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Painted by Hans Holbein the younger in Henry VIII’s England,  The Ambassadors tells us a great deal more than any mere portrait. It is a doorway into the mysteries of the Renaissance and the war torn religious strife of the Reformation. A rich and engaging portal into the mind of an age emerging into the modern world.








On the left is Jean de Dinteville, French ambassador to England in 1533. To the right stands his friend, Georges de Selve, bishop of Lavaur, who acted on several occasions as French ambassador to various states.  The portrait hangs in the National Gallery, London.




They are surrounded by a fascinating collection of objects and rich furnishings. Clearly learned, cultured, wealthy men.  And yet, like all men, they are subject to doubt and the inevitability of death, symbolised by the distorted image of a skull in the foreground.




Tudor England was a time and place of incredible beauty: the countryside was not yet ruined by industry and urban sprawl.  The music of the time, both religious and secular, is some of the finest and most ethereal ever written. Thomas Tallis is considered one of England’s foremost composers and a choral (followed by an instrumental) version of his madrigal “If Ye Love Me” can be heard below.




Beauty, wealth, learning and sophistication are all evident in the Ambassadors and yet 16th Century Europe was a time of bizarre and extreme contrast.  None of the barbarous bestiality and superstition of the time is evidenced in Holbein’s work or the meditative beauty of the music of his time.




Religious extremists burnt and tortured those of a different persuasion to their own. People believed in pixies, faeries and witchcraft. Medicine was in its infancy.  Disease, poverty and starvation was the lot of many.




Beauty and horror, wealth and poverty, culture and brutality lived side by side. The human condition has not changed a great deal in the intervening 500 years.
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    The Book of Common Prayer is a much loved work of literature. Its language and phrases have permeated the English language for centuries.  It is nothing less than sublime.


    Originally published in 1549 in a version edited by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, it was subsequently revised until the version of 1662 became the official version of the Church of England. It contains Miles Coverdale’s glorious translation of the Book of Psalms from the Great Bible of 1538.  Its intended use was to define and regulate daily worship in the Church of England and it is written in English, so as to be accessible to everyone and not just the clerics learned in Latin.


    It is now used by a small minority and has largely been replaced by alternative forms of prayer using simpler and more modern language.


    You do not have to be a Muslim to enjoy the beauty of Rumi‘s poetry or a Jew to enjoy Ecclesiastes. You do not have to be a Buddhist to bathe in the beauty of Zen or the Tibetan Book of the Dead.  You do not have to be a Christian to immerse yourself in the timeless reflections of the Book of Common Prayer.


    Sit in the choir stalls at Canterbury Cathedral and listen to evensong.  Wander through the English countryside and sit quietly in a Norman Church – open up to the beauty of mattins or evensong, read quietly to yourself, perhaps while listening to Byrd, de La Rue or Vittoria.


    It need not be about belief.  It is about reflection, quiet, meditation.  It is a re-affirmation of your weltanschauung.  It is to retreat (if only for a few moments) from the world of commerce and busyness and to contemplate for a while the vastness of the universe and its mysteries.  It is time well spent.
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    Written by  Percy Bysshe Shelley in the early 19th Century, if there can be said to be polarity in Romanticism, then this poem plumbs the depths, rather than praising in the heights.  And yet there would be no yin without yang, no black without white.  No journey of the soul is complete without contrast.


    Hubris writ large, this work begs to be read by moguls and titans across time.  In a few simple and elegant lines, base ambition and materialism is exposed as futile vanity.  Our universe is governed by entropy and decay.


    And yet, tantalisingly, an eternity of sorts may be attained by “information” – knowledge and ideas transmitted through time. Arguably information needs a physical base, but the words of this poem have survived intact for 200 years and may last for many more as a popular meme in a living culture.


    Ideas and memes are not subject to physical decay; not so “two vast and trunkless legs of stone” which “stand in the desert”.  Not so the empire of  Ozymandias.


    Perhaps Ozymandias (or Rameses II as he was known in a different language) was the pharaoh of the Exodus.  Regardless, nothing much of him or his works has survived in material terms. His was not a 1,000 year reich.


    Does poem this inform our weltanschauung? Does it suggest a better way of life? Or at least one more meaningful.


    A search for meaning and knowledge may leave a more lasting legacy than the construction of an empire. The works of Isaac Newton or Albert Einstein may be of more lasting value than those of a business leader who constructs his empire much as a dung beetle rolls and buries his sustenance.
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    Cargo cults provide a fascinating insight into the origins of religion.  Far from being lost in the mists of time, John Frum’s cargo cult began in the 20th Century and therefore makes for rather easier study than the Abrahamic religions or those of the Hindu tradition.  Somewhat easier to study a religion which began within living memory  than to have to delve back three to five thousand years.


    The cult developed in Tannu island in the Pacific and was bolstered by the arrival of air dropped supplies by the US military during the Second World War.  Picture an isolated tribe with little previous contact from the outside world, whose lives became magically improved by the arrival of food, clothes, medicine and weapons from the sky.


    Man’s strongest emotion is fear. Fear of famine, drought, illness and death.  He needs food, shelter, medicine and spiritual comfort. An ancient tribe faced by even the modest technology of our own era would consider much of what we do as magic.  Little wonder then that worship develops and the providers of such munificent bounty from the sky become gods.


    Ritual behavior to appease and encourage such gods includes dressing in the style of US soldiers, building symbolic replica airplanes out of straw and cutting landing strips out of the jungle.


    Students of religion will be familiar conceptually with such practices and the accompanying belief systems. Benign gods come to live among us and promise to return. They cause people to rise from the dead, they convert water into wine and cure madness.  Their kingdom is to come after death and it promises an eternity where hunger, thirst and human misery are no more. The lion lays with the lamb and eternal peace is granted.


    Beautiful, comforting myth.  The stark reality is that we need to build our own heaven on earth by altering our violent and selfish behavior and by pursuing scientific advances to ensure peace and plenty for all.


    Image Tim Ross, CC BY 3.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0, via Wikimedia Commons
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    There comes a stage where some hand over responsibility to the next generation and gradually withdraw from the world.  Some are born to that stage and lead no other life, some come to it much later.  Some, perhaps the majority, never reach that point in their lives and remain devoted to the material and the worldly.


    It is a search for the soul, a search for the very essence of meaning.  It is not a giving up, it is a progression.   Are they seeking the divine? Almost certainly, but divinity is not to be narrowly defined by religious dogma.


    It is hard not to use religious imagery to illuminate and explain that search, since from time immemorial mysticism has been at the very heart of it.  A yearning for the numinous  has invariably been linked to the concept of a god, or at least to some explanation for the origin of creation and consciousness.


    We are creatures of our background and of our cultural history and are bound to think in terms of the images we have been brought up with. In the West we might think of plainsong, a gothic cathedral or a quiet monastic garden. In the East we might think of the stunning beauty of Zen or the moving words of the Tao Te Ching.


    It is wiser by far to see the common essence of all such traditions and not to be blinded by the sad divisions resulting from the reification of dogma.  Religion is a mere finger pointing to the moon.
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    This is not the place to talk about the author CS Lewis, his time as a revered scholar of English at both Oxford and Cambridge or his friendship with JRR Tolkien and their evenings at the Eagle and Child in Oxford.  It is not a place to talk about Christianity or the Screwtape Letters.


    The Chronicles of Narnia need no extraneous detail, no introduction. They need to be revelled in for the beauty of the eternal tales of good and evil and for the language in which they are written.   They need to be delighted in for the loveliness of Pauline Bayne’s illustrations.


    In the Magician’s Nephew, Polly Plummer and Digory Kirke are hijacked by evil Uncle Andrew Kettering and unwillingly sent on an adventure into parallel worlds via the lovely wood between the worlds – a sort of Clapham Junction for magical travel.


    By mischance in the desolation of Charn, they wake evil empress Jadis and unwittingly take her back to Edwardian London, where she terrorises Uncle Andrew and rides a hansom cab for her imperial carriage. A veritable Boudica.


    The children remove Jadis with the help of Uncle Andrew’s magic rings and back through the wood between the worlds they end up in a black, darkened and unformed universe.


    Magical and majestic Aslan sings the new world into existence with talking animals as well as spirits – the Dryads and Naiads and gods of springs and woods.  The cabbie and his wife from Edwardian London become the benevolent King and Queen.


    After a visit to a green hill far away on the cabbie’s horse Pledge (now given wings by Aslan) Digory makes up for his mistakes by seeking a magic apple to ward off Queen Jadis from this newly created paradise.


    As a small child you are unlikely to ponder the parallels with Christian mythology, let alone worry about it.  These are simple, glorious, colourful tales where good always triumphs over evil and comfort is alway eventually attained, even peace.


    If as a child you are mesmerised by these books you will never forget them and will return year after year to re-read them as an adult, finding the same pleasure they gave you as a child.
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    War, easy to understand but difficult to prevent, dates back 550 million years.


    Early complex life lived peacefully for most of earth’s history by harnessing the power of ocean chemicals and then sunlight.


    550 million years ago the first proto animals acquired mobility – the Dickinsonia and others began to move around to seek food.  And then arrived bilateral symmetry – a head for intake at one end, a digestive system in the middle and an exit for waste at the other. The evidence of these early life forms can be seen in the fossils of the Ediacara hills in southern Australia.


    Then teeth and claws arrived – the world’s very first weapons.  The evolutionary arms race had begun and humans eventually became the clear winners – they developed a complex brain and the ability to outsmart all other life forms on earth.


    From the very first days man killed his own kind as well as other animals in the battle to survive and prosper. Most other animals do the same thing  – the hawk and the fox being obvious examples.


    And so today from the parish council and the village garden society up to the level of nations we seek our own benefit and are willing to take extraordinary measures to subjugate the competition.


    Old dears viciously competing in the village cake baking competition can be seen as the weak form of Genghis Khan or Pol Pot.  As a society we compete instead of co-operate. We take what we want from the weak; 20th century western exploitation of middle east oil being a good example.


    All it took was modern science to give us the capability to destroy on a global and industrial scale. Zyklon B and the railways, the machine gun and the atomic bomb.


    And the cure? Nothing less than changing our entire nature. Not so easy after 500 million years on the rampage.


    Image: Omaha Beach, June 6, 1944. By Robert F. Sargent
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    In what must be an April Fool’s prank, the Beano comic has apparently issued a cease-and-desist letter to British MP Jacob Rees-Mogg claiming he has modelled himself on its character Walter the Softy.  It listed traits including his side parting, round glasses and “snootiness” as “distinctly copying” the character.


    Much amused by the idea of Moggism I suspect I would probably enjoy his company for an hour or so at dinner.


    The Moggist background is so quintessentially English: Eton and Oxford followed by the City.  And clearly bright enough to clean up, although no doubt that is as much to do with his people skills as investment wizardry.


    I am no judge of character (it appears I was horribly wrong about Tony Blair who I briefly admired when he first came to power) but there is something appealing about the concept of Moggism even if it turns out to be a chimera like most things in politics.


    Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Mr. Mogg was a genuine good-egg? The sort of pleasant cove even Psmith would have enjoyed working with?  Just the sort of chap you would meet at Blandings and very delightful too.


    He seems to care. He seems to be a relic of those well meaning 19th Century tory patricians and whig grandees one could almost forgive for their rotten boroughs.


    Wouldn’t it be splendid if what you see is what you get?  Perhaps he is not just well educated and wealthy but also decent and good with the interests of his fellow man at heart?


    I am always surprised that a man of a religious nature would chose to associate himself with the political right but he is probably more Septimus Harding than Lord Soper.  And perhaps one should judge him more by his articles on the importance of the welfare state than his attachment to the Conservative party.
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    Depression and determinism: can we influence our moods, can we “change our mind”? We don’t know. There are many opinions but no answers.


    Melancholy has been with us since the beginning and has been written about over many millennia.  Hippocrates of Kos and Galen of Pergamon had much to say on the subject. Closer to our own time, Samuel Johnson wrote of the “Black Dog” in the 18th Century and Winston Churchill popularised the term in the 20th.


    There is no better introduction to the science of animal behaviour than the lucid, entertaining and informative lectures of Dr Robert Sapolsky, professor of biology and neuroscience at Stanford University.


    

      




    


    Sapolsky believes we do not have free will:


    

      For me, the single most important question is how to construct a society that is just, safe, peaceful – all those good things – when people finally accept that there is no free will.


