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  From a Spiritual Master unlike any,

  a Spiritual Masterpiece like no other.


  AUTHOR, TEACHER AND SPIRITUAL MASTER Jed McKenna tells it like it’s never been told before. A true American original, Jed succeeds where countless others have failed by reducing this highest of attainments—Spiritual Enlightenment—to the simplest of terms.


  Effectively demystifying the mystical, Jed astonishes the reader not by adding to the world’s collected spiritual wisdom, but by taking the spirituality out of spiritual enlightenment. Never before has this elusive topic been treated in so engaging and accessible a manner.


  A masterpiece of illuminative writing, Spiritual Enlightenment is mandatory reading for anyone following a spiritual path. Part exposé and part how-to manual, this is the first book to explain why failure seems to be the rule in the search for enlightenment—


  And how the rule can be broken.


  Spiritual Enlightenment follows Jed through several days and nights in his “accidental ashram”as he answers in simple yet illuminating language the questions and concerns of his spiritually diverse students. Vampires and zombies; airborne adventure; Maya, Goddess of Delusion; and Lara Croft all find their way seamlessly into these pages. The book also contains carefully selected quotations and poems from the world’s great masters, as well as original poems by the author.


  Says Jed:


  
    The truth is that enlightenment is neither remote nor unattainable. It is closer than your skin and more immediate than your next breath. If we wonder why so few seem able to find that which can never be lost, we might recall the child who was looking in the light for a coin he dropped in the dark because “the light is better over here.”

  


  Mankind has spent ages looking in the light for a coin that awaits us not in light and not in dark, but beyond all opposites. That is the message of this book: Spiritual Enlightenment, pure and simple.
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  Spiritual Disclaimer


  Notice is hereby given:


  
    By continuing beyond this point, the reader acknowledges and agrees that the state of Spiritual Enlightenment discussed herein conveys upon the seeker-aspirant-victim no benefits, boons, blessings, or special powers and bears little or no resemblance to assorted New Age or Eastern varieties widely dispensed under the same name. Orgasmic euphoria, orgiastic bliss, obscene wealth, perfect health, eternal peace, angelic ascension, cosmic consciousness, purified aura, astral projection, pan-dimensional travel, extrasensory perception, access to akashic records, profound wisdom, sagely demeanor, radiant countenance, omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence and opening of the third eye are not likely to result. Tuning, harmonizing, balancing, energizing, reversing or opening of the chakras should not be expected. The kundalini serpent dwelling at the base of the spine will not be awakened, poked, prodded, raised, or otherwise molested.


    No promise of self-advancement, self-esteem, self-aggrandizement, self-gratification, self-satisfaction or self-improvement is made or implied. Likewise, self-indulgent, self-involved, self-centered, self-absorbed, and self-serving persons will not find satisfaction herein. The reader should construe no assurance of reward, rapture, empowerment, deliverance, salvation, enrichment, forgiveness, or eternal rest in a heavenly abode. No raising, altering, transforming, transferring, transposing, transfiguring, transmuting, transcending or transmigrating of consciousness is to be expected.


    Purchase or possession of this book does not grant admittance to idyllic or mythical realms including but not limited to: Atlantis, Elysium, Garden of Eden, Heaven, Never-Never-Land, Nirvana, Paradise, Promised Land, Shambhala, Shangri-la, or Utopia.


    This book makes extensive use of analogy and symbolism. The terms vampire, zombie, caterpillar, butterfly, dreamstate, Maya, and others are used metaphorically. Likewise, any suggestion that the reader should leap from a skyscraper, step into a blazing inferno, perform ritual self-disembowelment, or bathe in a vat of corrosive acids are not to be taken literally.


    The reader is advised that cutting off his or her hand, plucking out his or her eye, or chopping off his or her head, may result in bodily injury.


    The pursuit and attainment of Spiritual Enlightenment may entail loss of ego, identity, humanity, mind, friends, relatives, job, home, children, car, money, jewelry, respect, specificity in time, solidity in space, strict adherence to accepted physical laws, and reason for living.


    The Spiritual Enlightenment referred to herein is a process and product of will and self-determination. It requires no reliance on or cooperation with God, Goddess, Satan, discorporate entities (angelic or demonic), gurus, swamis, seers, sages, holymen, priests, teachers, philosophers, faeries, gnomes, pixies, sprites, (wee folk of any sort), or any other agent or agency of non-self authority.


    Heart-centered approaches and qualities generally considered to be of the essence of Spiritual Enlightenment, such as love, compassion, tolerance, grace, tranquility, and pacifism, will be viewed herein as antithetical, misleading, and irrelevant.


