ “It is difficult to explain to a layman that there is a problem in how we see things,” Nobel laureate Francis Crick acknowledges.⁷ Observes James Kingsland,

		

		Intuitively, we believe the flow of information through our minds to be in one direction, from the bottom up, finding its way from the world into conscious awareness via our senses, when in fact most of the traffic flows in exactly the opposite direction. The brain’s rough-and-ready models of reality, established over a lifetime of experience, infer or prejudge the causes of the body’s sensory inputs, and it is these inferences, not raw sensory data, that are the stuff of conscious experience and behaviour.⁸

		

		Even though all our senses succumb to representationalism, vision dominates the other senses. Vision also predisposes us to be in the passive role of the observer (the unconscious position of serving as “camera”). Barbara Brown Taylor writes,

		

		The problem with seeing the regular way . . . is that sight naturally prefers outer appearances. It attends to the surface of things, which makes it an essentially superficial sense. We let our eyes skid over trees, furniture, traffic, faces, too often mistaking sight for perception. . . . Speed is another problem. Our eyes glide so quickly over things that we do not properly attend to them. . . . It makes me wonder how seeing has made me blind–by giving me cheap confidence that one quick glance at things can tell me what they are.⁹

		

		Visual dominance can be expressed in numbers: The visual cortex takes up about 30 percent of the brain, compared to around 8 percent for touch and 2 to 3 percent for hearing. Sight therefore comprises up to one-third of brain volume and about two-thirds of the brain’s processing resources. The visual cortex receives up to a billion signals from each of your retinas every second, or two billion per second total, while the rest of your body sends only an additional billion to the brain (three billion per second total).¹⁰) You are inherently a visual being.

		At the same time, vision is arguably your most representational sense, the one that most powerfully creates the illusion of “out there.” As Susan Blackmore concludes: “Our intuitions about vision are wrong. Mega wrong.” Once again, there is no “out there” out there. It is the mind’s eye, or way of seeing, that is blind to reality, and not the senses themselves. The senses don’t split the world into self and other. It is the mind that blinds and binds. We talk about the wisdom of “coming to your senses” in meditation, because you use the senses to ground yourself in the present moment. Left alone, they bolt you to reality. Meditation turns that bolt.

		

		

		All our senses succumb to representationalism. If you have a scientific bent, you can deconstruct the representationalism that exists in your sense of hearing by remembering that words are just compression and rarefaction waves that strike your ear, that cause your eardrum to vibrate, that transmit electro-chemical impulses to the auditory parts of your brain, that are mixed with signals from other parts of your brain, that you impute meaning upon. Words are just vibrations. “Good” or “bad” are not intrinsic to sound waves, but rather characteristics we impose upon them.

		You can extend this illusory speech practice by listening to words in your native language and trying to “defamiliarize” them back to pure sound. Take a word like “dog” and repeat it out loud for a minute or two. You’ll see how repeating the word neutralizes its initial representation, stripping the meaning away from it. You begin to hear the sound differently. Next try a more loaded or charged word, something highly offensive, and repeat it like you did “dog.” See how much longer it takes to strip the meaning away from these heavy words.

		Stephen LaBerge has participants in his lucid dreaming programs listen to a recorded sound-word over and over, without being informed what the word is. The task is to see how many words people can hear within the repeated sound. The word he used for the exercise I attended was “words” itself. Try it and see what you hear after a few minutes. Our group came up with some two-dozen words that we all heard, none of which were actually there. People heard “sword,” “wear it,” “wore it,” “swore it,” “score it,” “square it”–or “its,” “squirts,” “heads,” “quartz,” “forehead,” and “Lawrence,” to name a few. This auditory Rorschach test demonstrates how we project ourselves onto sound: we hear things that aren’t there, like spooked inhabitants in the haunted house of our own mind.¹¹

		

		

		When you lose spiritual sight of the clear-light mind, your physical sight becomes impaired. You develop a kind of spiritual double vision, where the world is now seen in terms of self and other. But nondual vision is restored when you return to the level of the clear-light mind. The double vision is corrected, and you finally see—as never before. Chögyam Trungpa wrote,

		

		You experience a vast realm of perceptions unfolding. There is unlimited sound, unlimited sight, unlimited taste, unlimited feeling and so on. The realm of perception is limitless, so limitless that perception itself is primordial, unthinkable, beyond thought. There are so many perceptions that are beyond imagination. There are a vast number of sounds. There are sounds that you have never heard. There are sights and colors that you have never seen. There are feelings that you have never experienced before. There are endless fields of perception. . . . Beyond ordinary perception, there is super-sound, super-smell and super-feeling existing in your state of being. These can be experienced only by training yourself in the depth of meditation. . . . So meditation practice brings out the supernatural . . . your perceptions become super-natural.¹²

		

		Supernatural perception is the open perception of an awakened one. Most of us, however, are children of the damned, and we block the open flow of sensory awareness, appropriate it as our own, and (in Rinpoche’s words) “shut any vastness or possibilities of deeper perception out of our hearts by fixating on our own interpretation of phenomena.”¹³

		

		THE TIGHTROPE OF PERCEPTION

		

		As you challenge representationalism, keep two issues in mind. The first is not to fall into the opposite extreme of constructivism—the view (especially common in New Age thinking) that we construct our world completely from our side. Science has shown that the brain constructs our view of reality, but that doesn’t mean it constructs reality. Constructivism leads to damaging notions like you created your cancer, that humans created and therefore deserve the Holocaust, and other absurd statements.

		If unchecked, constructivism can further slide into solipsism (from Latin solus—“alone”—and ipse—“self”), the doctrine that the mind has no basis for believing in anything but itself, and that mind constitutes reality. Solipsism is when you think, “Only my mind is sure to exist; the world and other minds do not”—it’s “selfism” run wild. One could argue that dreams are solipsistic, but waking reality is not.¹⁴

		The practice of illusory form seeks a middle way between representationalism and constructivism, a path that does not reify either of these extremes. In this view, the organism and its world arise in a mutual dance of co-creation. One doesn’t arise from the other. Neither world (representationalism) nor organism (constructivism) can be prior to this process of co-emergence. B. Alan Wallace writes:

		

		The very existence of an independently existing universe made up of phenomena we have defined as physical now seems to be called into question. And our normal waking experience takes on a dreamlike quality. . . . [But] the implication here is not that there’s no universe independent of the human mind (physical or otherwise), but rather, as Kant argued, as soon as we try to perceive it or conceive of it, we do so by means of our human sensory and cognitive faculties, none of which provides us with access to reality as it exists independent of our modes of inquiry.¹⁵

		

		This co-emergence of self and other leads to the second issue to be careful about when you question your perceptions: you need to maintain some matrix of reality, something real. Otherwise things get nihilistic, solipsistic, or pathologically postmodern (they devolve into a state of radical relativism). Without something real we can’t talk about illusion. Illusion as opposed to what? False appearance in contrast to what? In Buddhist terms, the “what,” or absolute nature of reality, is emptiness.¹⁶ Discovering reality/emptiness is the essence of our path, and challenging conventional appearance is one way to walk that path, to back our way into reality. Pointing out lies can ignite the search for truth.