    


    Many scientists, the recent and much loved Stephen Hawking included, believe that we live in a deterministic universe where all unravels in accordance with cause and effect (karma perhaps).


    Is there no cure then? Can we not “change our minds”?


    Much has been made of meditation and awareness in recent years as a coping mechanism – and indeed an awareness and acceptance of the condition are crucial.


    Much has been written of the importance of diet and exercise.


    Drugs companies have struggled for years to find chemicals that work effectively.  The latest research has veered back towards hallucinogenic drugs found in the natural world such as psilocybin (magic mushrooms) and DMT ( ayahuasca ).


    Those suffering from depression would be wise to avoid the question of determinism altogether: we do not know whether we can truly “change our minds”.


    Perhaps a cure will eventually be found, but in the meantime a portfolio of remedies may perhaps alleviate the symptoms.
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    President Donald Trump: is he bad or simply an extreme example of vulgarity and brash showmanship?


    There are some politicians I instinctively like, even if from afar.  The reality is I know nothing whatsoever about them, haven’t met them and may well be completely wrong in my assessment of their qualities as a person.  To the extent one can ever “know” someone, you can only do so through prolonged personal contact.  And yet we have to choose our political leaders on the flimsiest “knowledge” of them – the image they portray in the media.


    I like what I see of Rees-Mogg .  I just can’t help it.  If it turns out he really is a nice old gent from the era of Jeeves and Wooster then I will be delighted.  Even though I am an atheist and have no quarrel with early term abortion.


    I can not say the same for poor old Donald Trump.  I may be wrong about both Mogg and Trump. I don’t know either of them from Adam. I only have their self broadcast images to go by.


    I don’t condone tribal nationalism, torture, vulgarity or racism and I am not over-fond of rampant materialism.  Frighteningly, Trump is said to be a populist leader and certainly his avid use of social media seems only to boost his status among those who can not or do not choose to see through the sometimes less than truthful slant he embraces.


    But is he dangerous or simply vulgar?  As a populist and showman he is determined to push his agenda, such as it is.  The big question is what would he do if he had untrammeled power?  I somehow don’t think Mogg would abuse it.  I don’t feel the same degree of comfort about Trump.


    There is no evidence of venality.  But vulgarity…well that is an entirely different matter.
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    Meditation is not (or need not be) any sort of religious devotion. But it must become a way of life if it is to be of any help to you. It need not require sitting for endless hours on a agonisingly uncomfortable three legged stool or painfully cross legged on a small cushion in an ascetic monastery.  Although no doubt that would benefit me enormously!


    Perhaps Thich Nhat Hanh’s approach is the most helpful.  Quiet, peace, tranquility and time are a necessary part of it for most of us, although the real devotees claim to be able to maintain calm in the middle of a storm of modernity – sitting in Piccadilly circus, on a bus, or at the Ginza crossing. Lucky them.


    It seems to me that it must become so much more than all of that – it must pervade every aspect of your life and govern every action you take and every word you speak if you are to make true progress. Nirvana need not be a “snuffing out”, a meditative way of life need not result in quietism.  But it must be active rather than passive.


    It’s no good being a hypocrite or speaking with a forked tongue.  That will spoil any sense of peace and no amount of “meditation” will perfect the soul until and unless we can dispense with sarcasm, wit, polemic and criticism.


    I wrote an article earlier today on the awful debates in the House of Commons.  And suddenly realised I was veering back towards destructive (self destructive) criticism of the sort which has corroded my persona for far too long. Why be critical when I know I am every bit as foul on occasions as the animals which inhabit that particular zoo?


    Unless we can snuff out anger, jealousy, greed and pride we may as well whistle in the wind for “peace on earth” let alone peace in our own minds.


    So no, meditation is not just for Christmas. It is a long, arduous and sometimes tedious journey – no wonder the Eastern philosophers need re-incarnation. One lifetime certainly seems too short to get anywhere near eudaimonia let alone moksha.
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    There can hardly be a sight so little edifying as the Right Honourable Gentlemen of the House of Commons in full debate.  One has to be thankful we have debate I suppose, and that we do not have to suffer “Putin on The Ritz” as do the modern serfs in the 21st Century Russian Empire.


    We are all monsters.


    But still, the sight of His Right Honourable Bigness from Self-Important-Smugness-in-The Marshes really isn’t much fun.


    Before the advent of televised debate one may have been forgiven the assumption that dignity and decorum prevailed in the sacred debating chamber here at the epicentre of democracy.


    Not so. It is every bit as vicious in there as a meeting of the Parish Council or the Women’s Institute. Bossy self important people score points off each other using ridicule and scorn. And apparently they are paid to do so by the people foolish enough to elect them.


    I’m afraid it all goes back to the origins of violence.


    However good natured and pacific we may be as individuals, get us in a crowd and we turn into monsters.  The will of the people be damned – Not In My Back Yard thank you!


    There may not be much to be done. Given the platform and the provocation most of us would probably behave in exactly the same way.


    We may think we are different. We may hope so. But like rats in a cage, when the chips are down it seems we humans will fight to the death for self interest and a place on the Titanic’s last remaining lifeboat.


    Unfortunately none are blameless. We may become irritated in church at sickly smiles or the petty pecking order, we get road rage, our family can irritate us to death.  Awareness is certainly a help. Thinking and pausing before you speak another. Or delaying sending that email for an hour.  Can we change our minds? Can we become nicer people? Opinion is very divided but it does no harm to try.
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    Starting out on the brutal, tragic and savage journey into dementia and caring for those suffering from it (I mean suffering both mentally and physically) one, in all probability will not be aware that “dementia” is simply an umbrella term for a vast and cruel range of hideous and debilitating symptoms.


    It is not purely memory loss, there is the added savagery of profound confusion, difficulties in communicating, disorientation, weight loss, depression, persistent fear, skin infections, seizures, hallucinations, paranoia and the susceptibility to frequent urinary tract infections thus causing yet more confusion– the list is seemingly endless.


    Added to all these symptoms the lives of the entire extended family are shattered, robbing them prematurely of the people they know and love.


    Despite all this turmoil I can say, hand on heart, that it is possible somehow to love, cherish, live and enjoy life after the death sentence diagnosis – you have got to, what else is there?  An immeasurable amount of patience is paramount to peace, calm and success whilst caring and a level of understanding of what a person is suffering is crucial.


    They are definitely “still there” deep, deep down, terrified and desperate for love, care, kindness and nurture.


    Each glimpse of their former self, their character and laughter is cherished and longed for and these moments sadly become further and further apart as the disease progresses and takes hold but never totally impossible to find and coax to the surface at any stage of the petrifying and lonely journey, even if it’s just in a glint of the eye.


    Anything that can help ease the stress and distress for all parties concerned is to be grasped with open arms.  Music is a very strong, useful and available tonic, and even if not enjoyed previously, it can jolt the brain into reducing symptoms of anxiety, agitation and aggression.


    It can prompt laughter and is something that can be a rare shared pleasure whatever the genre.  It is both comforting and enlivening for all, it can induce memories and movement for all to revel in.  Somehow words to long lost songs and ballads can be brought to the forefront, sung and danced to with joy, gusto and fleeting pleasure.


    There are so many “little things” like this that can make the life of the sufferer and carer easier, more bearable, more pleasurable and now seem so obvious to me I forget that others perhaps would overlook them or not realise to what tremendous degree they can help.  Guilt, for no apparent reason, has a massive and oppressive presence in a carers lot!
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    “Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank and of having nothing to do…..when suddenly a White Rabbit with pink eyes ran close by her. Alice started to her feet, for it flashed across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waistcoat-pocket, or a watch to take out of it, and burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.


    In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.”


    Charles Lutwidge 1898, better known by his pen name Lewis Carroll went to Westminster School and Christ Church College Oxford. When I have dinner in the magnificent “Harry Potter” dining hall, I usually take time to stare up at the beautiful “Alice Window”.


    What does it mean to “go down the rabbit hole”? According to one source it is to enter into a situation or begin a process or journey that is particularly strange, problematic, difficult, complex, or chaotic, especially one that becomes increasingly so as it develops or unfolds.


    That definition is an excellent one.


    I cannot prevent myself from disappearing down the rabbit hole whenever the opportunity presents itself and nor would I wish to. One of the great advantages of age (I


    am 62) is that some of us come to know ourselves. I certainly have. I am not always very pleased with what I have found but at least I have done my best in recent years to lessen my very worst characteristics. I’m not so convinced about the plasticity of the brain but I do my best to act as if it were true.


    My interest is in “knowledge”.


    My particular fascination is in the nature of consciousness and the “meaning” (or otherwise) of reality. It has always been so, although I did not always recognise it. If it is to be found anywhere the answer lies in science and the philosophy of science. While the number may not be 42, the “Answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and Everything“, will indeed be calculated by an enormous supercomputer. Except of course “Unfortunately, no one knows what the question is.”


    If I had to name a single book I have found most influential in my life it would be David Deutsch “The Fabric of Reality“. Followed perhaps by Voltaire’s Candide. I will leave my readers to figure out why or read the books for themselves.


    So, let me give a concrete example. I had been trading volatility. I disappeared down the rabbit hole and am still speaking from an underground labyrinth. The trouble is of course it never really stops. I spent months with Python and Excel creating various trading systems. I spent weeks recreating volatility indices and ETFs.


    And then I took a dark turn down the options fork somewhere deep, deep down in the rabbit hole.


    I bought VIX options data from CBOE. I spent weeks understanding it, cleaning it up and manipulating it into a useable format with Pandas and Python. I spent more weeks designing and testing all manner of options systems on the data. Could I use options to hedge my short volatility position in XIV? And then the chaos and madness really set in. I decided to try and fabricate “fake” options data from the spot prices of the S&P 500 index. More weeks of intense fun with the wonderful Pandas (thanks Wes McKinney you are one of my heroes). Endless hours of fun playing with Black Scholes, monte carlo, binomial models.


    But no time is truly wasted unless you really want to make money fast. It lead me into deep speculation on my favourite topics. Predictability, randomness, determinism and on. As did my endless months experimenting with machine learning. The small minority of followers who have “followed” this article so far will be wondering where the ramble ends and what is my point. Well it’s back to philosophy I fear. And the temple of Appollo at Delphi. Socrates said that the unexamined life is not worth living – a gloss perhaps on “know thyself”. I know myself: I know that I love rabbit holes.


    Happiness is being fully engaged in something you find fascinating.


    Looking out at the blogosphere I suspect that those who create great wealth from finance are people who do NOT go down rabbit holes. Or if they do, then they are people who are sensible (or clever enough) to make the journey pay. And kudos to such people. Perhaps the biggest problem in the financial world is that a large percentage of its population is made up of people who would not recognise a rabbit hole if they were to break their leg in one. And such people have no interest in disappearing down it.


    And as for me? Well I’m just an aging cynic. I trade a bit, I scribble down a few thoughts. But mostly I disappear down the rabbit hole for months at a time.
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    Subliming according to Wikipedia is a process that allows a civilization to transfer the consciousness of its individual members (biological and/or artificial) from the material universe that we experience to another plane of existence.


    The bald facts are that Iain Banks was a Scottish socialist and atheist and (in my opinion at least) one of the finest writers and thinkers of our age.  Would he be horrified to see his concept of “sublimation” extended to the almost universal desire throughout human history for the divine? Yes, I think he probably would but he must have been aware of the parallels.  I can do no better than observe: “the sublimed species seem to utilise immense power over the material universe, to the point where sublimed species can be thought of as close to godlike”.


    The Culture is undoubtedly a Utopia but a far from dystopian one. It is a universe where beneficent “Minds” embodied in vast travelling spaceships can and do almost everything. They are undoubtedly godlike.  They look after the universe and try to improve the lot of those they encounter. They are good. They are wise. They are bold and well nigh invincible.  They are everything we ourselves would like to aspire to.


    And in this age of almost overwhelming technological optimism we may hope to become “Minds” ourselves in the (supposedly) coming singularity.


    Yet beyond the Minds there was another universe, another plane – a non physical one. The Minds were still bound to metal; in Descartian terms they were minds but also bodies. Do some of us still think in these terms? Do some still believe that we are more than the sum of our parts and can thus aspire to a post physical world?


    I hope so.
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    I have been captivated for many years by the thoughts of David Deutsch and was relieved to hear he is still a believer in the power of science.


    Physics has created the human mind; physics aided by the human mind can certainly create general artificial intelligence.