    The seeker-aspirant-victim has no need of any spiritual practices or belief systems including but not limited to Buddhism, Kabbalah, Hinduism, Sufism, Taoism, Gnosticism, Mohammadism, Judaism, Christism, Paganism, Occultism, Zoroastrianism, Wicca, Yoga, Tai Chi, Feng Shui, Martial Arts, Magick, or Necromancy.


    The seeker-aspirant-victim has no need of any so-called spiritual or New Age paraphernalia, trinkets or amulets including but not limited to crystals, gems, stones, seeds, beads, shells, incense, candles, aromas, bells, gongs, chimes, altars, images, or idols. No special clothing, jewelry, adornments, tattoos, or fashion accessories are necessary to this endeavor.


    The seeker-aspirant-victim need not avail him or herself of any of the myriad enlightenment-inducing procedures and techniques including but not limited to meditation, candle-gazing, mantra intoning, subjugation to guru, standing on one leg, pilgrimage on belly, unaided flight, drugs, breathing techniques, fasting, wandering in deserts, self-flagellation, vows of silence, sexual indulgence or sexual continence.


    The seeker-aspirant-victim has no need or use for any spiritual powers, arts or sciences including but not limited to astrology, numerology, divination, tarot or rune reading, mandala making, fire-walking, psychic surgery, automatic writing, channeling, pyramid power, telepathy, clairvoyance, lucid dreaming, dream interpretation, ESP, levitation, bi-location, psychokinesis, or remote viewing. Furthermore, tricks, stunts or feats such as shooting arrows from horseback, endurance of cold, live burial, materializing ash or jewelry, walking on fire or glass, laying on glass or nails, piercing of face or arms, conjuring and rope tricks, have no bearing or merit as regards the Spiritual Enlightenment discussed herein.


    Confrontation with personal demons, the facing of deep-seated fears, and the step-by-step dismantling of personal identity may result in elevated pulse, high blood pressure, loss of equilibrium, loss of motor control, pallor and loss of skin tone, loss of hair and teeth, loss of appetite, loss of sleep, loss of bowel and bladder control, tremors, fatigue, shortness of breath, dry-heaves, acid reflux, dyspepsia, halitosis, diarrhea, seborrhea, psoriasis, sweating, swelling, and swooning. The emotional upheaval attendant upon the discovery that one is oneself a fictional character in a staged drama may result in forlornness, weltschmerz, intolerance, anger, hostility, resentment, hopelessness, despondency, suicidal despair, morbid depression, and a suffocating awareness of life’s meaninglessness.


    The seeker-aspirant-victim is hereby advised that study of ancient cultures, travel to distant lands, or learning of foreign languages avails not in the least, and that, for the purposes of understanding and attaining the Spiritual Enlightenment discussed herein, there is no better place than here and no better time than now.


    This book is not intended for human consumption. If ingested, induce vomiting and seek immediate medical assistance. Avoid inserting this book into bodily cavities. Repeatedly plunging this book into the mouth, eyes, ears, nose, vagina or rectum may result in unsightly bulges and a painful burning sensation. If symptoms persist, consult a qualified metaphysician.


    All characters, places and events depicted in this book are entirely fictional insofar as this book and the universe in which it exists are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual people, places and events is purely the result of resemblance to actual people, places and events.


    No dolphins were swum with in the making of this book. Removal of this warning is illegal where prohibited by law. Batteries not included. Be careful what you wish for. Jed McKenna action figure sold separately.


    


  


  
    

  


  



  This book is dedicated to


  WALT WHITMAN


  
    

  


  


  



  Vitam inpendere vero.


  Stake life upon truth.


  Juvenal


  


  That Which Cannot Be Simpler


  



  Stop this day and night with me

  and you shall possess the origin of all poems.


  Walt Whitman


  



  SHE HAS JUST FINISHED ENUMERATING for me the many facets of her spiritual journey and is now looking to me for a response; hopefully approval, perhaps even praise. I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint her. I don’t really take pleasure in dashing the hopes of pretty young ladies, but that’s my job: I’m the enlightened guy.


  “So, the reason you’re doing all these things,” I count them off on my fingers, “meditating, praying, chanting, yoga, vegetarianism, attending darshan and satsang with realized beings, donating money to Greenpeace, Amnesty International and Free Tibet, reading classical spiritual literature, purifying yourself, abstaining from sex and so on. The reason for all this is what?”


  She just stares back at me mutely as if the answer is too obvious to need stating, but it does need stating. I want it out here in front of us where we can examine it and poke at it with our pointy little brains.