		Imagine walking into your garage at dusk and seeing a large coiled snake in the corner. You recoil in panic, flip on the light to get a better look, and discover it’s just a rope. What a relief! The snake was an illusion; the rope is the reality. The problem is your mistake in seeing the rope as a snake. It’s not that there’s no rope there. You fabricate the snake, not the rope (the latter would be the extreme of constructivism). Remember the primordial emotion of samsara—the underlying fear that preserves the ego? That fear is basically the result of “seeing snakes” everywhere. By turning on the light of lucidity, you can see that your fear is unfounded. The snakes disappear.

		The conceptual bottom line—which can be frustrating for the conceptualizing ego—is that there isn’t a concrete bottom line. In the end, we can’t say much about reality. We’re left with negations, paradox, irony, or sometimes no words at all. Nonduality, which is synonymous with reality, is a (nonaffirming) negation. What’s negated are all the conceptual overlays that obscure reality. But reality can be experienced. That’s the point. That’s what Christine Skarda experienced, and that’s why she left both science and philosophy to stabilize this deeper truth in silent meditation. That’s why we progress from hearing to contemplating to meditating.

		

		THE PINCH OF PERCEPTION

		

		Our purpose right now, however, is to find words to describe the deeper truths that are obscured by the view of representationalism and take a look at how our senses fool us. The purpose of study and practice is to remove wrong views (like representationalism/duality), a process that gradually reveals the ever-present right view (of emptiness/ nonduality). Get rid of the clouds, and the light of the sun shines forth. Looking at “view” from a literal or visual perspective can help us see how wrong conceptual views trap us.

		Isaac Lidsky, who slowly lost his sight and discovered new ways to “see,” writes:

		

		Your experience of sight is inextricably intertwined with your conceptual understanding of the world. . . . Sight implicates your knowledge, memories, opinions, emotions, and mental attention. . . . What you see is a complex mental construction of your own making, but you experience it passively as a direct representation of the world around you. You create and perpetuate your own reality, your own truth.¹⁷

		

		The error of believing that everything you see is merely relayed information from your eyes is the fallacy of reducing perception to reception. Perception is not reception. Perception is inference. Reality presents us with bits of data, in nearly digital fashion, that we glue together to create our version of reality, the flicker fusion we discussed earlier. It’s what physicist John Wheeler calls “it from bit.”

		If visual perception were passively received, rather than actively constructed by the brain, we would expect most nerve fibers arriving at the visual cortex to come from the retina, the organ by which we “objectively” see. But only 20 percent of these fibers come from the retina. The other 80 percent come from regions of the brain governing things like memory, emotion, and belief. “We are not given an already made, pre-assembled visual world,” writes neurologist Oliver Sacks. “We have to construct our own visual world as best we can.”¹⁸ Scientists call this the brain’s best guess theory of perception. “The brain (or mind) is highly active, constructing perceptions from hardly adequate information from the senses,” says psychologist Richard Gregory, an expert on seeing who details the interdependence of perceiving and thinking in his book Eye and Brain:

		

		Perception is not determined simply by the stimulus patterns; rather it is a dynamic searching for the best interpretation of the available data. . . . The senses do not give us a picture of the world directly; rather they provide evidence for the checking of hypotheses about what lies before us. Indeed, we may say that the perception of an object is an hypothesis, suggested and tested by the sensory data.¹⁹

		

		You don’t see what you sense. You see what you think you sense. You literally “make sense.”²⁰ Everything that you hear, taste, touch, smell, and see is a prediction or interpretation generated by the models you have constructed in your mind. Your consciousness is presented with an interpretation, a best guess—not a representation. The philosopher Immanuel Kant famously proclaimed that you never see the thing in itself (das Ding an sich), but the thing as it is for you (das Ding für uns). More broadly, Tor Norretranders states, “It is not a great step from regarding experience as interpretation to regarding the entire reality we experience as an interpretation rather than a reproduction of a reality.”²¹ And another science writer, Amanda Gefter, expresses a similar idea with this insight about physics: “Physics isn’t the machinery behind the workings of the world; physics is the machinery behind the illusion that there is a world.”²²

		

		PEDAGOGY OF PERCEPTION

		

		Another blow to representationalism comes from studies involving kittens reared from birth in an environment where everything in their surroundings consisted of vertical stripes. In this context they weren’t able to develop an ability to detect horizontal features, making them literally blind to horizontal stripes. In other studies, cats prevented from seeing forms altogether during the critical period between the fourth and sixteenth week of life became permanently blind. These experiments demonstrate that the eye alone is not enough for sight, and they also suggest that some feature detectors are not present at birth but are instead developed by visual stimulation. You literally have to learn how to see.

		Not only are feature detectors nourished in early life, but if they’re not exercised, they degenerate. It’s a “use or lose it” phenomenon. You can lose the ability to see things you once saw.

		Conversely, congenitally blind people who later gain sight have to learn to see the world the way that sighted people do. Richard Gregory shares the story of “S.B.,” who received a corneal transplant:

		

		When bandages were first removed from his eyes, so that he was no longer blind, S.B. heard the voice of the surgeon. He turned to the voice, and saw nothing but a blur. He realized that this must be a face, because of the voice, but he could not see it. He did not suddenly see the world of objects as we do when we open our eyes.²³

		

		Gregory writes that people who have had their vision restored commonly struggle psychologically and sometimes prefer to go back to the familiarity of the dark. In a similar vein, one doctor who studied sixty-six cases of the recovery of sight in the congenitally blind concluded that “innumerable and extraordinary difficulties need to be overcome in learning to see”;²⁴ a surgeon involved in those operations opined, “To give back sight to a congenitally blind person is more the work of an educator than of a surgeon.”²⁵

		

		DARK RETREAT

		

		Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “If we decide to keep going beyond the point where our eyes or minds are any help to us, we may finally arrive at the pinnacle of the spiritual journey toward God, which exists in complete and dazzling darkness.”²⁶ Daytime dream yoga practices can benefit from a complement of intensive retreat that puts you into total darkness for days or weeks on end to explore the darkest recesses of your mind.²⁷ Meister Eckhart taught that the ground of the soul is dark, and in my own experiences of going into dark retreat, I always have the haunting feeling that I’m returning to some primordial home, the womb of my very being.

		When I lead regular meditation retreats, I invite participants to remain in silence once the formal practice sessions are over. I tell them, “Silence is for bumping into yourself.” Dark retreat, like the total silence of death itself, is for slamming into yourself. I have come to relate to the spiritual path in general as death in slow motion, a gradual way to let go of false levels of identification that then allow deeper levels of being to unfold—and to do so before I am forced into this process at the end of life. I now view death (and dark retreat) as a wrathful form of liberation, a forceful way to come to the same discoveries.