    Deutsch’s intuition is that general AI will only emerge when we have a shift, a giant leap forward, in philosophy. We need to think about the question differently.


    The Deep Mind program that won at Go, however magnificent the achievement, worked within a closed system, a “game” bounded by rules.  Is the universe merely a game bounded by rules? Perhaps so. And if so, then perhaps however complex and all encompassing, those rules may one day be codified and understood in their entirety.


    If Deep Mind were to teach itself the rules of the universe, would it become a person? Would it have consciousness? Would it qualify as general artificial intelligence?


    Intuitively we know what consciousness is, even if we don’t know how it works. And it would be difficult to argue against the sentience of a program which knew and could apply the entirety of the universe’s ruleset.


    But within the physical, mechanical rule set of the universe, what is it that gives consciousness emotion? Pleasure and pain (in the mental as well as physical sense)?


    It seems to me you can not (or perhaps should not) have general artificial intelligence before ascertaining exactly what it is that makes us human. Or understanding consciousness fully.


    Robert Sapolsky of Stanford University has fascinating views on the biological origins of animal behaviour and yet there is so much further to go.


    A hot water bottle on a cold night gives me pleasure. That is perhaps explainable easily enough in physical, chemical terms.  Animals need a certain temperature to survive.  Warmth and comfort is good for them…and so makes them feel good.  Fine, but how exactly does this good feeling come about?


    Well, the scientists will tell us that it comes about through chemical reactions and electrical signalling.  Fine, that I can accept.  But it is till somehow unsatisfying as an answer.  Am I a mere robot? Perhaps I am.


    The questions become infinitely more complex when we try to understand our attraction to less physical comforts and pleasures.


    How about art?  And music?  What gives us that feeling of transcendence, that feeling of partly physical bliss at the sight of a Van Eck painting? Or on listening to Palestrina  or Allegri’s Miserere?


    Well, yes, it is chemical. It is electronic activity in the brain. It is dopamine or whatever the latest theory is.


    But what does that mean exactly?


    Scientists seem pretty sure that we are NOT more than the sum of our parts and so “qualia” must be solely explicable in physical terms.


    Well if that is the case (and I do not doubt it is) then we will need to ensure that robots “get” qualia as well.  And qualia are surely missing from Deep Mind.


    For Deep Mind to become a person, it must feel qualia. It must be capable of pleasure and pain. It must feel altruism, pride, fear, joy, sadness. It must know emotion.


    Or must it? If it does not, then we do indeed face The Terminator.  But perhaps The Terminator is the way the universe mostly is?  A purposeless place with no up, no down. No right, no wrong?  A place of rock and gasses and quarks and photons…


    Perhaps that is the way we found it.  But something HAS come out of nothing. Consciousness has somehow arisen from gas clouds and super novae. There is a very real sense in which we humans ARE more than the sum of our physical parts.


    So what I would add to David Deutsch’s essay is that we must track down these elusive qualia.  We must understand awe and joy and suffering at all levels.  And we must learn to gift that awe and wonder to our “artificial” people.
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    Happiness is perhaps most usefully described as the absence of unhappiness.


    Happiness is not to be found in self help books.  Happiness is not the reward of an imaginary god for following the ways of righteousness.  Happiness is an emotion.  It is a consequence of consciousness. It is a quale.  It almost certainly has a physiological basis as well as a subjective and more elusive cause.


    It is helpful to distinguish happiness from a state of euphoria.  States of euphoria are often described by mystics and can be seen as a transcendence of normal reality – an elevation to another plane of existence perhaps, real or merely perceived.


    Happiness is best thought of as a more “normal” state of affairs and certainly more “easily” achievable.  But perhaps less easily “sought”.  We know how to seek euphoria. We know that it can be attained through meditation and sometimes through an intense reaction to something physical such as music, nature or art.  We know that euphoria can be achieved through the use of drugs such as DMT or psilocybin.


    So far as we know states of euphoria are temporary phenomena – not sustainable over long periods of time. Although we may wish it were otherwise.  Happiness by contrast (certainly as defined by the absence of unhappiness) can continue for prolonged periods.


    If happiness is the absence of misery then we need to eliminate misery. Misery can be caused by hunger, pain, loneliness and many other negative emotions such as envy, hatred and anxiety.


    Hunger can be avoided by meaningful work – meaningful because a lack of meaning in our work can in itself be a cause of unhappiness. Physical pain can often be treated by medicine but sadly not always.


    Hatred and envy may be a matter of choice: do we have to feel envy? Do we have to feel hatred? These may be areas where we can change our mind and our behaviour for the better.


    Above all we need to realise that we do not fully understand emotions and can not entirely explain them. Modern science tends to take a reductionist view of the matter – emotions are physiological and the neural correlates of happiness can be read by an MRI machine.


    You are left therefore with trial and error.  A satisfying occupation, good nourishment, health, physical exercise, beneficial social interaction are all factors which may help to combat negative emotion.  Being fully engaged in a satisfying life may be as close as we will ever get.
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    Science fiction has long dreamt of an impossibly sophisticated future where mere intelligence has transcended to the superhuman. Religion through the many millennia of human history has peddled an opiate of post death eternity where all will be well and all manner of things will be well.


    Religion has not made good on its promises: we still await the parousia among other things. And as for bodily resurrection, I visited San Lazzaro degli Armeni and was shown around by an erudite and charming young believer.  We were looking around the monastery’s museum and I rather unkindly quipped that the preserved corpse on display was evidently still awaiting resurrection.


    Unfazed by my sarcasm the young man replied: “It will happen”.


    Will science provide what religion has failed to give us?  According to the “transhumanists” the answer is assuredly yes. Per Wikipedia the most common transhumanist thesis is that human beings may eventually be able to transform themselves into different beings with abilities so greatly expanded from the current condition as to merit the label of posthuman beings.


    I have always been captivated by the transcendent (inspired in childhood by the Narnia Chronicles of CS Lewis and the lore of JRR Tolkein) but in adult life my interest has veered towards the scientific possibility of nirvana and the possibility of different planes of existence and post physical life.


    Mathematical physicist Frank Tipler veers firmly towards religious belief. At the end of time he believes our distant ancestors will be able to re-create every living being that has ever lived in virtual reality. Hence he came to believe in the resurrection and became a Christian.  Perhaps encouraged by the philosophy of Teilhard de Chardin.


    While eschewing religious faith I understand its longings.  I’m with Iain M. Banks.
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    Self help gurus are guaranteed fakes.  So are all other self anointed gurus.  Avoid them – run for your life and keep your purse locked.


    I have parked this article under the category “health”,  since I find self help gurus the most insidious but you will find this species of pariah in every walk of life and every area of commerce.


    I first noticed them in finance:  such people are a huge danger to your wealth. They promise you will make millions in up and down markets by buying their absurd courses. It is likely they have never traded in the financial markets and that if they have the exercise was a failure.


    It is all about money: getting yours.


    The Dalai Lama doesn’t need to peddle books, nor does the Archbishop of Canterbury.  They may be worth listening to, they may not. But at least they are not looking for you to finance their expensive lifestyles.  Much the same can be said for qualified doctors or therapists.  At least they have (usually!) had a rigorous training in a recognised discipline.


    The real con artists are those who sell books, courses and seminars telling YOU how to achieve happiness and contentment when THEY have singularly failed to achieve any measure of well being and are as far removed from nirvana as it is possible to be.


    I used to buy the occasional self help book or at least books on what one might loosely define as “spirituality”.  But I have this obsessive compulsion to dig deeper into anything I take on.


    That apparently delightful and wise author on the beauty of Sufi poetry turned out to be someone to avoid.  And pseudo religious nutcases promising revelation, synchronicity, union with the divine – take your pick – always turn out to be cynical fakes out to get your money.


    If you need god (I don’t) then read the canon of your chosen faith. If you need advice on happiness or the avoidance of misery read philosophy and medicine.
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    If you are not satisfied and fulfilled by your job it is a fair bet you are not happy.  Certainly not as happy as you could and should be.


    Vicious competition in the grim darwinian struggle for survival dictates that most of us are pushed down the wrong avenue and I suspect most of us never even realise it.


    The wrong avenue begins at school.  We are better these days at counselling and advice for the young but it still happens that choices are made which determine our entire future happiness. Maths is perplexing and so we avoid all sciences in secondary education. History is boring and so we never gain the perspective which its study gives us.


    Worse, we never get properly educated. Circumstances beyond our control conspire to ensure we never have the basic tools for survival in a world of intense competition and ruthlessness.


    Assuming we are lucky and persistent enough to equip ourselves with a satisfactory education we still need to cultivate awareness, self knowledge. Without that we will never achieve satisfaction.


    If we are a pig’s ear we should not try to become a silk purse and vice versa. If we are a square peg we should not try and force ourselves into a round hole.


    Whatever scientists say about the plasticity of the brain, whatever the gurus and philosophers say about the possibility of change, whatever the arguments over nature and nurture, my own belief is that we are stuck with a certain bedrock personality which is not amenable to radical change.


    I have no doubt the much vaunted “singularity” will mean we can change whatever aspect of life or the universe we please, but that time is still a long way off.


    In the meantime self knowledge is our only hope.


    If you are quiet and cerebral don’t force yourself into sales or marketing.  If the ghastly world of commerce appals you, avoid it.  If you love the whole consumerist rat race then by all means join it: perhaps you are the sort of competitive showman who will actually achieve fulfillment that way.


    Know yourself and choose your job accordingly.
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    If you can deal with depression at all you need to determine whether your life is causing your anxiety or whether it is your anxiety which is ruining your life. There is a difference although the boundary is far from clear.


    In days gone by I was convinced my way of life was causing my depression. I was in the wrong country, the wrong job, the wrong relationship.  While those factors and more may have had a bearing on the matter, the roots went far deeper.


    Aged 34 having changed jobs and moved all round the world I began to look for those roots and am still doing so (although my moods these days are mild by comparison).


    Weirdly enough I must have had some vestige of fear from a conventional Anglican upbringing back in those days:  were my black moods payback by a wrathful deity for some misdeed?  Having failed to “get Jesus on the line” I dismissed the impostor in the sky as an emperor with no clothes.  If there was a creator then I decided he had done a rotten job and was unable to put things right.


    Science and psychology have no answers as such and all treatment is experimental at best and brutal at worst. We are not so far removed from the lobotomies of the 1950s or 15th Century Bedlam.


    Neuroscience or genetic engineering may one day provide foolproof solutions but until such time you are on your own chum. Treatment is imprecise and experimental.


    So experiment is all you can do. Change your lifestyle in any way which seems to help and try every medically approved drug on offer in the hope of finding one which ameliorates your pain.  Perhaps the superstitious beliefs of a middle eastern desert tribe might help you – by all means get god if it does you any good. Any port in a storm and hang on tight. It will pass. All things will pass; eventually!
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    Can we find peace in this world despite what the Book of Common Prayer says?  The beautiful words of Evening Prayer have a Collect for Peace:


    

      O God, from whom all holy desires, all good counsels, and all just works do proceed; Give unto thy servants that peace which the world cannot give; that our hearts may be set to obey thy commandments, and also that by thee, we, being defended from the fear of our enemies, may pass our time in rest and quietness; through the merits of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.


    


    I look to the beauty of evensong as a guide to the way I would like to lead my life and while I prefer to seek my answers in science and meditation, and despite a profound belief in atheism, I can not help but come back to the profound beauty of the religion of my childhood when I am in a contemplative mood.


    It is possible to find profound peace in this world in the moment although soon enough the stark realities come crowding back in.  Illness, poverty, violence to name but a few evils we face as a species.


    Aesthetically you will find moments of true peace in the contemplation of beauty but to extend and merge that into your life over time seems to require rather greater effort.


    I have always found the metaphor of the garden helpful: “we must cultivate our garden” as Voltaire said.  In a literal sense great peace can be found in nature and work on the land, hence our obsession with Gardens of Eden: the walled garden, the monastic herb garden, the enclosed and safe and natural.


    But we can not rely on a divinity for happiness.  Physics and and its emergent disciplines are what we must rely on, together with education and an awareness of the necessity to move from brutal competition to co-operation and equality.
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    The question “what am I” is the most important avenue any sentient being can enter.  It is not a question we can currently answer but we have been trying for as long as we have existed.