  “Well, you know,” she begins, still not quite believing I actually want her to state something so obvious. “Spiritual growth, I guess. I want to, uh, you know, be a better person and be able to love more deeply and, you know, raise my vibrational… you know.”


  I’m hanging on every word.


  “Your vibrational what?”


  “Uh, frequency? I want to, you know, raise my level of consciousness, to be more in touch with, you know, my inner self, my higher self. I want to open myself up to the divine energy that’s, you know, everywhere.”


  “Oh, okay. Why?”


  “Huh?”


  “Why?”


  “Why what?”


  “Why everything you just said. Why do you want to raise your levels and be in touch and open yourself up and all that?”


  “Well, you know… spiritual, uh, enlightenment.”


  Ahhh—


  “Okay, is that it? You want to be enlightened?”


  She looks at me like it’s a trick question, but it’s not; it’s the first question. What are you doing? Why are you doing it? Where is this going? If you know, you’ll succeed. If you don’t, you won’t. That’s not just pretty talk, that’s the law.


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  I smile reassuringly. “Good. So, the reason you do all this stuff is to become enlightened, to achieve spiritual enlightenment. Does that sound about right?”


  A pause. “Yeah, I guess.”


  “Well, let’s just spend a few minutes talking about it and see if we can make it any clearer. What do you think spiritual enlightenment is?”


  She’s giving me the big eyes again, but now a bit of perplexity seeps in. It was so obvious a moment ago that it hardly needed asking. Now it’s becoming a little fuzzy.


  “Uh, like God… God mind… unity, you know, unity consciousness?”


  It’s always like this with new students. They do the student thing, I do the teacher thing. I’m never quite sure why they came or when they’ll go. The whole process is equal parts fulfillment and frustration. I talk, they listen. They ask, I answer. I speak, they… who knows? They something.


  How my words are received or what becomes of them after they leave my lips is beyond my ability to control. I speak, that’s all. The words flow like song and soothe me. That’s my thing. Nodding and maintaining a facial expression that conveys interest and receptiveness is her thing. I’m into the speaking; into my words and how well they represent the underlying ideas. It would be nice to believe that my words were clicking in her mind like the beads of an abacus, but I know they’re not and I’m comfortable with that. “Act, but don’t reflect on the fruit of the act,” said Krishna to Arjuna. Sign me up.


  “It’s very simple,” I tell her. “Enlightenment is truth-realization. Not only is truth simple, it’s that which cannot be simpler; cannot be further reduced.”


  I can see from her expression that that got us nowhere. My bad. I have a copy of the Gita on the table between us. I open it at random with the intention of finding a passage well-suited to the subject I’m discussing.


  Works every time. Gratitude permeates me as I read her this statement by Krishna:


  
    “I am come as Time, the ultimate waster of people, ready for the hour that ripens to their doom. The warriors, arrayed in hostile armies facing each other, shall not live, whether you strike or stay your hand.”

  


  I fall silent as layers of meaning wash through me one after another and my appreciation causes a swelling in my chest. “Wonderful,” I think. “Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful.”


  The young girl before me nods, understanding the words at whatever level she is able. She knows that the words are spoken by Krishna and that he is speaking to Arjuna, the mighty warrior who has thrown down his arms rather than signal the beginning of a war that will surely scorch the earth and his own family to ash. She knows that Krishna is revealing to Arjuna the truth of how the world unfolds, and she knows that at the end of this conversation—the Bhagavad Gita—Arjuna’s delusion will be dispelled and he will launch the battle.


  But that’s probably as far as her knowledge goes. I doubt she identifies herself with Arjuna, paralyzed by confusion at the start of the Gita. I doubt she equates enlightenment with the direct experience of reality in its infinite form. I doubt she knows that in her own life war is coming and that she is a breath away from giving the signal that will spark the conflagration that will incinerate her world. I look at this young girl and I know she has no idea where this road really leads.


  I smile.


  “Unity consciousness is great,” I say, and she looks relieved. “Mystical union, being at one with the universe, the direct experience of the infinite. Bliss, ecstasy; a taste of heaven. Beyond time, beyond space, beyond the ability of any words to describe. The peace that surpasseth all understanding.”


  “Wow,” she says, aptly. Her name is Sarah. She’s young, early twenties, and I’ve just pushed all of her spirituality buttons. If I were a guru, that would be my full time job. I shudder at the thought.


  “Yeah,” she rides on it, “that’s exactly…”


  “But that’s not enlightenment.”


  “Oh.”