		Dark retreat (which should never be done without extensive preparation and proper guidance) is akin to why astronomers place their telescopes on remote mountaintops.²⁸ By removing any local light pollution that could “distract” the distant light coming in from deep outer space, astronomers can see things never seen before. Similarly, with absolutely no distractions in dark retreat, and using the “innerscope” of the meditative eye, you can peer into deep inner space and see things never seen before. The light of the clear-light mind eventually stands out in the dark, homologous to how forms arise out of emptiness. Dark retreat is perhaps the most potent way to experience pure illusory form and the “tantric epistemology” discussed in chapter 11.

		When I do these retreats, it’s not just what I see when I turn out the lights that’s so illuminating, but what I see when the outer light is turned back on as I leave. I don’t see the world the same way. Sometimes objects appear fuzzy, and I can’t figure out what I’m looking at.²⁹ At other times, objects seem to glow. My post-retreat experience is initially disjointed, groundless, and very dreamlike. I have to make the transition slowly, and even then it’s often jarring. I feel the contraction from such openness as an ontological pinching of awareness.

		My ego scrambles to reconstitute a familiar world of solid form, and I experience flashes of annoyance, even occasional panic, as it struggles to do so. Coming out of retreat somewhat resembles my experience of coming down from my two acid trips. It takes time, a crash course in dualistic perception, to recapture my old ways of seeing. Or do they recapture me? Even though I eventually lose my new way of seeing as I reenter the world, I don’t view things the same old way. I’m not quite as fooled by mere appearance. Michael Pollan writes,

		

		Our perceptions of the world offer us not a literal transcription of reality but rather a seamless illusion woven from both the data of our senses and the models in our memories. Normal waking consciousness feels perfectly transparent, and yet it is less a window on reality than the product of our imaginations–a kind of controlled hallucination. . . . The feeling of transparency we associate with ordinary consciousness may owe more to familiarity and habit than it does to verisimilitude.³⁰

		

		Just as the insights from sleep and dream yoga—nightly forms of dark retreat—can be brought into waking life, I take my insights from longer, intensive dark retreats and bring those into the day. For the first few months after retreat, my world appears softer and more fluid. In dark retreat I take off the blinders, ironically, by going blind, and then I relearn how to see.

		Lidsky’s account of literally going blind and learning new ways of seeing feels strikingly similar to my experience of dark retreat: “Remarkably, as sight lost its previously unchallenged centrality in my world, other pathways of perception emerged,” he writes. “I was developing a new, nonvisual processing system for interacting with the world. . . . I came to understand the true nature of my sight by losing it.”³¹ Whether it’s in the dark or the light, by chipping away at the monolithic norm of dualistic seeing, you can reeducate your senses away from their default to representationalism.

		

		ENACTION

		

		In a 1991 book, biologist and neuroscientist Francisco Varela joined with colleagues in philosophy and psychology to posit the idea of enaction, which argues that without active participation, our world literally does not come forth. Their premise can be read as another big dent in representationalism. The authors write, “Cognition is not the representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven mind but is rather the enactment of a world and a mind on the basis of a history of the variety of actions that a being in the world performs.”³²

		The book describes a study in which a number of kittens (what is it about cats!) were raised in the dark and only exposed to light under controlled conditions. One group of cats was allowed to move around normally when the light was turned on. Each of these active cats was harnessed to a carriage that passively held a second kitten, also raised in the dark. The two groups of kittens therefore shared the same visual experience. When both groups were released after several weeks of this treatment, the active group behaved normally, but the passive group behaved as if they were blind. They bumped into things and fell off edges. The authors write, “This beautiful study supports the enactive view that objects are not seen by the visual extraction of features but by the visual guidance of action.” In this view, claim the authors, “mind and world arise together in enaction. . . . Cognition and environment become simultaneously enacted.”³³

		Extrapolating this view into the spiritual domain, enactivism suggests how self and other co-emerge, reciprocally enacting or co-creating each other. It’s an example of mutual causality. You can’t have one without the other. Some mundane physical experiences can illuminate the enactive view: If you rest your hand on your exposed thigh and passively leave it there, it doesn’t take long for your hand to “disappear” into your thigh. Keep your hand perfectly still, and you won’t be able to tell where your hand ends and your thigh begins. Similarly, if you keep your open eyes perfectly still, your visual field can go blank. A constant ocular flutter serves to sweep an image over visual receptors so that they don’t adapt, which would cause the receptors to stop signaling the presence of the image to the brain. It never ceases to amaze me. I can have my eyes wide open and not see a thing.³⁴

		


		CHAPTER 17

		

		THE REALIZATION OF ILLUSORY FORM

		

		The world that we experience comes as much, if not more, from the inside out as from the outside in. . . . Perception is a controlled hallucination. When we agree upon our hallucinations, we call that reality.

		

		ANIL SETH

		

		A human being is a part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest–a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true religion. Not to nourish it but to try to overcome it is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of mind.

		

		ALBERT EINSTEIN

		

		I’m going to great pains to destroy the illusion that there’s something really out there, completely independent of us, because this particular illusion is so deeply ingrained. At every point in our explorations of emptiness and illusory form, we have taken in the data that destroys this illusion bit by bit. This slow accumulation is the only way to let the teachings touch you. This information is radical and often unwelcome. The solidified ego, or “reified I,” as Tsoknyi Rinpoche puts it, just doesn’t want to hear it. Yes, you might be able to hear or read emptiness teachings in some kind of quick first take, but to incorporate this data by progressing to the final wisdom tools of contemplation and meditation takes time. If you’re not rattled by this material, you’re probably still at the level of hearing. It hasn’t sunk in. When you really take it to heart, it can stop the egoic heart. ¹

		In this chapter we’re going to raise our gaze beyond visual perception to include the other senses and their role in representationalism, and then turn to how the mind and its developmental habits process this sensory information to create new worlds. The ground gets shakier when we discover that even the idea of mind is subtly reified. It’s more accurate to talk about multiple minds that comprise our sense of self, the spectrum of identity associated with each mind, and the correlative worlds generated by these minds. In other words, everything is empty of inherent existence, even the mind that contemplates emptiness.

		

		UNCONSCIOUS FILTERING

		

		In terms of what you actually take in with your senses, the data input alone points to the illusoriness of representationalism. Returning to the visual: our photoreceptor cells respond to only a tiny sliver of electromagnetic radiation, specifically .00000000001 percent of what’s out there. In other words, you perceive only one ten-trillionth of the electromagnetic radiation that saturates our world. You’re totally clueless to the information, the reality, that comes from radio waves, microwaves, X-rays, gamma rays, and infrared and ultraviolet frequencies. Michael Pollan writes, “That stingy, vigilant security guard admits only the narrowest bandwidth of reality, ‘a measly trickle of the kind of consciousness which will help us to stay alive.’ . . . To form a perception of something out in the world, the brain takes in as little sensory information as it needs to make an educated guess.”²

		During any given second, you consciously process only sixteen (at most) of the eleven million (at least) bits of information your senses transmit to your brain (see table 1). The ratio of what you sense to what you actually perceive is about 1,000,000 to 1. The conscious part of you receives dramatically less information than the unconscious part of you takes in. In other words, your conscious experience is not representative, so there can be no accurate representationalism. It’s highly selective. It would be like a congressman only representing the voice of a few of his constituents. In your case, the congressman of consciousness represents only sixteen of his eleven million constituents.³ This makes for an abysmal house of representatives, which is par for a household run by the conscious egoic mind.