    The first difficulty is that this is a true “rabbit hole” and once entered you are unlikely to emerge or find any definitive answer. Because the answer at present is “I do not know”.  Even for that unsatisfactory conclusion, you have to take a detour down every possible scientific avenue of enquiry we are currently pursuing or have ever pursued.


    The questions which naturally follow from this one deseptively simple enquiry do not end.  At the macro level it inevitably leads to the BIG question: “what is reality”?


    Until and unless you discover the nature of reality you will be hard pressed to try and answer the much smaller question “what am I” since it must be self evident that we are a mere subdivision of reality.


    Unless you are a single, lonely solipsist.


    So you have to take in physics and its derivatives chemistry and biology.  Not on a professional level but as that of an enquiring layman.  You have to consider cosmology and particle physics. You need to know what our current state of knowledge is.  What is our universe? How big is it? What is it made of?


    You need to know that we are made of the same elements as everything else in our universe and that all that “stuff” out there (and in us) was created within stars.


    You need to consider “consciousness” because that apparently distinguishes us from the vast majority of “stuff” out there. It allows us “self awareness” which can usefully be defined in this context as the ability to ask what we are in the first place!


    My current reading is Our Mathematical Universe by Mark Tegmark .  It is fascinating and easily understood by the layman and those not versed in mathematics.  It is well suited to someone of a more philosophical than actual scientific bent.


    It is telling me that I am a mathematical structure and so is the rest of reality. It is one man’s theory of the ultimate nature of “what is”.


    It is one of numerous such books I have read on my journey and there will be a great many more.
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    A quale is the singular form of the plural qualia.  Qualia are a linguistic attempt to describe the subjective experience of consciousness.


    Pain and happiness are qualia. Physicist  Max Tegmark argues that consciousness itself is a quale. Our experience of colour is a quale. Any subjective experience our consciousness allows us to feel is a quale: sadness, joy, wonder, epiphany.


    We do not know what we are or how we work.  We do not know whether mind and body are one and hence our mental states are merely a production of our physical mind and body. Or whether by contrast subjective consciousness is a law of nature – a physical “force” or object in its own right.  Perhaps we are more than the sum of our physical parts.


    I know that “I am”, but I do not know what I am.  The question of consciousness and its nature has puzzled us for millennia and in some senses, we are no further forward in our understanding than we were back in the times of Plato and Aristotle.


    We may have sent man to the moon. Man may have traced our origins to stardust. We may have posited the Big Bang and forecast Big Crunches or Big Chills but we are no further forward in understanding how, what, why or where we are.


    As a matter of “belief” I think science will eventually give us all the answers we seek to the meaning of life, the universe and everything. Neuroscience is already using techniques such as MRI scanning to spot the neural correlates to qualia. We can already control machinery using thought alone. The Human Brain Project seeks to understand cognition and to map and simulate the human brain.


    In the meantime, we are left wondering whether we are mere information processing systems and whether the processing of that information leads to subjective feelings.  Has evolution given us pain and pleasure to secure the survival of the selfish gene?  Or is there more to it than that? I don’t know and currently no one else does either.


    Leading writers I have dipped into include:


    Susan Blackmore


    Daniel Dennett


    Oliver Sacks
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    How has it come to pass that a tiny handful “own” the vast majority of this tiny spaceship we call the Earth?


    We live on a rock rotating at 1,000 miles an hour on its axis and circling a nuclear furnace we call the sun at around the same speed.  We have no means to escape to another planet (even assuming we could find something suitable) and we are bunched up like 7 billion rats in a cage cutting each other’s throats for food, light, shelter and water.


    It is reckoned that two acres of land would suffice for self sufficiency and there are estimated to be 16 billion acres of habitable land on earth.


    So given that spaceship earth has to provide sustenance for us all how come we have let a small minority own the vast majority of land on earth?  Is private ownership of our very means of survival a defensible proposition?


    And how about water? And energy?  How come the means of production and supply are in private ownership? How does it make any sense at all that the few should hold the many to ransome?


    Well I guess it is all about ethnic cleansing across the millennia.  “They” have what “you” want and so you exterminate them. In the old days extermination was free for all and quite the way to go: the Norman Conquest, the indigenous North and South American Indian and on and on…….


    Nowadays we in the West tend to frown on actual extermination (at least in our own back yard) but we allow death by commerce instead. Amazon destroys the little guy with a corner shop, factory farming screws the peasant, oil and timber companies evict the natives in the rain forest. So its business as usual.


    What will happen when we conquer space and find some green and pleasant land in the sky? The same old thing of course: the Robber Barons will own Mars and every other planet.


    Down with greed and violence (physical and commercial).  It is time to reform and re-organise our society.
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    Scientists tell us that the universe is infinite and contains infinite matter and yet we are still faced with overwhelming poverty and suffering on a global scale. How can this happen?


    The universe is a giant Lego set: everything is made of the same building blocks and we are rapidly learning how to create different materials from scratch by combining atomic structures in new ways.  Equally we now know that the alchemist was correct: we can turn any form of matter into any other form by re-arranging the lego blocks.  Eventually we may even be able to turn the lightest elements in the Periodic Table into the heaviest: hydrogen to gold or plutonium.


    So there you have it: you can take hydrogen (the most common element in the universe) and turn it into a loaf of bread or a kidney dialysis machine.  If the futurists are right, then at some stage in the hopefully not too distant future, we will have the ability to satisfy the hunger of every empty belly and cure every disease and ill.


    But look what science and industry has so far achieved for us. Yes, there has been a trickle down effect but we have inequality on an obscene, epic scale.


    The problem is that our economic and political systems have taken Darwinism as their model. Survival of the fittest; grab all you can for yourself.  So every time a new paradigm opens up before us, it swallowed by sharks whose power, greed and ambition ensures that it will be patented and owned by a tiny minority.


    The internet should have helped to spread peace and prosperity: instead it gave us Amazon and Facebook and a repressive bunch of clowns in countries like China who smothered it or perverted it for their own gain.


    Blockchain was devised by a crew of idealists who assumed a distributed ledger would put the man in the Congo on a par with the man in Silicon Valley.


    Instead Blockchain is being monopolised by the usual genre of greedy and venal “entreprenooooors” and “thought leaders” to line their own pockets.


    And so it will continue until we grow a whole new ethos, a whole new economic and political model.
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    Philosopher David Pearce has a message of overwhelming significance: The “Abolition of Suffering” can and will be achieved.


    Anyone who suffers from depression or even normal glumness, anybody who despairs at the condition of our Darwinistic world and brutal economic model, should read David Pearce.  Forget those who write self help books (mostly selling us snakeoil and moonshine) and become involved in a movement which might actually give us a brighter future.


    

      David Pearce is a British utilitarian philosopher and transhumanist, who promotes the idea that there exists a strong ethical imperative for humans to work towards the abolition of suffering in all sentient life. His internet manifesto The Hedonistic Imperative details how he believes the abolition of suffering can be accomplished through “paradise engineering.” He co-founded the World Transhumanist Association in 1998, and the Abolitionist Society in 2002.


    


    [image: ]We are not nice people. We need to change. David quotes Genghis Khan but much the same might have been said by Hitler, Stalin or Pol Pot


    “The greatest happiness is to vanquish your enemies, to chase them before you, to rob them of their wealth, to see those dear to them bathed in tears, to clasp to your bosom their wives and daughters.”[image: ]


    I won’t trouble you with the details – read them for yourself in his books or visit his website The Hedonistic Imperative.


    The rational and the intelligent should abandon religion as an opiate (which has never worked to dull our pain) and should do his or her bit to bring about what the transhumanists believe could become a paradise on earth.


    Now there is a career move.
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    Where are the Customers’ Yachts? is an essential and witty read for anybody who thinks finance, stock broking and fund management are respectable professions dedicated to increasing the wealth of their customers.[image: ]


    The unfortunate truth is that Wall Street and the City of London are staffed by cynical sharks whose only true interest is in lining their own pockets by robbing yours.


    There are decent people around and some decent investment ideas but all you need these days is a small handful of index trackers.


    If you are an investor you also need to read this: A Random Walk Down Wall Street.  One of the more sensible investment books around – there aren’t very many.[image: ]


    Markets are random and unpredictable – don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. I have no idea whether stock markets will provide an all in return of 8% a year over the next 100 years as they have in the past but if they do, then all you need to do to participate is to buy one fund: a simple index tracker covering world stock markets.


    Oh, plus a shortish term global sovereign bond fund if you want to mitigate volatility and drawdown. And rebalance annually.  More stocks = more volatility and drawdown, more bonds = less volatility and less drawdown.


    Industry standard has long been 60% stocks and 40% bonds rebalanced annually.  If economic growth continues then you don’t need much else to participate.


    I do not give investment advice – so go and see your stockbroker. Sadly he is unlikely to recommend anything so simple as this. He is the guy who gets the yacht – not you.
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    Depression can only be defeated by science and rational enquiry not airy faerie emotional wallowing such as is to be found in most useless self help books.


    Amazon is replete with absurd self help manuals promising 10 step programs to beat depression without drugs, “paths to wholeness”, feeling your chakras or mandalas (whatever they may be?) and ten thousand other routes to hopelessness.


    You don’t want “warm and supportive little books” or flights of fantasy about “flower mandalas”.


    What you do need is medically prescribed  antidepressant drugs and advice from a qualified clinical psychologist.


    If you do want a self help book or two then you are best off picking something practical and down to earth. Eschew pixies and faerie dust.  And above all avoid reading the horrible books written by depressives describing their awful psychoses.  Why read about Samuel Johnson and make yourself worse?


    The first helpful book I ever read on the subject was by Dorothey Rowe and I still think it is one of the best:


    The theme is that depression is a prison of your own making and to an extent I have found that to be true. But it still does NOT mean that words alone will rescue you from the pit of despair. Nor will meditation, awareness, religion or anything else on its own act to prevent a slithery descent down the black slope to hell.


    The problem is the stunning ignorance and prejudice which prevents the depressive from seeking chemical help. Coupled with the sadly only experimental state of such cures. But while SSRI’s may be imperfect they have improved the lives of countless thousands and medicine and science are the only way out of the hole.


    Eventually science will ensure that all will be well.
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    A search of Amazon UK produces just 12 books containing the word “random”, appropriately located in the “Science and Nature” section. “Randomness” produces a more satisfactory 520 results.  “Complex Adaptive Systems” produces 407 results.


    But now for the real fun. Gambling: 19,574 results.  Trading systems 2,292. Trading 30,806. Speculation 4,607.


    Turning to Google, “systematic trading” produces close to 6 million results.  “Gambling systems” comes up with over 13 million results.


    According to Wikipedia, gambling is the wagering of money or something of value (referred to as “the stakes”) on an event with an uncertain outcome with the primary intent of winning money or material goods.  Gambling is usually associated with the idea of getting rick quickly.


    Investments on the other hand “are generally not considered gambling when they meet the following criteria:


    

      	Economic utility


      	Positive expected returns (at least in the long term)


      	Underlying value independent of the risk being undertaken”


    


    Investment and gambling meet very neatly in the now vastly overcrowded field of trading systems.


    Conventional investment is itself fraught with risk and uncertainty.  Randomness and chance may just be overcome if you look for real assets which produce income or have some intrinsic value.  Real property is not riskless but at least in the short term (geologically speaking) it does not disappear.  Unless stolen by invaders or a communist government.  Equity participation in a broad range of businesses over a wide geographical area should prove a reasonable choice barring a nuclear holocaust. Ditto high grade debt instruments.  Wide diversification is about all you can do and it is not difficult these days, given the burgeoning supply of stock market index trackers.


    And then you have trading and trading systems.  And the get rich quick scams and scammers.  The division between investment and gambling becomes much less clear.  Even as a non-mathematician, there is much value to be had in reading the more accessible books on such topics as randomness and chaos.  And to at least gain some basic concept of statistical distributions.


    Such study is most unlikely however to turn you into a successful gambler (is there such a thing?); and that is what most traders are, systematic or otherwise.  But if your efforts convince you of the long-term futility of such activities you will indeed have made a valuable discovery.


    We are all looking to get rich quick. We are all looking for something for nothing. But few of us will succeed and even fewer will be able to retain the short-lived gains.


    I light-heartedly tweeted to Jack Scwhager: “Where are your Wizards now?”  Bluntly speaking it would appear that Wizards are those who by natural ability, hard wok and perhaps a little luck come across some little exploited structural opportunity in markets and then milk it for all it is worth while the phenomenon lasts.