  “Enlightenment isn’t when you go there, it’s when there comes here. It’s not a place you visit and then remember wistfully and try to return to. It’s not a visit to the truth, it’s the awakening of truth within you. It’s not a fleeting state of consciousness, it’s permanent truth-realization; abiding non-dual awareness. It’s not a place you visit from here, this is a place you visit from there. For instance, I myself am enlightened, right here, right now. I am free of delusion and unbound by ego, and although I have had the great fortune of experiencing mystical union on several occasions, I am not presently in that state and I have no plans to return to it. Nobody resides in a state of permanent bliss, Sarah, that’s just something out of a sales pitch.”


  “Whoa…” she manages.


  “What I’m trying to do here, Sarah, is get you back to square one. You’ve started off—just like everyone does—in one direction, but enlightenment is in another. What you have to do now is figure out what you really want. Do you want to dedicate your life to the pursuit of the experience of mystical consciousness? Or do you want to wake up to the truth of your being?”


  She spends a few moments thinking about it, and then impresses me with her answer.


  “I guess it makes more sense to figure out what’s true first, or else what does it matter?” she says. “First things first, right? I mean, once I figure out what’s true I can still try to achieve unity consciousness, right?”


  “Wow,” I laugh appreciatively, “good answer. Yes, figure out what’s true and then you can do whatever you want.”


  Good answers aside, Sarah has not really made the decision she thinks she has. One doesn’t select truth-realization over mystical union the way one chooses soup over salad. In fact, one doesn’t choose enlightenment at all. If anything, one is more likely to be the victim of it, like getting hit by a bus. Arjuna didn’t get out of bed that morning hoping to see Krishna’s universal form, he was just having a bad day at the office when the universe flashed him.


  Time to pop the ball back into Sarah’s court.


  “So, you’re doing all this spiritual stuff because you want to go in a certain direction, right?”


  She nods.


  “You want to develop spiritually, or grow closer to God, or go to heaven, or become enlightened, something along those general lines?”


  She nods again, looking somewhat bewildered.


  “In short, you’re moving—progressing—right? You’re heading toward one point and away from another?”


  Another nod.


  “That’s pretty much what everybody is doing in the larger sense, wouldn’t you say? Moving toward something, away from something else?”


  Another cautious nod, wary, as if I’m setting her up, which, of course, I am.


  “The thing I’d like you to do, Sarah, is tell me specifically what it is you’re moving away from and what you’re moving toward. Take your time with it, there’s no hurry. Treat it like you’re creating your own personal mission statement using those two elements; what you’re moving toward and what you’re moving away from. Okay?”


  She looks a little panicked by the idea.


  “Hey,” I reassure her, “no worries, mon. All we’re doing is taking a closer look at where you’re going and what you’re getting away from. It’s not astrophysics. Just file your flight plan in the most economical terms. That doesn’t sound so hard, does it?”


  “I guess not.”


  “It’s not a race, it’s just life. There is no finish line, no winners or losers. Give that some thought, too. It all ties in together. Come see me in the next few days and let me know what you come up with.”


  Sarah labors under the same misconception everyone does. She believes, in the broadest sense, that something is wrong and that she can make it right. What that something is, what’s wrong with it, and how it can be fixed all differ from person to person, but the general pattern is always the same: The truth, though, is that nothing is really wrong. Nothing is ever wrong and nothing can be wrong. It’s not even wrong to believe that something is wrong. Wrong is simply not possible. As Alexander Pope wrote, “One truth is clear, whatever is, is right.” Wrongness is in the eye of the beholder and nowhere else.


  The perception of wrongness, however, is absolutely critical to the perpetuation of the human drama, right up there with the illusion of separateness and the certainty of free will. Drama requires conflict; no conflict, no drama. If something isn’t wrong, then nothing needs to be made right, which would mean that nothing needs to be done. Heights need not be scaled nor depths plumbed. Wealth and power need not be acquired. Future generations need not be spawned. Art need not be created, nor skyscrapers erected. Wars need not be fought. Religions and philosophies need not be devised. Teeth need not be flossed.


  “The belief that something is wrong is the fire under the ass of humanity,” is how I explain it to Sarah.


  Of course, wrongness isn’t entirely imagined. A certain amount of rightness and wrongness is hardwired into the human machine. Hunger is wrong, eating is right; celibacy is wrong, seed-sowing is right; pain is wrong, pleasure is right, and so on. But those are all biological directives, enforceable only within the context of the physical organism, violations resulting in progressively worsening discomfort and possibly death.


  Where, then, does wrongness reside outside of our physical organism? And the obvious answer is; nowhere. But if this whole existence thing is to have any dramatic element to keep it interesting, it needs conflict, and so an artificial wrongness must be inserted into the mix: Fear.