		

		Table 1. Information Flow in Sensory Systems and Conscious Perception

		

		
			
				
				
				
			
			
					
					Sensory System Total Bandwidth (bits/sec)
					Conscious Bandwidth (bits/sec)
			

			
					Eyes
					10,000,000
					40
			

			
					Ears
					100,000
					30
			

			
					Skin
					1,000,000
					5
			

			
					Taste
					1,000
					1
			

			
					Smell
					100,000
					1
			

		


		

		

		

		Source: Tor Norretranders, The User Illusion: Cutting Consciousness Down to Size (New York: Viking, 1991), 143.

		

		This filtering is not inherently nefarious. It’s just what you need to do in order to survive in a world flooded with information. The process only becomes shady when you don’t see how much you don’t see.

		What’s so limiting and circular is that the amount you register in conscious awareness is the amount that has been filtered or censored to reinforce your preconceptions of the world. You don’t see or hear or taste what you don’t want to see or hear or taste. Your senses perceive what supports your current views. When European ships first came to North America, it was such an impossible vision to the natives that they filtered them out. They could not register what was in front of their eyes and failed to literally see the ships.⁴

		In a similar vein is an anecdote about the anthropologist Colin Turnbull’s experience with the Mbuti Pygmies, who live in an extremely dense jungle in Africa. On one occasion Turnbull took a Mbuti named Kenge from the jungle and drove him to a vast vista:

		

		Two miles away across the plain a herd of buffalo were grazing. Kenge had never had any experience perceiving such large objects at such a great distance. He thus did not see buffalo in the distance. His brain wasn’t wired to produce that experience. Instead, he saw insects nearby. When he asked Turnbull to name the strange insects, Turnbull drove in their direction to demonstrate their size. The buffalo insects appeared larger and larger to Kenge as they grew closer, another new experience for him. Kenge grew uncomfortable and asked Turnbull if witchcraft was at work.⁵

		

		The psychologists Endel Tulving and Daniel Schacter write, “A person perceiving a familiar object is not aware that what is perceived is as much an expression of memory as it is of perception.”⁶ We have a built-in tendency to hear what we want to hear “and disregard the rest,” as Paul Simon sang. So it’s hard to change our views, literally or figuratively—which you can easily witness in the way, for instance, a liberal and a conservative can see the same political issue so very differently.

		Neurologists Macknik and Martinez-Conde confirm this premise. “A surprising proportion of your perceptions are fundamentally illusory,” they write. Your brain constructs not just visual reality but your interpretation of all reality: “What you see, hear, feel, and think is based on what you expect to see, hear, feel, and think. In turn, your expectations are based on all your prior experiences and memories. What you see in the here and now is what proved useful to you in the past.”⁷ Or to reframe, they say,

		

		Perception is not a process of passive absorption but of active construction. When you see, hear, or feel something, the incoming information is always fragmentary and ambiguous. As it percolates up the cortical hierarchy, each area, having its own specialized set of functions, analyzes the data stream and asks: Is this what I expect based on my very last experience? Do I need to fill in some of the gaps in the data stream? Does it jibe with my other past experiences? Does this conform to what I already know about the world? Your brain is constantly comparing incoming information to what it already knows, expects, or believes. Every experience is measured up against prior beliefs and a priori assumptions.⁸

		

		Countless expectations and experiences, countless consciousnesses, result in countless ways to view the same event. Millions of people reading the same book or watching the same movie will have millions of differing perceptions of what they read or saw, for instance. (But language can shape our assumptions and unconsciously squeeze us into seeing things from a certain point of view. Henry David Thoreau wrote that when he learned the Indian names for familiar objects he started to see those objects in a new way.) To say that the world is an illusion is another way of saying that there are as many ways to see things as there are seers.

		Those seers also include other life forms that perceive this world very differently from humans—and that vastly outnumber us. We can hardly comprehend the kind of filtering of perception that takes place in other species. Imagine taking hundreds of different animals, dozens of birds, fish, worms, horses, cats, zebras, snakes, snails, flies, elephants, gnats, and so on, and bringing them all into a stadium. Imagine having them all look at what we call a rock. Finally, envision them being able to describe what they see. Do you think they would see and describe the same thing? Bats perceive an ultrasound reality; snakes see an infrared reality; butterflies, bees, and spiders view an ultraviolet reality. Which reality is real? It depends on who’s looking. If all the life on Earth could democratically vote on what’s out there, the human version of reality would be voted out.⁹

		Neuroscientist Candace Pert writes:

		

		There is no objective reality! In order for the brain not to be overwhelmed by the constant deluge of sensory input, some sort of filtering system must enable us to pay attention to what our bodymind deems the most important pieces of information and to ignore the others. . . . Our emotions (or the psychoactive drugs that take over their receptors) decide what is worth paying attention to. Aldous Huxley was onto to this in “The doors of perception” when he referred to the brain as a “reducing valve.” He was also on the right track when he assumed that what got through to command headquarters was just a tiny trickle of what could be absorbed at any given moment.

		Since our sensing of the outer world is filtered along the peptide-receptor-rich sensory way stations, each with a different emotional tone, how can we objectively define what’s real from what’s not real? If what we perceive as real is filtered along a gradient of past emotions and learning, then the answer is we cannot.¹⁰

		

		To further annihilate the view of representationalism, consider that the processing, filtering, or censoring of the information you receive takes at least a half-second—neurologically, a very long time. Tor Norretranders writes, “Half a second with the most powerful computer in the world (the brain), where we have to reduce eleven million bits of sensation to ten to fifty bits of consciousness—and erase the traces . . . [where we] reduce eleven million bits to sixteen bits so that the sixteen bits can be used as a map of the eleven million.”¹¹

		That’s a pretty lousy map. No wonder so many of us feel that something is missing. Something is missing in our conscious experience—the other 10,999,984 bits of data (and who knows what else).

		Another implication of Benjamin Libet’s landmark work on the readiness potential is that consciousness lives 0.5 seconds in the past: you experience a half-second delay between reality and your perception of it, the presentation and your “re-presentation.” Libet suggests that because we live a half second behind “objective” reality, consciousness makes up a story, called subjective referral backward in time, to make it seem as though our objective external experience and our subjective internal experience are occurring simultaneously. But that simultaneity is an illusion. If consciousness re-presents anything, it represents the dead, a past that is long gone.

		Earlier we talked about looking into the stars and realizing we’re seeing an illusion—we’re gazing into the distant past. Take a minute now to absorb the idea that looking at anything, even what’s right in front of you, means you’re also looking at a temporal illusion. The real thing that you think you’re seeing has already moved on. You’re forever playing catch-up.