    NM Rothchild made a fortune after Waterloo from insider dealing.  Many hedge funds have done the same ever since, despite the fact it is now illegal.  David Harding, bright and hardworking Wizard behind Winton, exploited trend following over decades but now concedes its glory days are over – too many people are crowding out the trade.  The high frequency traders and arbitrageurs look to have done themselves a terminal injury by overcrowding as well.  Once such people made vast fortunes front running, spoofing, arbitraging; low volatility and greatly increased competition may be bringing the Midas factor down to a more pedestrian level.


    And other Wizards may have had more than a little luck, particularly those who take vast macro bets based on their analysis (fundamental or otherwise) of financial markets.  For a few, the luck lasts.  The rest either crash and burn or dwindle as they become unable to find opportunities in increasingly open and competitive markets.


    Ironically, public interest blossoms (no, explodes) when it is all but too late to profit.  Untold thousands of internet sites offer courses in algorithmic trading, astrological stock forecasting, technical analysis and much else.


    A number of such people are obvious con artists.  A number are talented mathematicians or computer scientists who would better benefit society and themselves by applying their undoubted skills to a more achievable object than speculation.


    Gerolamo Cardano was able to win at games of chance since he was one of the first to understand the modern mathematical discipline of probability.  Harding and countless others spotted trend following early enough to made huge gains and attract an institutional following.


    If you do not or can not spot some angle which no one else has spotted then do not pass go.  Take off your gambling kit and refuse to join others in the futile dance of financial death to the non existent end of the rainbow.
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    In my post In Search of the Soul I talked of giving up one life and seeking another.  Some become itinerant monks and if I lived in a warmer climate I would be tempted to do something similar.


    Regardless, my post was metaphor and I hope to achieve something more satisfying.  As a child I had frequent occasions when my brain would short circuit leading to a feeling close to panic.


    It was a single and simple thought which provoked this reaction: “what would there be if the world I see around me did not exist?” I could not conceive of nothingness in a calm and reasoned manner. Somehow the thought terrified me.


    Many years later I can see that the answers to such questions can only be sought through science and empirical, rational thought.  At the time such words did not form part of my vocabulary.


    If this post had not been a whimsical one, it might have been destined for the taxonomy “science” and not “spirituality”. I am not even sure what the latter word means.


    And yet I do not intend to talk of consciousness as such but merely of the importance of the search.


    We have little understanding as yet as to what makes us subjectively aware of the world.  This is perhaps not so surprising: the difficulty of studying consciousness might be likened to that of a goldfish in a bowl contemplating cosmology.


    And yet we need to get there. How can a “Theory of Everything” be complete without understanding what gives a collection of star dust the ability to ponder the origins of the universe?


    And so back to  In Search of The Soul.  Instead of wandering India with a begging bowl it might be rather more satisfying to turn my coat.  We may not have an understanding of what “Breathes Fire into the Equations” but to study what we do know about life, the universe and everything holds rather greater interest for me than the financial markets which I have studied to little avail for much of the past 30 years.
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    I was going to call this article “Negativity” and then realised my mistake.  I wanted to write about the subjective experience of having one’s well being affected by concentrating on “negativity” and then realised this was precisely the damaging behaviour pattern I was telling myself to avoid.


    Instead of talking (or writing) about “negativity” there are two benefits of instead writing about “positivity”.   The first benefit is that it demonstrates the point I was going to make but in reverse: you life will feel subjectively better if you concentrate only on things which are positive.   The second benefit is that by actually writing about “positivity” I will myself feel subjectively positive and also be taking my own medicine.


    I reviewed some of the recent posts I had written, mostly about the financial markets.  Some of those posts are positive and helpful: in particular 8 Steps to Profitable Investment and Profitable Stock Market Investment is Very Simple .


    After more than 30 years in the financial markets these two posts represent my view as to how stock markets work.


    I then looked at a few other posts and realised they were horribly negative: in particular Fundamental Analysis – Expensive and Futile ,  Where are the Customers’ Yachts? and Technical Analysis – Embarrassing Nonsense .


    In a sense this presents me with quite a difficult problem.  These negative posts represent deeply held views based on long experience. The problem is they trash almost the entire industry.  The fact is also that so many industries can (and probably should) be similarly trashed (at least in part).


    The question is: should you do it? Morally speaking, if you are sure enough of your grounds for criticism, the answer has to be yes. Warn people of the dangers. But on a personal level the answer has to be a resounding no: any sort of negativity seems to create (subjectively speaking) a destructive feedback loop. The negativity may spill over into your life as a whole.


    The common sense answer may therefore  simply be to ignore the negative and instead guide people to what you believe is the positive.


    Instead of telling people what does not work in investment (or any other aspect of life) tell them what does work so that they will be able by default to avoid what does not.
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    The New Age movement is a range of spiritual beliefs and superstitions.  Quite often practitioners take a pinch of science and concoct a pseudoscience of fantastical absurdity.  Sadly, practitioners often include one time scientists.


    Such characters have abandoned the formulation, testing, and modification of hypotheses in favour of quasi religious dogma and ranting mumbo jumbo.  They borrow catch phrases from quantum mechanics or cosmology and twist them into farcical support for their own deluded and untestable product.


    You come across New Agers everywhere and I suspect they consist of the gullible on the one hand and salesmen on the other.  Of course it is always possible that the salesman is a true believer in his own magic but one has to assume that this may be the exception?


    I was watching a video supposedly on consciousness – a lecture given by a man billed as a leading physicist – John Hagelin.  I enjoyed his lucid explanation of physics for the non-scientist but began smelling a rat when he started to compare string theory to meditative trance.  One apparently represents the most basic level of nature and the other (he said) the mind; and apparently they are equivalent.  The guy sounded rather eccentric and on further investigation it turned out he was deeply involved in Transcendental Meditation.


    According to Wikipedia:


    

      In his book, Not Even Wrong: The Failure of String Theory and The Search for Unity In Physical Law (2007), the physicist Peter Woit wrote that identification of a unified field of consciousness with a unified field of superstring theory was wishful thinking, and that “virtually every theoretical physicist in the world rejects all of this as nonsense and the work of a crackpot”.


    


    But there again maybe Mr Hagelin (a) is correct and / or (b) firmly believes and practices what he preaches.


    Deepak Chopra was once a qualified medical doctor but decided instead to push new age videos, books and pseudo religious jargon.  Worthy scientist Richard Dawkins has said that Chopra uses “quantum jargon as plausible-sounding hocus pocus”.  He is placed by oncologist David Gorski among the “quacks”, “cranks” and “purveyors of woo”, and described as “arrogantly obstinate”.


    Discussing this with a rational, well educated and pleasant electro mechanical engineer this morning brought forth a different view.  My friend believes that there is a place for New Age “belief” because of the paucity of what is on offer elsewhere from medicine or traditional religion. In his view, such quackery makes a lot of people happy and is therefore excusable and beneficial. If I understood him correctly.


    So I guess the argument is that New Age quackery is a harmless placebo which can actually make some people’s lives better. And if it does improves live then I am glad of that. Personally it irritates me to death (as do its awful salesmen) but in a vale of tears perhaps any handkerchief ought to be welcomed.
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    Wren, Newton, da Vinci and Galileo, to name a few,  were “renaissance men”.  They were able to master and practice a number of widely different professions.  Can it still be done in today’s highly specialised world?


    David Deutsch in the Fabric of Reality puts a slightly different slant on the question and it remains one of the most interesting and convincing  books I have ever read.  As a child, like many scientists, Deutsch wanted to “know everything” and wondered whether that could ever be possible.


    To qualify his ambition he did not require knowledge of “where every sparrow fell” – a wonderful biblical allusion to Matthew 10:29-30.  He did not aspire to be god.


    Many of us have this unquenchable thirst for knowledge. We want to know where we came from, how the universe began, the nature of time and consciousness. What is the “meaning” of maths? Its object, its goal, its range of competence?  It is all so mysterious and complex and many experts seem to spend their entire lives ruminating on just one tiny piece of the puzzle.


    A Renaissance Man living in the 21st Century on planet earth has to curtail his ambition somewhat. We no longer live in the days of Galen and should not expect to become surgeon barbers.  You have to specialise.  But that does not mean we can not, as laymen, understand at least the rudiments of modern medicine.


    Roger Penrose has spent a lifetime as a distinguished mathematical physicist and as laymen we should not expect to attain his grasp of cosmology or quantum mechanics.


    And yet we can and should know in broad general terms about all these things. We should at least aim to have a broad understanding of what the outlines of current human knowledge actually are.


    So yes, Renaissance Man lives on. He can not be expected to both build Cathedrals and replace broken hearts (or mend arms or legs) but he can at least have a broad and cultured knowledge about what it is his colleagues in other fields practice.


    I will never grasp the minutiae but I do at least want to understand what such men do.
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    A Beautiful Question


    Epiphany is usually thought of as the appearance or utterance of a deity to an earthbound mortal but it can equally be a secular phenomena, where one is suddenly struck by some extreme beauty, truth or revelation.


    The beautiful illumination above from Liber Scivias shows Hildegard of Bingen receiving a vision, dictating to her scribe and sketching on a wax tablet.  A classic religious revelation or epiphany.


    We modern Brits in 21st Century London don’t tend to get many religious epiphanies these days but secular epiphanies can inspire equal awe. The illustration below shows Archimede’s Eureka moment: a secular epiphany.  My morning was graced by such a moment; I know how he felt.


    

      [image: 16th-century illustration of Archimedes in the bath, with Hiero's crown at bottom right]

      16th-century illustration of Archimedes in the bath, with Hiero’s crown at bottom right


    


    Let me explain. I am engaged in research into the nature of consciousness and have been particularly taken by the approach of the Qualia Research Institute.


    Their hypothesis is that qualia (subjective, conscious experiences such as pleasure or anxiety) can be formalised.  That such experiences can be categorised, precisely described, mapped and explained. In particular they are looking at the pain/pleasure valence and believe that pleasure is caused by harmony or symmetry in the state of the brain. Pain is caused by the opposite: dissonance.  They intend to quantify qualia and believe qualia have mathematical isomorphisms.  It’s all part of our homeostatic control mechanism.


    They recommend Franc Wilczek’s book A Beautiful Question :


    

      A Nobel laureate and friend of Tegmark, Wilczek asks the question, “Does the world embody beautiful ideas?” and proceeds to explore how looking for beauty & symmetry in the laws of nature has been an extraordinarily successful strategy for physicists. Core takeaway: the Symmetry Theory of Valence is a reasonable extrapolation from the past trajectory of physics.


    


    I dutifully bought the book and was stunned by the lucidity of a chapter headed “Pythagoras II: Number and Harmony”.


    I have been engaged in classical choral music since childhood and have tried in vain to gain an academic intuition of harmony as well as an understanding of WHY music gives me such intense pleasure.


    Suddenly this morning all appeared to be revealed. It was a Eureka moment.


    The book explains the physical processes involved in the production, transmission and reception of harmonic sound and then ventures an explanation as to why such notes sound so good together.


    The brain receives a repetitive pattern which is predictable and easy to interpret: accurate prediction is essential for human survival.  Success in prediction of the repeating vibrations of the harmony has to be rewarded by the higher functions of the brain as pleasure so that the lower operative brain functions know they have got the task right.


    Discordance and dissonance is not repetitive and predictive and is thus discouraged with a feedback of pain or displeasure.  Its an evolutionary argument: the familiar selfish genes.


    And thus argues the Qualia Research Institute: pain is dissonance and disharmony in brain patterns; pleasure is harmony and symmetry in the brain.


    It’s a theory.  But the intuitive “rightness” struck a sweet chord in my mammalian brain. I was being rewarded for getting something right perhaps.


    So, a secular epiphany. An enjoyable and profound revelation, or thus it seemed.
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    Is the “salesman” grubby and embarrassing by definition?  Are they all oily, bumptious and crooked? From the seller of second hand cars to to those who peddle rugs are they all tarred with the same brush? Insincere and self important, is the salesman is out to short change you?  Are they all name dropping two faced asses?


    No, I don’t think they are but when you come across a bumptious fool and one of the bad ones, get out of his way swiftly, run quietly home and lock the door.


    Both characters were fairly harmless by comparison with some examples one may have to deal with.  Salesmen and charlatans (all too often interchangeable terms it seems) have been with us down the ages.