  Fear of the hollow core. Fear of the black hole within. Fear of non-being.


  Fear of no-self.


  The fear of no-self is the mother of all fears, the one upon which all others are based. No fear is so small or petty that the fear of no-self isn’t at its heart. All fear is ultimately fear of no-self.


  “And what is enlightenment,” I ask Sarah, “but a swan dive into the abyss of no-self?”


  She doesn’t answer.


  Fear, regardless of what face it wears, is the engine that drives humans as individuals and humanity as a species. Simply put, humans are fear-based creatures. It may be tempting to say that we are equal parts rational and emotional, balanced between left and right brain, but it’s not true. We are primarily emotional and our ruling emotion is fear.


  “Fun, huh?” I ask Sarah, who’s looking a bit woozy by this point.


  When I ask students to define the thing they’re heading away from and the thing they’re moving toward, it’s not because I have any need for those details, or even because I want students to clarify it for themselves. I really just want them to review their present heading, because if fate or providence has put them in front of me to hear the things I say, then a sharp course change is likely imminent, and that begins with a calling out of the present heading.


  Sarah gets the lite version of this fear and wrongness monologue, partly for her benefit, partly for my own. I don’t know how much of it she’ll really grasp, but it won’t hurt her to hear it. For my part, this is how I figure stuff out; by expressing it. That’s how I learn what to say and how to say it. I didn’t pick up the Total Knowledge Package with this enlightenment deal, so if I want to understand something so I can teach it, I pretty much have to figure it out for myself.


  “Should I keep meditating?” she asks, a little desperate for something familiar she can cling to.


  “Oh, yeah, absolutely,” I say, and she seems relieved to hear it. In terms of enlightenment it doesn’t matter much if she meditates or not, or whether she eats meat or not, or whether she gives to charities or steals from them. I know, though, that she has already been destabilized enough for one conversation. The objective of today’s lesson is to open her up to a new way of thinking about what enlightenment means. If I start trying to dismantle her false preconceptions too quickly she’ll simply scurry back into whatever Hindu-Christian-Buddhist-New Age mélange she emerged from to find her way here.


  We’re sitting on the front porch of my house amid the endless farmland of America’s heartland. It used to be my house, anyway. Now it’s more like a rural American ashram project that belongs to everyone who takes part. I used to be the one who cleaned it and maintained it and made improvements and did all the chores, but these days I’m like a prince in his palace. I haven’t swung a hammer or emptied a wastebasket in years. I never decided to be a prince, it just happened when I wasn’t looking and it’s not the sort of thing you can really bitch about.


  Sarah is not especially unique in terms of the type of people who find their way here. She doesn’t arrive with a clean slate, so the first order of business is getting her to loosen her grip on, well, everything; her opinions, her morality, her most cherished and deeply held beliefs. In short, her ego structure, her false self. Nobody shows up on our doorstop like an empty cup just waiting to be filled with knowledge, and since the knowledge that gets dished out around here is almost certain to be in sharp conflict with the knowledge they arrived with, job one is always prepping them for a major rewrite.


  At any given time there seem to be fifteen or twenty students living in the house. They stay here for awhile, they talk with me, they take care of things. They come. They go. There’s another hundred or so who are like day-students as opposed to boarders. They don’t live here, they just come when they can or when they feel like it. They may come and go without my even knowing they were here. They show up, tend the gardens for a few hours, rewire the basement, prepare meals, build additions, gab with each other, paint things, drop off a gift, eat, whatever. That’s how it is around here. It all just flows and everyone seems pretty comfortable with it.


  It’s a beautiful spring day, late in the afternoon. The sun is dropping and the heat of the day has softened. A gentle breeze caresses the grass in waves. It’s a time to sit in contentment. I am quiet, dwelling in the sweet perfection of the moment, and I’m impressed that Sarah has the sense to do the same, or, at least, not to spoil it with chatter.


  Eventually, time swallows the moment and I observe its passing with gratitude. One of the guys sticks his head out to let us know there’s food available for those who want it. I can smell it. The vegetarians have been at it again. Someone brings me a tray with a bowl of rice and dahl and some garam masala and a set of chopsticks. As soon as the odor meets me I know that Sonaya has done the cooking and I am eager for the food.


  I eat and watch as the sunset displays more shades of pink than anyone could have suspected. Gradually the pinks become reds and golds and the clouds pick up every nuance and light up the sky in a resplendence that promises heaven. I wouldn’t mind dying now, I think, as the day dies. But then I remember—


  I’ve got a book to write.