		

		SYNESTHESIA

		

		The phenomenon of synesthesia deals another hit to any confidence you still have in representationalism. Synesthesia, which comes in at least fifty-four varieties and affects about one in two hundred adults, is a cross-wiring that mixes one sense faculty with another and results in an experience of multisensory perception.¹² Some “synesthetes” literally hear shapes, feel sounds, or see noises. A sound might trigger the sensation of taste, or visual perception of movement might trigger someone to hear sounds, like tapping or beeping. For other people, letters or numbers have color. One synesthete feels with his hands what he tastes with his mouth: with the taste of spearmint he feels tall, cold pillars of glass. For him each taste has its own three-dimensional object. The composer Alexander Scriabin often saw colors when he heard sound. In time-space synesthesia, a visual experience can be triggered by thinking about time. In other words, some people literally see time. In mirror touch synesthesia, people experience touch on their bodies when they see other people being touched (a marvelous neurological correlate of empathy and compassion). Synesthesia commonly arises when people are in hypnagogic and hypnopompic states, sometimes referred to as liminal dreaming.

		If you taste sound or hear shapes, then what’s being represented? Synesthesia is a more dramatic version of how you fall prey to multisensory illusion—yet another example of how your senses, which you feel objectively represent the world, can fool you.

		

		THE MYTH OF THE GIVEN

		

		Representationalism is still in our sights, and we have not run out of ways to dissolve its illusion. Let’s turn now to dispelling the myth of the given. This myth is a conceptual framework describing our sense that there’s a preexisting world out there that we enter when we’re born and depart from when we die. Seems like a given. We see others come into this objective world and then leave it. But this separate world is a myth, and developmental psychology exposes it.

		For the past one hundred years, researchers have shown that humans evolve through stages of psychological development, and they have also determined that at each developmental stage a person perceives a different world. Materialists might argue that each stage perceives this world differently, but there is no singular this world. It’s a different world at every level. A baby sees or enacts a different world than does a child or an adolescent or an adult or an old man.

		These stages have been mapped by hundreds of developmentalists, from Jean Piaget to Carol Gilligan to Jane Loevinger to Clare Graves to Lawrence Kohlberg to Robert Kegan.¹³ A common assumption is that each higher level offers an increasingly accurate and more representative view of the “real” world—that a childlike way of seeing is simply not as mature or real as our adult way. Part of education involves training children to grow up and see the world as we adults do (the pedagogy of perception discussed in chapter 16 in terms of learning to see).

		But contrary to expectations created by the myth of the given, at each level of development or transformation “in here,” a corresponding transformation occurs “out there.” If you’re paying attention, as you grow and reorganize your internal mindscape you’ll notice a concurrent reorganization of the external landscape. The world changes as you do. You’re not so much growing into a static and preexisting world as you are growing with a fluid and co-creative world.¹⁴

		Ken Wilber, who has written extensively about human evolution, explains, “Different phenomenological worlds—real worlds—come into being with each new level of consciousness development. . . . There isn’t the world of ‘naive empiricism’ just lying around out there waiting to be seen. . . . Different worlds are brought forth by the structures of consciousness doing the perceiving and co-creating.”¹⁵ The following beliefs constitute the myth of the given:

		

		•The belief or appearance that reality is simply given to me (versus the truth that I co-create it).

		

		•The belief or appearance that the consciousness of an individual will deliver truth (versus the reality that it will deliver its partial version of the truth).

		

		•A failure to understand that the truth someone delivers is constructed in part by intersubjective cultural networks.

		

		•The belief or appearance that the mirror of nature (representationalism) is an adequate methodology (versus the reality that the subject does not reflect or represent reality; it enacts or co-creates it).

		

		“The myth of the given, chaining minds to illusions, lives on in these endeavors, whose own self-image claims liberation, and yet the myth of the given creates the children of the lie,” writes Wilber.¹⁶

		This is the touch of King Midas, working overtime to create new strata of gold, new levels of reality. Wilber continues, “We do not perceive empirical objects in a completely realistic, pre-given fashion; but rather structures of the knowing subject impart various characteristics to the known object that then appear to belong to the object—but really don’t; they are, rather, co-creations of the knowing subject. . . . Reality is not a perception, but a conception; at least in part. Ontology per se just does not exist.”¹⁷)

		As humanity evolved, different ways of seeing evolved with it. These ways of seeing are like habits that eventually took on literal form. They became what Wilber calls Kosmic habits, which is how levels of reality, of being and knowing, can be reinterpreted: “When they first emerged, the form they took was relatively open and creative, but once a particular response occurred time and again, it settled into a Kosmic habit harder and harder to shake.”¹⁸ The habit reified into reality, and it was then “handed down to all future humans as deeply set habits . . . [that] appear externally given (but had actually evolved.) . . . Forms that, once they are laid down, appear indeed as if they were externally given as pre-existing ontological structures but are actually Kosmic habits.”¹⁹

		These ways of seeing may have started with a visionary individual, who then shared his views with others, who then adapted those views, transforming them into Kosmic (collective) ways of knowing (and being), that were then passed down to future generations, who mistook them as external givens (reality) and not the actual psychological, social, and cultural givens (“hand-me-downs”) they truly are. The only part of “given” that is true is not the myth of the given (i.e., it’s a given there’s something independently out there) but rather that our reified ways of seeing a world have been given to us by our ancestors. We inherited the worldviews, the bad Kosmic habits, given to us by our parents and teachers, and proclaim there’s a solid, lasting, and independent world out there—an inheritance we would do well to renounce.

		If you think of the structures or levels of human development as evolutionary habits, then the older the habit, the more deeply it’s been cut.²⁰ These habits or levels are like faults cut into the sandstone of reality by streams of consciousness, personal and collective. Whether you know it or not, every time you repeat a way of seeing, you’re making that groove, or “faulty” way of seeing, deeper and stronger. You then unwittingly fall into these habits by default, the very grooves that you’ve cut and that your ancestors pre-cut for you. Your perception of things as solid, lasting, and independent is just where you go (with the established flow) because of the force of individual and collective habit: you dig yourself deeper and deeper into the canyon of confusion.

		This is also why it’s so hard to dig ourselves out of samsara. Seeing the world as solid, lasting, and independent has been around for so long, and the habit, fault, and therefore default is so deep that it’s become a Grand Canyon of misperception. It’s a fault so wide and deep that few people can avoid falling into it. Most of us can’t help but see the world in this reified way. Only a buddha is habit free, and therefore liberated from this deep and dark ditch.

		

		

		The practice of illusory mind generally involves peaceful methods of liberation. But there are times when thoughts and emotions get the better of us, when they get so dense and heavy that more wrathful methods are in order. The next time you’re totally tied into knots, you can unleash a thunderbolt to ventilate the solidity of the situation by suddenly shouting “phet!” This “cutting through mantra” is a form of tough love designed to penetrate thick states of mind. It’s an audible form of a phurba, a ritual three-sided dagger, often held in the hands of Tibetan meditation deities, that symbolizes cutting through the three poisons of passion, aggression, and ignorance.