    One could forgive them if they were merely trying to do an honest day’s work (and most of them surely are).  But sometimes you are plagued by a salesman who is so truly awful he gives the entire “profession” a dirty name.


    He will claim that black is white, he will lie until he is blue in the face. He will be so full of bullshit and sheer arrogant nonsense that even he has difficulty taking himself seriously.  He will take a few terms of art pertaining to professions in which he has never qualified, mix them all up in meaningless, mangled sentences and try to convince you he is right and you are wrong.


    All the while dropping names of the great and the good to whom he has recently paid homage (or, in his dreams, they to him perhaps).


    The most important things in his life will be trips in private jets, helicopters and yachts and he will worship famous names be they politicians or “bizniss men”, showbiz or royalty.  He will bask in reflected glory.


    If that were all he did he might be forgiven.  But he can be out to swindle and put down all around him.


    The vast majority of salesmen do a good job and an honest day’s work.  But if you come across the sort of fool I have been describing, then run and don’t look back. Whatever else you may do, do not engage him in conversation.
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    I write because I enjoy writing and to educate myself.  It helps my own understanding of my cranky pet subjects as I try to convey my enthusiasms to my non-existent audience.


    It is highly probable that I will never make a cent out of it but then I find commerce, salesmen and “busy-ness” so indescribably sordid I’m not sure I care. Especially at my age.  Sure, it would be nice to generate some revenue – nothing wrong with that. But advertising and aggressively pushing product is somehow so utterly vulgar and distasteful.


    So I have taken a different course.  If there are books or films I have read and enjoyed I feel no guilt or embarrassment about adding a link to Amazon.com but I certainly don’t want to promote any old tat or to cover my blog with vulgar and thoroughly irritating commerce.


    Equally I feel pretty ambivalent on choosing content for an “audience”:  I will write exactly what I want to write, no more no less. If anybody wants to read it, fine. If they do not – well that’s equally fine. I do not imagine there are hordes of the faithful wishing to hear my cranky and often rather obscure or bad tempered thoughts.


    Self education and self awareness are an important part of it for me. I have been searching for answers to difficult questions my entire life and those answers will come, if at all, by a relentless and dedicated search for truths.


    I am aware that I very often get carried away by what I can only describe as mysticism.  I get carried away by a feeling of awe when I finally understand harmony, or meditate on a mountain or in a lonely Norman Church.


    But my awe is not a religious one. Yes, in a broad sense it is certainly spiritual but not in the sense of some religious nutter or new age fanatic. I would indeed love to hear the voice of god but my god is a very different one. Awe and wonder are to be found in excess in the natural physical world and I believe the universe is strange and wonderful enough without the need to imagine forces any more mysterious than we can discover by rational scientific enquiry.


    Those forces are numinous enough and it is my strongly held conviction that conscious beings will eventually achieve powers and knowledge which would make them godlike anyway.


    So yes, I am writing about subjects which interest me and its largely “scientific” enquiry by an ignorant laymen into the wonders of the universe.  If that sounds arrogant and intolerant – well it probably is. At heart I’m a grumpy old hermit who has lost any desire to “fit in” with what most people would call “normality”.
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    Anger is an invention of the selfish gene, an evolutionary tool for the survival of the fittest.  Strength, fitness and anger – what better to equip the human genome to survive and prosper in the hideous brutality of nature.


    Anger is an emotion, a subjective experience, a “quale” and something which any student of consciousness must by definition take an interest in.


    I have noticed increasing anger and bitterness in myself over the past few years; it has become very noticeably expressed in my writing. But better “expressed” than “repressed”.


    While it sometimes seems to me that my anger has external causes at a deeper level I know that it does not. I have no reason to be angry or bitter. Born into a prosperous, upper middle class British family and expensively educated by famous names I was given everything a child could expect.


    And my inglorious career began at one of the City of London’s best known institutions and was continued at one of Basel’s.


    And yet there was always anger. I like to think the anger was not and is not my fault and yet I know I must not shirk all responsibility.


    As heart it’s mostly about nature and nurture but you certainly have some freedom to alter your own behaviour (unless you believe in strict determinism, which of course is not without its adherents).


    Why does this post belong in “Science”? Because I am devoting much of my time to studying consciousness and have come to believe that humanity can and will be saved from brutality and misery by science and science alone. I want to be a part of that scientific endeavour, even if at a philosophical level only.


    I know that anger and bitterness should be controlled; it is destructive and pointless in the modern age. It belongs to animals and cavemen.


    If I could choose not to be angry I would.  And I believe one day that choice will be possible and easily achieved. In the meantime it requires steely self control and awareness and even then can only be partly contained in some of us.
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    Why is it that siblings often fall out in such a bitter fashion on the death of parents? Is it a petty dispute over the will? Or is it something deeper?


    For many years a given family of siblings may rally round their parents. As children and adolescents this is usually a matter of physical or economic necessity – unlike most of the animal kingdom human children take many years to fledge.


    As young and middle aged adults the sibling relationship may trog along quite reasonably although at this stage tensions may start to appear as the siblings develop their own relationships and bear their own children.


    The novelty of the newborn and the pleasure they give to the grandparents may heal and unify any rifts which appear in the family unity at this stage. Novelty and young children are a fine glue and many species have evolved to find attraction in the faces and gamboling antics of the young.


    But as life wears on cracks appear in the sibling relationships. Cracks may also appear in the individual lives of the siblings. Their own marital relationships may be problematic. Their children will give them the normal worries of any parent. They will face career difficulties, financial problems, health scares. None of these need necessarily destroy the original family bonding.


    But then the siblings’ parents age to the extent that they, the parents, reach a second childhood and become a burden rather than a support.  Siblings worry and squabble over what to do about the aged and now infirm parents: will their money see them through, who will look after them, will the family home have to be sold?


    By now petty jealousies and rivalries may well have developed between the siblings.  One sibling may envy the life of another, the possessions, the health, the happiness or whatever.  The storm clouds form.


    Inevitably one sibling will play a bigger role in the care of the aged parents than the others. In a well balanced and loving family this may end well – that sibling might be praised and offered just reward for some years of sacrifice and difficulty.


    In other families the eventual death  of the parents leads not to a celebration of lives well lived but to a bitter and vicious squabble over the will.


    A sister (one of five siblings) and her husband and children spend seven long years catering to the every need of a mother with increasingly severe dementia and an increasingly crippled and mentally frail father.  There was no cash to pay them for the full time job, so they were promised reward on death.


    And on the death of the last parent all hell breaks loose.  Two of the siblings accuse the carer of theft – undocumented and totally spurious. The motive for the accusations remains unclear but some long seated jealousy or sibling rivalry seems certain. A third sibling gets involved in purchasing a part of the parental home while the caring family retain the other part in recompense for their effort.


    And boom! Suddenly even that sibling turns on the carer when it comes to “negotiating” financial and physical details of the property division.


    The original parents were not easy people. A father with lifelong depression or bi-polar disorder, a mother who struggled with insecurity, a waspish tongue and, perhaps, fear.  Certainly it was not an easy life for them with five children to raise.


    A life of dispute, back biting, jealousy and unpleasantness trickles down through the generations. Is it genetics or life’s circumstances? Nature or nurture? Who knows.


    How glorious to be a human.
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    If there is one thing I can not stand it is a clergyman (in that mournful oh so serious and pious voice) telling us we are all so sinful and not worthy to so much as lick the ground on which (-” insert relevant deity” -) walks.


    I don’t know what the right word is really. Unctuous perhaps. Goody Two Shoes. I’m a Christian and you are not coz you are SO sinful and bad. Uriah Heep from David Copperfield:  his cloying humility, obsequiousness, and insincerity.  Mr Obadiah Slope from Barchester Towers. Well to be fair the hushed whisper of the pious is probably actually pretty sincere in many cases.


    Nonetheless I deeply resent being told I am sinful and there is no health in me.  I didn’t ask to be born and I struggle along in a world so ghastly that their god must have been either incompetent or malignant or perhaps both when he threw it all together.


    I can’t help it that there are countless billions without food or shelter or countless other billions ripping each other’s throats out and removing each other’s bodily extremities for fun.  It just ain’t my fault; I don’t want it to happen, I feel very sad indeed for said countless billions but I’m damned if I’m going to be accused of being sinful.  I’m not. Well, mostly not anyway….


    If anyone is sinful it is the clergyman’s absurd deity for messing it all up in the first place. And since he is apparently omnipotent and omniscient he must also be a pretty rotten cad for doing absolutely bug**r all about all this over the 500m years when he first decided to let us evolve.


    Yes, I love the architecture, the art and the music. It really does do something ineffable for me. But preferably without the sermon thanks.
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    Racism is most often and probably correctly thought of as a modern phenomenon.  It is not that it has not existed in ages past – simply that it is now criminalised and socially unacceptable.  We live in an age of political correctness.


    While not acceptable, racism is nonetheless explicable and must be seen in context.  It must be viewed in an historical and anthropological framework if we are to make any sense of it.


    We tend to think of racism as black versus white hatred, we tend to think in terms of skin colour and ethnicity.


    Racism was a normal and everyday occurence in the not so distant past. In the days of empire terms such as “wog”, “slope” and “nigger” were commonplace and in the 19th century well through to the 20th white western europeans and americans would routinely look down on and despise people they considered as mere savages.


    But it was always a two way street. The “looked down upon” would often feel mutual hatred and loathing of the white colonialists.  Not without cause perhaps.


    In 1986 I was living in Tokyo and had a white English male friend who had a local Japanese girlfriend.  Her parents considered my friend “white trash” – racism always cuts both ways. In the East we were “gweilo” (“foreign devil” ) and “gaijin” ( “outside person”, “alien”, “Non-Japanese”).  Both term have a history of racially deprecatory use.  We were (and probably still are) called “roundeyes” (a derogatory, ethnic slur).


    Today’s Guardian Reader would not of course see the argument, but racism occurs when tribe meets tribe. Especially when one tribe is seen as the invader.


    Racism in current Britain is explicable by a feeling of panic amongst the locals that their territory and way of life is being taken over.  Tribalism, territorial rights, fear of the outsider: it is all perfectly explicable.  Again and as usual it is Darwinian, a perceived (or perhaps real) struggle for survival.


    What is not at all easy is how to manage or overcome it. As I have argued elsewhere, nobody “owns” planet earth.  Land ownership is an absurdity when you think about it: why should a single owner or “nation” have the right to exclude anybody from any section of spaceship earth? We all need air to breathe and land upon which to build shelter and grow our crops.


    We live on a grossly overcrowded planet and population control (voluntary!) might help. But it would not cure narrow tribalism. That will only be cured by education and understanding and the eradication of vast gaps between rich and poor. A more equal and understanding society may emerge if our economies become more aimed towards co-operation and mutual help rather than aggressive asset accumulation and greed.


    Above all it would be nice to eradicate hatred and violence from the dictionary. But don’t hold your breath; and we are all, collectively, to blame.
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    Evil cannot exist without consciousness and free will.


    Imagine a universe without consciousness. Our own universe by way of example but with no life forms with the gift of consciousness. There would be great violence of course: supernovae, asteroids pummeling planets, volcanoes, tsunamis….and Big Bangs.


    But none of that would affect any “body”. None of that violence would be evil since evil must surely show intentionality. And if there were no conscious entity in the universe there could be no intentionality.  No one who deliberately does horrible things to another. And inert matter can not perpetrate or suffer an evil act: however violent a physical reaction may be, if it has no intention of causing harm to a conscious entity which can experience that harm, then evil can not occur.


    Equally there must be conscious beings whose subjective experiences are those of pain and suffering, physical or mental, for evil to exist.  There must surely exist a victim, a subject for an evil to act upon..


    The question becomes a great deal more complex when one factors in the existence (or not) of free will.


    Leaving aside the endless religious nonsense which has clouded the subject for millennia, the question of free will boils down, ultimately, to physics.


    Most physicists are determinists of one sort of another.  Steven Hawkins was convinced humanity are mere robots with no free will. Chemical scum as another enthusiastic optimist called us.


    Strict determinism means that physical cause and effect govern everything from the orbit of the earth round the sun to wars and human history. Using such laws, physicists believe they have traced back our origins back to the singularity of the big bang and forward to the big whimper, the petering out of energy and matter. Atom hits atom in endless Newtonian cause and effect and in such a world free will is an illusion.


    We may believe we have decided to cosh our neighbour over the head with a steel mace but in fact we had no choice in the matter.  Our atoms did it.