  



  



  



  



  


  Paradox


  You will never achieve spiritual enlightenment.

  The you that you think of as you is not you.

  The you that thinks of you as you is not you.

  There is no you, so who wishes to become enlightened?


  Who is not enlightened?

  Who will become enlightened?

  Who will be enlightened?


  Enlightenment is your destiny—

  more certain than sunrise.

  You cannot fail to achieve enlightenment.

  Were you told otherwise?

  Irresistible forces compel you.

  The universe insists. It is not within your power to fail.


  There is no path to enlightenment:

  It lies in all directions at all times.

  On the journey to enlightenment, you create and

  destroy your own path with every step.


  No one can follow another’s path.

  No one can step off the path.

  No one can lead another.

  No one can turn back.

  No one can stop.


  Enlightenment is closer than your skin,

  more immediate than your next breath,

  and forever beyond your reach.


  It need not be sought because it cannot be found.

  It cannot be found because it cannot be lost.

  It cannot be lost because it is

  not other than that which seeks.


  The paradox is that there is no paradox.

  Isn’t that the damnedest thing?


  Jed McKenna


  



  


  Big Thoughts


  



  To meet my thousand thousand faces I roam the world;

  The dirtiest grass

  Wears the sunlight of my skin:

  I stand in this stream, myself, and laugh.


  Rumi


  



  LEGALLY, I AM THE OWNER of the house. It’s a stately and ornate gentleman farmer’s house with plenty of room, built in 1912. The story goes that two well-to-do gents had eyes for the same dame, so they each built the nicest house they could. They both proposed to her, assuming that she’d go for the one with the best house. I first heard the story in my lawyer’s office at the closing. His secretary was fully versed in my house’s history. I waited anxiously to know how it turned out, whether my house won. It did. Sportingly, the other house burned down a few years later.


  Good story. If it was made up or amended I don’t want to know. I like it just the way it is.


  The house is in east central Iowa, about twenty miles from Iowa City and half an hour from the Mississippi River. We’re lucky that there’s some nice roll to the land here, not completely flat like parts of Iowa can be. We have a few wooded acres and a dozen unwooded acres, a creek, a small pond, and we’re surrounded by farmland on all sides. An island in a sea of corn.


  The house has wrapping porches, sweeping eaves, and numerous decorative features for which I don’t know the correct terminology. The inside is full of built-in cabinets with glassfront shelving, oak floors, ceiling beams and the kind of detailed craftsmanship that people say you can’t find anymore. Anyway, it’s an admirable old house and I haven’t seen its like during my years in Iowa. That’s not to say that it’s the biggest or the best or anything like that, just that it’s unique and special. Most importantly, it’s quiet. The nearest neighbor is more than a mile away, and the nearest paved road is five miles away, well out of earshot and eyeshot.


  I say I’m the legal owner to make the distinction that I nevertheless feel like a guest in the house. A royal guest, but a guest nonetheless. It’s Sonaya’s house and has been since the first day she entered it. She runs it from top to bottom. She manages the food, maintenance, cleaning, and money. She keeps the guests in line. If it weren’t for Sonaya, the place would probably have devolved to the condition of a ratty frat house years ago.


  It’s morning now. I’m sitting in my TV room watching world news. I enjoy watching. I’m an observer more than a participant. TV, movies, books, news shows. I don’t take sides or have any concern for outcomes, it’s the drama I enjoy. I don’t watch sports or soap operas because that’s basically what the news seems like to me; today’s crop of zany soap opera antics.


  Martin comes in and takes the other seat. He’s not here to watch the news. There’s another TV room in the remodeled basement for the guests to use. Mine is on the second floor and is much more comfortably appointed than the one downstairs. They both get satellite, and the basement isn’t exactly a dungeon, but my upstairs room is—thanks to Sonaya—more like one of those home theaters the rich folk have. There are only two chairs, matching over-stuffed recliners, and double-thickness drapes to block the light. There’s a big screen TV, a VCR, a DVD player, a game console, a surround-sound system, and all the electronic bric-a-brac to run it all. Really a great room, and no doubt unusual for an Iowa farmhouse.


  It’s generally understood that anyone can come in when the door is open and take a seat in the other chair if it’s vacant. Whether or not I feel like talking is another matter and depends largely on whether or not I feel like talking. An interesting news item on Taiwanese independence ends and I surf through the news channels for something else of interest. There’s a lot of financial news at this time of day. I don’t care for financial news, or any news, really, unless something big is happening. Nothing big is happening. I check the weather channel for typhoons, tornadoes, hurricanes or flooding, but everything is calm. Oh well.