		You obviously shout “phet!” when you’re alone, or people may think you’re crazy. Focus your mind sharply, then suddenly slash through the solidity. “Phet!” Try it and see if it works. If one thunderclap doesn’t quite do it, hurl another. I generally don’t do more than three in a row, and I usually space my shouts over several minutes. If it clears the internal air, use it. “Phet!” is considered a forceful method of liberation, a burst of lucidity flashing through a cloud of confusion.

		

		

		When your faulty perception is finally pointed out, and you’re roused from your slumber—once you have the proper view—you can stop burrowing yourself deeper into this Grand Canyon and start to dig your way out. You do this with the spiritual path in general and with practices like illusory form in particular, which direct your stream of consciousness to flow in the direction of truth. Every time you say “this is a dream,” you’re redirecting the flow of your mind away from mere appearance and toward reality. Eventually, through the raw power of habit, repetition, and increased familiarity, you begin to default into (an illusory) reality and not into your faulty (solid) views. The good news is that because seeing the world as illusory is in harmony with reality—“dreamlike” truly describes the way the world is—escaping from grooved-in perceptions of duality can be much faster than the evolutionary processes that created those grooves.

		Wilber construes the dreamlike nature of what’s “out there” in no uncertain terms, emphasizing that “all real objects are first and foremost perspectives. NOT ‘are seen from perspectives,’ but ‘ARE perspectives.’ . . . Assuming there is something pre-existing in an ahistorical world and waiting to be seen is just metaphysics (and the myth of the given).”²¹ That is to say, “pure physical objects” do not exist; “the ‘physical world’ is not a perception but an interpretation,” he says.²² We don’t live in a pre-given, “real” world that awaits perception—we merely live as part of “mutually disclosing perspectives awaiting enactment.”²³

		Another way to say this: the only thing that truly exists is relationship.²⁴ And what kind of a thing is that? Everything that appears is absolutely relative to everything else. Relative to what? To other relationships. “There is no ground,” exclaims Wilber finally, and nothing is given: “All that is solid melts into air, all that is foundational evaporates.”²⁵

		In this reality, what can you stand on? Points of view. Perspectives. Relationships. We talked earlier in this book about how right view is everything: a proper view alone is enough to spark transformation. You’re cutting the grooves that lead you to reality just by thinking or even dreaming about it.

		

		THE WORLD AS MIND ONLY

		

		Exposing the illusion of duality is a lifetime endeavor. The path to freedom from this illusion begins by realizing the nature of the trap. Much of the language in this book has framed ideas about nonduality and the dreamlike nature of reality in Buddhist terms, but a summary of illusory form is easy to identify in the following observations by Sam Harris, whose discipline is philosophy and neuroscience:

		

		The claims of mystics are neurologically quite astute. No human being has ever experienced an objective world, or even a world at all. You are, at this moment, having a visionary experience. The world that you see and hear is nothing more than a modification of your consciousness, the physical status of which remains a mystery. Your nervous system sections the undifferentiated buzz of the universe into separate channels of sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, as well as other senses of lesser renown–proprioception, kinesthesia, enteroreception, and even echolocation. The sights and sounds and pulsings that you experience at this moment are like different spectra of light thrown forth by the prism of the brain. We really are such stuff as dreams are made of. Our waking and dreaming brains are engaged in substantially the same activity; it is just that while dreaming, our brains are far less constrained by sensory information or by the fact-checkers who appear to live somewhere in our frontal lobes. This is not to say that sensory experience offers us no indication of reality at large; it is merely that, as a matter of experience, nothing arises in consciousness that has not first been structured, edited, or amplified by the nervous system. . . .

		For every neuron that receives its input from the outside world, there are ten to a hundred others that do not. The brain is therefore talking mostly to itself, and no information from the world (with the exception of olfaction) runs directly from a sensory receptor to the cortex, where the contents of consciousness appear to be sequestered. There are always one or two breaks in the circuit–synapses–giving the neurons in question the opportunity to integrate feedback information, or information from other regions of the brain. This sort of integration-contamination of signal explains how certain drugs, emotional states, or even conceptual insights can radically alter the character of our experience. Your brain is tuned to deliver the vision of the world that you are having at this moment. At the heart of most spiritual traditions lurks the entirely valid claim that it can be tuned differently.²⁶

		

		Any discipline that supports a realization about the non-lucid nature of our perceptions helps to strengthen the proper view about emptiness and lead us out of duality. Philosophy, psychology, neuro-science, and physics can all point the way, but it is up to us to walk the path.

		The death of representationalism is summarized by Karl Brunnhölzl in terms of the classic four yogic practices or four steps of realization:

		

		1.Outer objects are observed to be nothing but mind.

		

		2.Thus outer objects are not observed as such.

		

		3.With outer objects being unobservable, a mind cognizing them is not observed either.

		

		4.Not observing both, nonduality is observed.²⁷

		

		Step 1 of this sequence asserts that the illusion of outer objects results from the projection of the confused mind.²⁸ Steps 1 through 3 are about seeing the world as a dream, as “mind only.” These are the first steps in waking up from the dream. You have to realize you’re dreaming (that you’re non-lucid) before you can wake up from the dream (before you become lucid). Step 4 marks the path of seeing—at this point the provisional steps of saying that this world is like a dream drop away. You truly wake up, and emptiness is directly seen. The scholar Bruce Hall brings the “mind only” doctrine to the world of dreams:

		

		Rather than asserting “mind-only” as the true nature of unconditioned reality, [it is] a description of our delusion: the dreams of this sleep from which the Buddha has awakened. . . . Yet if “mind-only” is merely skepticism about reified external entities, how does it avoid the opposite extreme of reductionism? The world is neither completely real, nor completely unreal, but like a dream. A dream has its own presence and continuity, but its objects lack the substantiality of external objects. . . . If the dream-world samsara is “mind-only” then freedom and the Buddhist path are possible–we can “change our minds.” If the realms of meditation are “mind-only” then one can create a counter-dream within the dream of the world’s delusion. Most important, one can awaken from a dream.²⁹

		

		The point is that without something apprehended, there is no apprehender. Without an object, there is no subject. Without an “out there,” there is no “in here,” without an “other” there is no self. That’s nonduality—and the fruition of dream yoga and the practice of illusory form.

		

		Looking at objects, there are no objects: they are seen to be mind.

		

		Looking at mind, there is no mind: it is empty of essence.

		

		Looking at both liberates dualistic clinging in its own ground.

		

		May we realize luminosity, the true nature of mind.

		

		KARMAPA RANGJUNG DORJE³⁰

		


		CONCLUSION: THE UNDERVIEW EFFECT

		

		The light which puts out our eyes is darkness to us. Only that day dawns to which we are awake. There is more day to dawn.

		

		HENRY DAVID THOREAU

		

		Ego is exclusive identification with form. When form dissolves as the ego dissolves into sleep, so do its exclusive rights on awareness. You can then begin to open your inner eyes, keep them open so they adapt to the dark, and see the world in entirely new ways. In so doing you expand your sense of identity and therefore reality. Instead of identifying exclusively with gross outer form (waking consciousness), you come to identify equally with subtle inner form (dreaming consciousness), and then with the formless (sleep consciousness).