    To add to the confusion many physicists also claim that time is an illusion. Without time there can be no change. Without change what evil act or thought could arise?


    So there you have it. Or rather you don’t. The existence of evil is not a simple question..
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    To regret is a useless emotion; it is a wallowing in despair and self pity.  Better by far to change, to achieve, to move forward, to put right.


    Easy perhaps for the comfortable, the well healed, the well adjusted.  Less so for the poor, the sick, the wretched.  The billions who live in squalor and wretchedness.


    It is a sad and “wicked” world in many ways but I am not entirely convinced that is anybody’s fault in particular.  We are all victims of our inheritance and our environment.


    Did Adolf Hitler have to murder 6,000,000 Jews? Well he certainly did not do it all on his own. And thus for all violence: it does not happen in isolation, it has cause and effect, it is part of us all, the responsibility of us all.  We must all regret it but equally we should all seek better.


    There is great regret in my life in an overall sense as well as a personal sense.  It is a world of great contrast: good and bad, beauty and intense ugliness, joy and despair.  I have not done my bit. I have not done enough.


    I could have done better, achieved more, made the world a happier place, seen greater fulfillment.


    Or perhaps not.  Intuitively the buddhist concept of endless re-birth strikes a chord.  Life after life we strive to get it right, live better until at last we are released from the cycle, from the giant hamster wheel that is existence.


    But regret, while you still have breath, is a wasteful extravagance, a futile and destructive luxury.  Even if you only live one lifetime it is never too late to put it right, to change, to achieve, to soar, to redeem.


    Even writing is a redemption of sorts. A catharsis. An admission of guilt and in a sense regret but an effort also to put right. To spread meaning perhaps.
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    To witness death is a right of passage which comes to most if not all of us.  It is a sobering and undoubtedly sad experience but not, perhaps, without its redemption.  To suffer death comes, in the end, to us all.


    As children to witness death can be at its worst. God knows what it must be like for the child soldiers of Africa or the victims of genocide.


    In the last 70 years in Western Europe death for most of us has often been a more peaceful affair.  It is still deeply moving. It still provokes intense thought and wonder. It can often entail grief and great sadness.  But at least death in the West, whether from disease or old age, has mostly been decoupled from the senseless brutality of meaningless violence.


    For the scientist, birth is a coming together of atoms in a collection which results in consciousness. Death is the mere redistribution of those atoms back to where they came from – the world and universe all around us.


    For the religious there can be comfort in death – the existence of an immortal soul, the promise of a resurrection or a heaven. When Marx referred to religion as opiate he was in some senses very accurate. It can give comfort and strength in the extreme to the true believer.


    To the rest of us it is perhaps down to developing our own philosophy – our own view of how and why conscious life comes and goes. Or perhaps for some of us the realisation that there is no “why” just “how”.


    And the “how” can itself give a comfort and great beauty – the sheer wonder of the natural world. The endless cycles of birth and rebirth, of the planets round a sun, of the beauty of the seasons.  Of the birth and death of planets and suns and galaxies. The endless dance. The coming and going of the very universe itself.


    To have lived a good life is all that matters in the end.  A life where, if you did not manage to achieve great good, you at least did no great harm. A life where you gave and received love.  A life of the little things. The joy of children, the wisdom of later life.  The beauty you saw around you and the contribution you made to the dance.
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    What possible use is hindsight when the past is behind us and unchangeable?


    The failed relationships, the missed opportunities, the petty cruelties and jealousies. The things we could have done so much better 20 years down the road and the things we botched up so badly at the time.


    Regret is a wholly useless emotion in many respects. As self destructive as any of our less attractive states of mind but perhaps less harmful to those around us. Anger, envy, spitefulness and cruelty can do real harm now to others whereas regret with hindsight can only affect our own selves.


    And yet hindsight does have its uses. Taken to heart, considered, thought out and acted upon it can and should affect both the present and the future even if the past is forbidden to us.


    It is pointless to wax maudlin but at least we can try to stop making the same mistakes time and time again.  We can learn from the past; from our own personal past as well as that of our nation or world.


    Was it the United Nations which was founded on the principal of “never again”? It may not have met with huge success since its formation in 1945 but at least the attempt was made.


    At least humanity looked back on the terror on the terror of the Second World War and vowed to improve international relations. With hindsight could it have been prevented?  Well as we know hindsight does not work like that. But at least with the benefit of hindsight we can do better today and again tomorrow.


    So yes, we must look back. We must own up to our mistakes. We can not change our past but  hopefully we can change our future.


    At least, in the absence of strict determinism.
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    Nobel prize winning physicist Frank Wilczek’s book “A Beautiful Question: Finding Nature’s Deep Design” is certainly worth reading although I think to be honest I was expecting too much of it.


    I enjoyed the first few chapters a great deal but became rather bored and bogged down when the author hit his specialist subject – the atomic world and below.


    I general terms I certainly get the gist of it and have done for some years. At heart, at the very small end of the scale everything is made of the same minute building blocks and the universe is incredibly simple, beautiful and symmetric.


    Where I became a little bored was in the description of all the various sub atomic particles. Any layman is likely to have a very hard time indeed with the minutiae of the subject and may come away, like I did, wondering whether it is necessary to try and grasp every spin, gluon, quark and particle zoo specimen.


    Perhaps for the layman a science book written by a philosopher may make more sense. I have read countless books on physics for the layman by authors from Stephen Hawking, Brian Greene, David Deutsch and on.


    The Deutsch approach suits me far better. And in particular his book The Fabric of Reality which I have read several times.


    To me at least broad brush concepts are what I am seeking not detailed explanations (even if in simplified terms) of subjects I will never managed to grasp in their entirety.


    Deutsch is a physicist but with a wonderful way with philosophical concepts.  His life long ambition has been to know everything and he managed to convey his enthusiasm and knowledge of “everything” in a way which made intuitive sense to me.


    I am glad I read Frank Wilczek’s book but it was more about “where every sparrow fell” in the sub atomic-world than a treatise which made me feel I had accomplished a broad grasp of reality.


    Mea Culpa.
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    I do not read the news because it is repetitive, dispiriting, boring and irrelevant.


    

      Ecclesiastes 1:9

What has been will be again,  what has been done will be done again;

there is nothing new under the sun.


    


    This quote is profound to my mind and sums up the very reason I have never, ever been interested in current affairs or politics.


    According to an article in Wikipedia “The subjects of Ecclesiastes are the pain and frustration engendered by observing and meditating on the distortions and inequities pervading the world, the uselessness of human deeds, and the limitations of wisdom and righteousness.”


    Well said whoever wrote those words.


    Here is an abbreviated list of world news headlines from the BBC  for today:


    

      	NY’s top lawyer quits amid assault claims.


      	Belgian singer dies days after comeback.


      	Pope Rihanna dazzles at Met Gala 2018.


      	Revolutionary leader win Armenia PM vote.


      	Melania Trump faces new plagiarism row.


    


    Here is what I would rather read about, although I will have to look beyond the media to find anything of interest or relevance:


    

      	How to improve human behaviour.


      	How to abolish poverty, hunger and disease.


      	How to increase happiness.


      	How to further knowledge.


      	How to transcend the limits of human consciousness.


      	Cheerful news as to the progress by anyone in any of the above!


    


    And then there are a few who by luck or design have managed to jump off the hamster wheel of mundanity and have the good fortune and luxury to seek answers.


    Who is it then that reads newspapers and watches CNN? It can’t be those struggling for basic physical survival.  It must be the unconscious ones.


    Some of the unconscious ones must have good motives for what they do.  Some politicians must (one hopes) be genuinely interested in the good of others.  Some businessmen must be genuinely interested in improving mankind’s lot by producing fairly priced goods or services.


    There is a good argument to be made that the unconscious improve all our lives by their very busy unconsciousness.


    By pursuing their dreams of world domination in business or politics perhaps such people create the wealth necessary for research and development.


    And yet I have a nagging thought at the back of my mind that all is not well with the world.  That a better order is possible, that loftier goals should be sought.
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    The act of self expression in writing seems to provide relief from strong or long repressed emotions – a catharsis.  Whether anybody reads what you have written or not, to formalise in writing your innermost thoughts, your worldview, your grievances, your joys and your sadness brings an incredible freedom, a sense of deep release.


    It seems perhaps that an internal mental expression is not sufficient; a silent inner realisation, however profound, does not provide the same strong cathartic effect as the crafting of the written word, the sentence, the paragraph.


    Perhaps it is because we have to take so much care with the written word; do we really mean this or that? Is that really how we feel? Perhaps it is because the use of language is the only thing which makes thought possible above the banal levels we need for bodily survival.  Language forms an integral part of true consciousness it seems: qualia can no doubt be felt without language but how much more poignant and meaningful to be able to define, express, codify and categorise in actual words what it feels like to be sad or joyful, to experience the deep red glow of a sunset.


    So I think perhaps language is essential for depth in feelings and written language seems to solidify, to realise the internal emotion.


    Does it matter who you are writing for? Perhaps not. Does it matter whether you are read? Perhaps not. It would be unwise indeed to put truly dark thoughts onto paper and into the public domain – but happily I do not have any. Therefore I feel free to write what I choose and to express myself as I see fit.


    In an afternoon well spent yesterday with a cerebral and cultured friend, we discussed the ideal life and wondered what we should have done with our lives while we sat in the late spring sunshine, on deck chairs, in a beautiful and quiet garden.


    Could we have avoided the hustle and ghastliness of our respective careers in law and finance? The grim, difficult and determined people we had to suffer to earn our daily bread.


    He said that to write would have been the way out.  But how few are those blessed with the good fortune of being paid for the endeavour!


    Happily later in life you can benefit from the catharsis of writing without having to count on film rights and tea shirt sales.  I may not have the imagination to write of demons but expressing my own seems good enough.  I don’t need the success of Harry Potter to achieve catharsis nor do I desire the riches of Midas.
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    Are we all hypocrites or is there the odd saintly exception?  The dear old Dalai Wotsit or blessed Mother T perhaps?


    Without hesitation I own up to being a difficult, miserable old humbug full of cant, hypocrisy and intolerance. I know it’s wrong and in general terms I try and deal with it.  But somehow life just gets the better of me.


    It’s not that I actively wish anyone any harm, it’s just that I want to be left alone and have come to loathe almost any “normal” interaction with people other than the most superficial.  I like lots of people but it tends to be those I do not have to have much to do with. Our postman for instance is great. The taxman not so great.


    My pet loathings include


    

      	dishonest and oily “biznismen”


      	salesmen ( a particularly noxious sub category of the above)


      	overt god bothering


      	committees of busybodies


      	politicians


    


    Oh dear, it isn’t that I hate people, it’s just that most people irritate me and I am sure I them.  As a child I wanted to spend my life pursuing some lonely craft in some quiet place. As an adult I have often wanted to be a secular hermit and would have moved to a remote and deserted Scottish island if (a) the weather wasn’t so terrible; and (b) my bossy little wife hadn’t objected.  I probably ought to have been an inventor – a scientist of some sort like Professor Potts in Ian Fleming’s Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.  Living somewhere quiet and rural, with my inventing shed and outdoor lavatory, like the good professor and his family.


    In any event, the City of London and those of Zurich, Tokyo and Hong Kong were, in very clear retrospect, not the ideal choice.  Nor was a career in finance a clever decision.


    So how should a hypocrite redeem himself (or herself…or in these days of multiple gender awareness, “itself”)?


    The only truthful answer I can give is that we should hide ourselves away from others lest we do them verbal damage. I am sure they dislike my company as much as I theirs and it really isn’t anybody’s fault!
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    Every human has the right to take his or her own life and the means to do so painlessly and swiftly should be made easily and openly available.


    Modern medicine, powerful as it may be, has a long way to go before we can be repaired.  The all too common end for many of us is months or years of suffering with incurable disease.  The horror of pain is often accompanied by immobility, loss of cognitive facilities, incontinence and great indignity.  No coup de grace is allowed until the very last moment when the patient is unable to take water or food.


    The whole question is surrounded by taboo, ignorance, superstition, religious claptrap and humbug.  Pure unenlightened barbarism.  A disgrace and an insult to the intelligence.


    The fear that assisted suicide may be abused and used for murder is remote and absurd. Murder will take place anyway. Many a fully qualified doctor has been known to commit murder (and not as a mercy killing). Guns are freely available even in countries where such weapons are illegal and in any event the avenues and opportunities for the dedicated murder abound.  This is no excuse.