  “You’re wearing shoes,” I say to Martin.


  “Oh jeez,” he mutters and takes off his sandals. He slips them behind the chair so Sonaya won’t see them if she looks in, but Sonaya sees everything and Martin knows it. I may be the great enlightened guy they all come to see, but Sonaya is the all-seeing all-knowing mistress of the manor and even I am just another dull-witted child in her presence.


  I’m looking at the TV and Martin is looking at me. He wants to talk. I suppose I should respond negatively to his attempts to finesse me, but there’s nothing on TV and Martin can be interesting at times. I give him a mildly exasperated nod and he accepts.


  “I’ve made a lot of progress on the assignment you gave me,” he spurts enthusiastically. I balk at the word assignment, but it’s actually fairly accurate so I say nothing.


  “Remind me,” I say, although I need no reminding. Martin has spent more than two decades in the thrall of one of the West’s better known spiritual leaders and has come away with a head full of pseudo-Hindu gibberish as fiendishly entangled as the Gordian Knot. I’ve been trying to ease him toward the Alexandrian solution of slicing cleanly through the knot in a single stroke rather than wasting further decades trying to untangle it, but Martin is slow in letting go of his belief system and the allegiances that came with it.


  Last time we met, Martin brought a book and read to me several dozen stanzas from the teachings of his former guru. The words were obviously those of a vast mind expounding upon timeless mysteries and I could easily understand why seekers would flock to one of such limitless insight, but when Martin finished reading I had absolutely no idea what had just been said. More importantly, although he thought otherwise, neither did Martin


  To illuminate this point for him, the “assignment” I gave Martin was to reduce the selection he’d shared with me down to a single, coherent concept; one lucid sentence. The idea for this assignment came to me as I listened to Martin read his former guru’s baffling words with shimmering enthusiasm. I was struck by the exalted sage’s ability to mix a few simple concepts together in such a way as to sound sublimely profound without actually saying a whole lot.


  The passages Martin read to me had to do with the tripartite of perceiver, act of perception and object perceived; the three gunas of Hinduism; the benefits of silencing the mind, and something about ascending levels of consciousness, each more wonderful than the last. There was probably some overlighting theme that tied them all together into a unified whole that made Martin shimmer, but what the overlighting theme might have been I can’t say because that would have entailed listening much more closely than I actually did. It was clear to me that Martin was trying to display his mastery over some Big Thoughts. He also seemed to think that he was educating me, or, perhaps, acting as self-appointed ambassador to me from his previous teacher. But, like I said, I don’t know because I lost track of what he read pretty near the beginning.


  All I ever really need from a student at the start of a conversation is a flare; a simple locator beacon. The student is traveling from wherever they are at the moment toward the state of abiding non-dual awareness. That journey is what I help with because I am positioned high above with a clear view of the entire terrain. I always know where the destination is, but I need the student to send up a signal to show me their current position. I just need to get a lock on their location and I usually have it within the first few words or sentences they utter.


  For instance, I see where Martin is and I can see that he has himself twisted up in some brambles. He may feel an urge to describe his current position to me in exhaustive detail, but I already know all I need to guide him out. Martin may want to spend the next twenty years studying the local flora, but I will encourage him to pull out a machete and hack his way out and continue his journey.


  Sitting next to me now, Martin reminds me about the passages he read to me and my request that he boil it down. I nod and ask what he has come up with. Martin’s interpretation of the text and its value was off the mark in the first place, but this little exercise was not really about clarifying the text for him anyway. Rather, it was about coaxing him toward doing his own thinking instead of parroting wisdomesque concepts and abdicating responsibility for himself to any non-Martin authority. In the course of this process, Martin will probably develop a deeper insight into the knowledge he was twirling and spinning like a fancy six-shooter, but that isn’t the point.


  And, like I said, Martin can be pretty interesting guy. He’s in his mid-forties and he’s been to a lot of exotic places and done a lot of interesting things. He’s a very large man at around six and a half feet tall and nearly three hundred pounds. He’s an expert bodyworker and not a bad cook when Sonaya gives up the kitchen for a meal. He’s all or part Native American, played college ball for Northwestern, was a Green Beret for six years and a spiritual renunciate for ten. Overall, he’s an impressive and likable fellow. He’s been in the house for a few months and is generally able to grasp the things he’s supposed to and move on. I’ve known he was stuck on the outside authority thing since he first arrived, but I had never poked at it directly. The last thing I wanted to do was get in a pissing contest about who had the cooler knowledge, his former teacher being a whole different order of magnitude in the guru hierarchy from yours truly, meaning that if I wasn’t careful, I might accidentally send Martin back to the guy who takes twelve hundred words and fifteen references to ancient texts in three languages to say whassup.