		In this way, the Western linear view of consciousness is transformed into an Eastern circle. Instead of a Western light-switch model of the mind, where consciousness is either on or off, black or white, awake or asleep, dead or alive, you now have a more sophisticated Eastern dimmer, where consciousness glides from gross to subtle to very subtle. For the mind of a truly awakened one, awareness never turns off.

		The untrained mind blacks out as it falls asleep, but the trained mind can maintain a few “photons” of awareness and remain lucid in dream and sleep. Matthew Walker, professor of psychology and neuroscience at the University of California, Berkeley, offers a provocative statement that suggests dream yoga may represent the very stretch of human progress:

		

		Is it possible that lucid dreamers represent the next iteration in Homo sapiens evolution? Will these individuals be preferentially selected for in the future on the basis of this unusual dreaming ability–one that may allow them to turn the creative problem-solving spotlight of dreaming on the waking challenges faced by themselves or the human race, and advantageously harness its power more deliberately?¹

		

		The view from the dream and dreamless state may be very subtle, but this doesn’t mean it’s ineffectual. It profoundly affects the subtle and gross views that ultimately arise from it.

		Buckminster Fuller used the analogy of a “trim tab” to show how subtle shifts can trigger big changes. Imagine a massive ocean liner like the Queen Mary steaming by. The entire behemoth is guided by the tiniest rudder. Fuller says, “There’s a tiny thing at the edge of the rudder called a trim tab. It’s a miniature rudder. Just moving the little trim tab builds a low pressure that pulls the rudder around. Takes almost no effort at all.”² The small rudder moves the big rudder, which moves the entire ship. The nocturnal meditations and the practice of illusory form provide access to the trim tabs of consciousness, where subtle shifts in awareness lead to big changes in life.

		In addition to this shift of awareness and control, maintaining lucidity through all three states—in the daytime as well as in the nocturnal activities of dreaming and sleep—is accompanied by a sense of completeness (which is one way to interpret Dzogchen, also translated as “Great Completeness”). When you turn the line into a circle, you complete the journey of the mind. You circle back to where you began—returning to outer appearances and worldly form. But now you “know the place for the first time,” as T. S. Elliot put it.³ You finally wake up and see things as they truly are. Forever empty, forever appearing. Thinley Norbu Rinpoche writes, “Fish play in the water. Birds play in the sky. Ordinary beings play on earth. Sublime beings play in display.”⁴

		You make the discovery that at the end of the path you don’t actually attain enlightenment. You simply cease to be deluded. You’re no longer duped by appearances. The you that you think you are is finally seen through. Siddhartha did not attain enlightenment 2,600 years ago. Siddhartha disappeared. He may have sat down to meditate on that fateful night under the Bodhi Tree, but it was the Buddha who stood up.

		Your journey in this book began with outer appearance and the deliberate practice of impure illusory form. As awareness is refined, and appearances are gradually purified of the stain of reification, you have the tools to graduate to the spontaneous performance of completely pure illusory form. So you begin and end with appearance and the practice that allows you to be free of it, while still being fully embodied within it. You remain fully in the world, acting with boundless compassion, but not of it, abiding in infinite wisdom. On one level the practice of illusory form doesn’t change anything “out there.” But it does change the way you relate to what’s out there. Same appearance; totally different relationship.

		

		FINAL STAND

		

		The practice of illusory form creates a new stance upon which to view the world. Archimedes famously said, “Give me a place to stand, and I will move the earth.” The classic Archimedean point is a point outside, from which a clearer view of things is attained. The spiritual Archimedean point is a point from deep inside that has the same earth-moving potential. It’s the vantage point of emptiness, a shift to a de-reified view that moves everything.

		In 1948 the astronomer Fred Hoyle said, “Once a photograph of the earth, taken from outside, is available . . . a new idea as powerful as any in history will be let loose.” Likewise, once you can see yourself and your world from such a new perspective, it’s a game changer. You situate yourself in entirely fresh ways and find your place in the cosmos. The author Frank White, who coined the term overview effect for the transformative experience of seeing Planet Earth from outer space, interviewed thirty astronauts to see how this radical shift in perspective changed their lives.⁵ Muhammed Faris, a Syrian astronaut, said, “From space I saw Earth—indescribably beautiful with the scars of national boundaries gone.” From outer space, as national boundaries vanish, divisiveness is replaced with unity, and consciousness expands. “You develop an instant global consciousness, a people orientation, an intense dissatisfaction with the state of the world, and a compulsion to do something about it. From out there on the moon, international politics look so petty,” reported astronaut Edgar Mitchell, concluding, “We went to the moon as technicians, we returned as humanitarians.”⁶

		In a similar way, once a view of reality taken from deep inside is available to you, a new vision as powerful as any in history will be let loose. This “underview effect” is much more immediate. Instead of shooting into outer space and looking down upon the world, with the practices in this book you shoot into deep inner space and “look up.” The change in view is just as transformative, and far more accessible.

		When I did my first open-water scuba dive off the shores of Cozumel, Mexico, I experienced the power of the underview effect. I was about a mile offshore on a blustery day, making final preparations with my gear before getting in the water. The boat was pitching back and forth in the surf, adding to my anxiety and feeding my nausea. I finally dove in but had to wait for other divers before releasing the air in my buoyancy control vest, the air bag that kept me afloat. I had my goggles on and the breathing regulator in my mouth, but the surface chop was slapping me in the face and jerking me around like a hapless piece of cork.

		After a few interminable minutes, I was finally instructed to release the air in my vest and descend. Within a few seconds an entirely new world was revealed. In a vast panorama of translucent blue light, profound silence and stillness replaced the irritating surface chop. As I looked around, stunned at the profundity of the unfolding view, I glanced back up toward the surface. I could see the boat pitching back and forth, and the marker buoys bobbing fiercely up and down. The surface chop was still doing its choppy thing—but I was no longer affected by it. I didn’t have to get rid of the waves to experience this profound peace. I just had to drop below them.

		Outside of the nocturnal meditations and the practice of illusory form, this is the closest experience I’ve had that mimics the freedom these practices invite. Being trapped in the world of form is like being helplessly tossed around on the surface of a rough ocean: you’re totally at the mercy of the waves. But you only have to drop below the surface of form to be free of it. Forms are still “up there,” but you’ve transcended, or in this case subscended, their agitation. You don’t have to dive down very far to be free. Anybody who has gone swimming knows that you only need to dip a short distance below the surface to experience the silence and stillness of depth.

		The deeper you go, the more profound it gets. Dream yoga takes you a few “feet” below the surface; sleep yoga takes you to the bottom. And illusory form gets you to the heart of both. Dream yoga shows you how to look up at waking consciousness, and the superficial objects it perceives, from an entirely new perspective. Sleep yoga allows you to look up at both dreaming and waking consciousness from an even deeper perspective, one that allows you to perceive the illusory nature of both. And the teachings on emptiness put you squarely on the path of illusion that liberates you from every state, while fully and lucidly participating in them all.

		Regarding the overview effect, White observes, “The fact that this perspective happens while the person is in zero gravity is an integral part of the experience.” When you’re suspended in outer space or floating in the depths of a scuba dive, you’re free from the gravitational influence of massive objects. Similarly, when you’re suspended in the vast inner space of the mind, you’re free of the gravitational force of any object. Life no longer orbits materialism. You are finally free to step forward, instead of merely around.

		The Tibetan word for samsara is khorwa, which means “circling” or “spinning around.” On an outer level, khorwa points to the circular nature of samsara—that we’re always doing the same things, thinking the same thoughts, and yet expecting a different result. On an inner level, khorwa points to how we constantly orbit physical or mental forms. It shows us how we impute upon an empty, dreamlike, and illusory world a solidity and weight it does not inherently have, and how that gravitas then comes back to influence every step we take. As we saw in our discussion on fear: we think we’re walking forward in life, but we’re unknowingly orbiting fear and form. In order to step forward and out of samsara, we need to shed the weight we project onto things. We do so by nurturing the enlightened view from within.

		The wisdom traditions talk about spiritual power, or siddhi, which comes in relative and absolute forms. Relative siddhi includes psychic powers such as clairvoyance, clairaudience, the power to fly, and other miraculous abilities. Relative siddhi is similar to the classic Archimedean point of leverage that gives you power over the forms of this world. Illusory form practice, however, leads to absolute siddhi, which is when the world no longer has leverage over you. Forms no longer move you. That’s real power, and the marvel of complete lucidity.

		Because this view is so transformative, it doesn’t need to be experienced constantly to change your life, any more than astronauts need to return into orbit to remain changed by what they have seen. The foundational transformation is akin to what happens with a near-death experience or a powerful psychedelic trip: one “sighting” is enough to alter your life. It can haunt you forever, giving you a new appreciation for life. Mingyur Rinpoche had such an experience:

		

		I had almost died and it had set me free. Free for what? To die again, and again; free to live without fear of dying. Without fear of living. . . . My heart was expanding with a love that I had never experienced. An infinite appreciation that came from the center of my being radiated to everyone. . . . The whole world opened its doors and beckoned me to enter. [In the hospital] I walked down the corridors, through illusory rooms with rows of transient patients, past soft moans, peeling paint, and gentle nurses. This empty body passed through another dream gate–the hospital gate–to continue this dream journey, to help others wake up and know that liberation comes from recognizing the dream as a dream. We are all of us together dreaming ourselves into being.⁷

		

		And so it is with the practice of illusory form, and the teachings on emptiness at their core. The practice of illusory form, while negating the solidity of things, paradoxically strengthens our appreciation of things. Thus the whole world beckons us to enter its illusory embrace. Free to live without fear of dying; without fear of living. Free to love fearlessly. Because we know in our bones that emptiness cannot harm emptiness.

		


		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

		

		Atalented group of readers helped me shape this book into its final form. Thank you to Karl Brunnhölzl, Gayle Early, Winnie and David Edgerton, Jeremy Hayward, and Eric Holsapple. My friends at Sounds True supported every step on this journey: thank you to Tami Simon and Jennifer Yvette Brown for believing in me. And my editor Gretchen Gordon continues to amaze me with her gifts. I’m deeply grateful for her scope of vision, attention to detail, and caring heart. Finally, Cindy Wilson remained firmly in my corner despite endless hours of research and writing. Together this is a dream team that brought this book into reality.

		


		NOTES

		

		NOTES TO INTRODUCTION
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		1.   The seventh consciousness is itself composed of two primary aspects, the afflicted mind and the immediate mind. Briefly, the immediate mind sparks the arising and ceasing of the other six consciousnesses from, and then back into, the eighth consciousness. “[It] is the dynamic impulsion of the mind that ‘pushes’ the latent tendencies of the six consciousnessess from their dormant existence within the alaya into clearly manifesting and perceiving their respective objects, thus triggering a seamless stream of subject-object interactions. . . . [It] cannot be said to be a ‘locus’ or something separate from the other six consciousnesses. It is just a term for the propelling impulse that is intrinsic to each moment of consciousnesses. . . . [It] is the actual driving force or ‘propeller’ of samsara, while the afflicted mind decides on the pleasant or unpleasant places to which we are propelled.” Karl Brunnhölzl, trans., Luminous Heart: The Third Karmapa on Consciousness, Wisdom, and Buddha Nature (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 2009), 110–111.
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		12. This process is recapitulated, in a fractal nature, with the journey of rebirth. It describes how awareness not only contracts around form but into it. By seeing how your mind contracts around subtle and gross forms, you discover your virtual lust for form altogether, a desire that will hurl you involuntarily and non-lucidly into your next physical form. What is found now is found then. By becoming lucid to this process you can control it, and therefore control the journey of rebirth. This is a method of birth control—contraception at foundational levels.

		

		13. This meditation is not just cerebral, it’s highly visceral. It eventually reveals just how non-lucid your body is, how it too is riddled with tension/contraction. It’s another painful revelation, as you stretch to open not just your mind but your very body. In the spirit of bidirectionality, you come to discover that compulsive thinking is a form of tension/contraction. Reginald Ray writes, “Once ‘inside,’ we also no longer see the tension as something other that has happened to us. In fact, we can feel in it a ‘me,’ a subtle ego consciousness, that is hanging on, maintaining the tension, refusing for its—our—own purposes to let go and relax. This discovery represents a hugely important moment: by entering the tension, we have pushed back the boundary of the unconscious and can now see the previously unconscious ego agency maintaining the tension. . . . To let go of the ego, let go of all somatic tension. . . . The release of tension is the somatic way of talking about the letting go of ego.” Reginald A. Ray, The Awakening Body: Somatic Meditation for Discovering Our Deepest Life (Boulder, CO: Shambhala Publications, 2016), 113, 116.
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		NOTES TO CHAPTER 9
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		5.   The phrase “make up” involves a double entendre. A first meaning is that we make up, or imagine, this dualistic world (hence the “imaginary nature”). Second, we could say that relative truth means putting “makeup” on reality. “Relative truth” in Tibetan is kundzop, “to outfit, or clothe.” We take naked reality (paratantra, or the “dependent nature”) and dress it up, so that it looks like something it is not (turning it into the imaginary nature). Other renderings of kundzop are “all covered, veiled, concealed.” Suffering is thus a cosmetic issue. Cosmetic comes from the Greek kosmeticos, “skilled in adornment”—in this sense, “skilled in making up.” The via negativa discussed in chapter 4 removes the mascara—as the Zen tradition says, it reveals our original face, the face we had before we were born, before we put the mascara on. Maya is often translated as “illusion,” but it derives from the root ma, which means “to make,” and is connected to the word “mother.” How wondrous that the mother of the Buddha was named Maya.
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		9.   Quoted in Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, A Commentary on the Ocean of True Meaning, part 3, translated by Lama Yeshe Gyamtso at KTD Monastery in Woodstock, NY, 1994, 41; emphasis added.

		

		10. M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled: A New Psychology of Love, Traditional Values and Spiritual Growth (New York: Touchstone, 1978), 51.
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		NOTES TO CHAPTER 10
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