  What Martin came up with for his “assignment,” I realized within a few seconds, was basically nothing more than a simplified rewording of the original text. He was explaining it, not clarifying or reducing it.


  “Stop,” I say.


  He stops.


  “You’re just using different words to say the same thing.”


  “Well, yeah,” he agrees, “but I’m using less words and explaining it in more Western terms.”


  I flip through the channels and stop to watch Samantha trying to cool an irate Larry Tate.


  “Why do you think I asked you to summarize the passages you were reading to me, Martin?”


  “I thought that, you uh, you were interested in it and might be having trouble, uh, you know, following it,” he says.


  Larry has stormed out and now Samantha is calling Dr. Bombay, a sure sign that something’s amiss, possibly of Dr. Bombay’s doing. He probably turned Darrin into a polo pony and now Larry needs Darrin to pitch the big client. Dr. Bombay, however, cannot be reached because he’s someplace exotic riding Darrin to victory in the final chukker of the big match. I’m just guessing, of course, but it can’t be easy being Darrin.


  “Yes, I was having some trouble with it, Martin. I sure was. Now let’s try this again. What I’d like you to do is boil this whole complex ganglion of guruspeak down to a single, lucid concept. Summarize it. Hack away at it until you reach the core. Reduce it like an algebraic equation. Burn away all the excess and see what’s left.”


  “Well,” Martin begins, and I immediately know we’re banging our heads up against his dogged reliance on outside authority. “I think that what he means is…”


  I interrupt.


  “Why does it matter what he means, Martin?”


  He stares at me with his mouth slightly open.


  “It’s your head on the block, Martin, it’s your clock that’s ticking.” I try a different approach. “What’s your mission statement, Martin? What’s the point? What is it you hope to accomplish with your life?”


  “Freedom from bondage,” he replies without hesitation. “Liberation. Oneness with all that is. Unity consciousness.”


  I manage not to hurl myself out the window.


  “Okay, okay, that’s quite a list, or do you figure those are all different ways of saying the same thing?”


  “Well, yes,” he replies, clearly wondering if I’m an impostor, “those are all different ways of saying enlightenment.”


  “Really? How do you know?”


  “Well, I’ve spent over twenty-five years…”


  “What, Martin? You’ve spent twenty-five years doing what?”


  “Everything. Studying, meditating, purifying myself. Reading, attending lectures, learning everything I could about evolving spiritually…”


  It occurs to me that this is exactly where Sarah’s current heading will take her. Twenty-five years of unfulfilled searching all for want of a little straight talk.


  “What if you were to find out that it was all a waste?” I ask him. He recoils and I sense that he’s on the verge of getting up and walking out. “Bear with me here, Martin. We’re just talking. Just hypothetically, what if you found out that in order to achieve the enlightenment you speak of, you had to reject all the teachings you’ve ever received. Could you abandon all this knowledge you’ve acquired?”


  “Well, I don’t really think…”


  “What’s your priority? Enlightenment or the knowledge?”


  “I don’t think…”


  “How long has your guru been teaching?”


  “Well, uh, over thirty years…”


  “And how many of his students have achieved enlightenment?”


  “Well, uh…”


  “That you know of personally?”


  “Well, uh, I never…”


  “That you’ve heard of?”


  “It’s not…”


  “That there were rumors of?”


  “I don’t think…”


  “What is it they’re doing, Martin? The recipe for enlightenment they’re promoting; what is it?”


  “Uh, well, meditation and knowledge, basically…”


  “And in thirty years they’ve never held someone up and said ‘Look at this guy! He’s enlightened and we got him there!’ In thirty years, they don’t have one? Don’t you think they should have, like, an entire army of enlightened guys to show off by now?”


  “Well, it’s not…”


  “After thirty years they should have a few dozen generations of enlightened people. Even with only a quarter of them becoming teachers, they should have flooded the world by now, mathematically speaking, don’t you think? I’m not asking all this as a teacher myself, mind you. I’m just asking as a consumer, or a consumer’s advocate. Don’t you think it’s reasonable to ask to know a teacher’s success rate? The proof is in the pudding, right? Didn’t you ask them about the fruit of their teachings when you started with them?”


  “Well, that’s not…”


  “Don’t you think it’s reasonable to ask? They’re in the enlightenment business, aren’t they? Or did I misunderstand you? Do they have something else going?”


  “Nooo, but they…”
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