    And as for the religious nutcases- grow up, we live in the 21st century and if your non existent deity hadn’t made such mess of creation we would not be in this fix anyway.


    So yes, I am cross and anxious and fearful. I have seen a mother take ten years to die from dementia, while her cognisance and then her body slowly stopped working, until at the very last she became a croaking husk unable to take food or water. What kind of end is that?


    I have seen relatives and friends suffer the indignity of connection to machinery to pass bodily wastes while months pass by in a semi vegetative state.


    I do not want to end my life with a whimper. I do not wish to be an embarrassing burden on anyone around me especially to those to whom I have been a husband or father.


    I have a right not to endure such disgusting indignity and will exercise that right when the time comes. I shall end my life when, how and as I choose.  So should you.


    The law is an ass.
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    In an age of atheism and apathy, the literature, art and music of religion still holds vast sway over the imagination of us all.


    I defy you to find me, even in this dumbed down age, a single individual with even the most basic of cultural awareness who will not have heard the phrase:


    “In the same hour came forth fingers of a man’s hand, and wrote over against the candlestick upon the plaister of the wall of the king’s palace: and the king saw the part of the hand that wrote.”


    And here it is, writ large by none other than Rembrandt:


    How extraordinary that our very consciousness is so intricately threaded and woven through by these magnificent old fairy tales and the wonderful English of the King James version of the Bible.


    The writing is on the wall: you have been warned. Your behaviour in unacceptable, expect to pay for it. Things are about to change, and for the worse.


    Belshazzar’s dad Nebuchadnezzar had been naughty enough and now this deluded Chaldean king was up to the same tricks. Don’t mess with the god of the Israelites: he ought to have learnt his lesson.  The silly fellow had to go and blaspheme and quick as a shot his kingdom was handed over by the wrathful Yahweh to the  Medes and the Persians.


    ‘Shazzar had decided on a rave for his mates but made the cardinal error of using crockery ripped off from a raid on the Hebrew temple.


    Daniel (he who will later face the lions’ den) translates for good king ‘Shazzar:


    “God hath numbered thy kingdom, and finished it.  Thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting.”
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    Jan van Eyck painted what has become known as the Arnolfini Portrait in 1434.  The facts are well enough known.  As are the scholarly debates and interpretations surrounding this beautiful piece of art.


    I went to the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square today to try to understand why I like the painting so much.  I think I caught some glimpses.


    I was wondering on my way there whether my liking was more apparent than real; whether perhaps because the painting is so very well known I had simply assumed I liked it because it appears everyone else does.


    I first saw it face to face a few years back in another visit to the National Gallery and out of all the paintings I saw that day this one stuck firmly in my mind as a favourite.  Why?


    The sheer luminosity of the colours struck me particularly today, part of the artist’s technique I gather. The colours literally shone out at me 600 years after the painting’s creation.


    And then the richness and beauty and realism of the scene.  I could have been one of the figures reflected in the mirror above the Arnolfinis, so perfectly does this couple come alive.


    By richness I have in mind quality and beauty rather than monetary worth. While it is clear that the couple were well healed, I find money itself (particularly the love of it) a grotesque and vulgar distraction.


    Excess reminds me of the smiling face of beloved entreprenoooooors like the delightful Philip Green, whose pensioners fared so well in the collapse of British Home stores.  Or those cuddly Russian oligarchs and oil sheiks.  Gold Rolls Royces, zebra skin wall coverings, women with brittle hair, whitened teeth and embarrassing false breasts.


    Which is not to say that I can not get a warm glow from time to time out of what money can buy.


    The fur on the lined cloak is literally strokable when you stand in front of the portrait – even with my nose close to the painting it seemed more animal fur than oil (however politically incorrect that may now sound).  And the wife’s gown – difficult indeed to appreciate the texture on this web page re-production but to the naked eye, standing in that noble gallery, this feat of art is a wonder to behold. Every fold and crevice is so real and vibrant you can lean in and touch it. Figuratively speaking of course – I am sure I would have ended up in the local nick had I leant in much further.


    Just look at that brass chandelier. What a magnificent ornament.


    And yet there is more. To me the couple themselves are far from glamorous – they certainly do not seem to have been airbrushed in the time honoured fashion of today’s actresses and pop divas.  Mr Anolfini may be a rich merchant but he is certainly not a handsome one – it struck me today that he is more like Gollum from Lord of The Rings than I am comfortable with.  I had to take a step back at that point, half expecting him to put on the One Ring To Rule Them all.


    And the pregnant wife is no oil painting.  Well she is of course…but you know what I mean. Not a classic beauty by the standards of any age. The hubby’s headgear is not a shtreimel, surely?


    But cheap jokes aside, my love of the painting stands. Increased if anything by a greater familiarity with the detail after today’s close inspection.


    From the strange wooden  pixie-clogs to the apples, cherry blossom and beautifully lit furnishings, this painting transports me in time to a room in medieval Bruges  600 years ago.  A beautiful and exquisitely constructed time machine.
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    He is an odd character the bully, a difficult one to work out sometimes. When combined with bumptiousness, lack of education, near illiteracy and an over inflated ego the puzzle deepens.


    What drives this self important, self anointed titan?  Underneath the overconfident exterior there lies all manner of vulnerability.  He is a figure to be pitied perhaps rather than derided.


    As ever it must, presumably, be a joint product of nature and nurture which combines to produce such a preposterous figure.  The endless name dropping is a sign of insecurity, an effort to boost an inflated but at the same time empty and needy ego.


    While things are going his way the bully may seem jovial and congenial; cross him, deny him what he wants to take from you and a petulant, foolish child emerges.


    There is nothing wrong in being not very bright. We are all born with certain characteristics and intelligence or its lack is simply one of those. The bully will attempt to hide his achilles heal  with bravado. He can not and will not bow to reasoned argument – he will have his way, it is his right. He will baffle with meaningless words anyone who stands in the way of his desires.


    Or rather he will try. When it comes to a dispute with an adult bully you need a psychologist on your side not a lawyer or accountant. Because it does not matter to the bully what a contract says; the law is not relevant to the bully.  What matters to the bully is his will, his way.  And he will pay his advisors to spout his nonsense for him even if thereby making clowns of them too.


    It becomes therefore a battle of will.  In the playground a thump on the nose will usually ensure the bully never bothers you again and regrettably in adult life the bully has to be treated in the same fashion.


    As an adult you will hopefully have eschewed physical violence.  Hopefully it no longer forms a part of your world view, if it ever did.


    As an adult you must still wave an iron fist in the face of the schoolyard thug, but that fist must be a metaphorical one.  The bully has cajoled and cowed countless others who have stood in his path: shopkeepers, garage owners, restaurant proprietors, estate agents and credit card employees to name but a few. He may attempt harm to their business and livelihood if such mere mortals dare to offer him opposition.  He may even succeed in a few cases.


    So you wave a metaphorical mailed fist in his face and eventually he realises that your life, your business and your property will be stoutly defended. He is forced to move on to his next victim.
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    Beauty comes in so many forms and is so utterly transformative wherever it is encountered.   Most recently I have been struck by the serene beauty of the skillful elegance and nonchalant, seemingly effortless performance of a music scholar who plays the piano for a choir in which I sing.


    The pianist studied at King’s College, Cambridge, where he was organ scholar and graduated with a starred first class degree in Music. Previously he was a chorister at King’s and music scholar at Eton College.


    I sang in a choir as a young treble for some years but foolishly never studied music formally.  I gave up aged 14 when music seemed to an arrogant young kid to belong to a pseudo intellectual realm to which he did not belong .


    For the past eight years I have been trying to re-capture what skills I may once have possessed but in my case nothing has ever been effortless.


    I have spent endless hours in practice and study, learning a choral piece inside out until it is indelibly etched on my mind and performance becomes if not automatic, then at least to some extent fluid.


    Each week I am struck anew by the performance of our accompanist.  Sometimes when I arrive he will be playing some complex piece entirely from his imagination. His hands will move but his eyes remain fixed somewhere in the middle distance, pondering who knows what as his fingers automatically translate into sound whatever glorious harmonies are in his mind.


    In choral pieces there are usually introductions for the orchestra or piano before the voice parts start and usually the accompanying instrumental music will continue for a while when the voice parts have finished.


    And it is at the end that I most often notice the ethereal skill of our accompanist.  We have struggled, to the best of our ability, through the complex vocal bars of a section of Dvorak’s Stabat Mater.


    Our eyes turn to the young scholar who plays the remaining bars. With a twinkle on his face and scarcely looking at the score, he dazzles us with his skill.  With a gentle flourish the piece ends as he quietly plays the final chord and the sound slowly ebbs away.
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    Do I have what it  takes to be a Guardian Reader?   I have always been desperately keen to say: “yes I am, I’m deeply socialist”.


    And yet these people can be so nihilistic and destructive.  Newspapers of the left are as full of useless political cant as those of the right.


    Here is a selection of today’s articles:


    Police have ruined my life.

May 1968: the revolution retains its magnetic allure.

Grammar schools are indefensible.

The Windrush scandal was about racism.

The rise of middle-aged renters exposes empty Tory promises.

Queen Elizabeth sorry to bother you with this problem we commoners have.

The privileged look the other way.


    So there you go; let me paraphrase:


    We must encourage violent revolution.

We must encourage crime by having no police force.

We must cut good education so that the masses are all equal in their ignorance.

All ills of society are due to right wing racism

The Tories are shysters

Royalty are scum.

The posh are scoundrels.


    You may be forgiven for thinking you are reading headlines in Pravda in 1922.


    Look, I acknowledge my privileged background and posh accent. I admit I won a random lottery at birth and ended up at a public school, then Oxford and a City law firm.


    But I hate the fact that most of the world live in poverty, violence and hunger. But violent revolution has not helped much has it?


    Does the Guardian have no memory of Soviet Russian atrocities? Does the Guardian imagine we would fare better under Mao Tse Tung? Has it forgotten that Mao put to death every “Guardian Reader” (aka “intellectual”) it could find?


    Do these fools actually believe the partisan nonsense they are peddling?  Are they so keen on bashing the well off they could not give a damn about the very people they are claiming to care for?


    There have been and are some heros who have fought valiantly for the poor, the abused and the hungry. But they have tended to do so in a constructive fashion by providing them with the education and sustenance they need. Robert Owen the 19th Century mill owner is a good example. Dear old Mother T in Calcutta. JC in  1st Century Roman Palestine did his best before he met his rude and untimely end.


    Ignorant, partisan polemic does no one any good.


    So no, I will pay no attention to much of the Guardian. Yes, I am a centrist, leaning left. But no I am not a supporter of polarised and foolish polemic whether that comes from the Left or the Right.


    I am certainly a Guardian Reader. But a very selective one.
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    JFK famously said “Ich Bin ein Berliner” but I can perhaps more accurately say the same thing about London. Officially a cockney, since I was born in Guys Hospital, I have lived in London all my life but with long intervals in far flung outposts of the British empire and other parts foreign.


    I have told myself for most of my adult life that I hate the place and certainly years spent in very much calmer environments ( or more “interesting” environments – like Hong Kong) were experiences I would not have missed.


    But how foolish not to appreciate my magnificent home town.  I had the luck to be at school in the shadows of Westminster Abbey and I think in those days I really did appreciate the beauty of its shady cloisters, the morning prayers and the freedom to wander that hallowed ground at will.  Brought up for much of the time in busy Kensington there were joys there to behold as well, and I was probably peripherally aware of those too.


    But yesterday was one of those rare occasions when I have been able to empathise with foreign friends who adore the city and come as willing and frequent visitors.


    It was a perfect sunny, late spring day and I went for a kulturfest at the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square. Such was its grandeur and such its contents that I almost wondered why I had bothered with Berlin, or Zurich or even Venice.  Or why I am planning to spend a month in Florence.


    While the art was an intense fulfillment, my quiet stroll back home was revelationary. Where I could stuck to London’s leafy and magnificent parks and was amazed to see patches of meadow in Green Park – a stone’s throw from Buckingham Palace. Bluebells were everywhere in the dappled shade, as well as all sorts of other natural beauty my ignorance of botany prevents me from listing.


    Knightsbridge was next and its appeal is slightly lessened these days by vast stretched limos, often with lurid gold trim and blacked out windows, especially around Hyde Park Corner and the more louche hotels.


    I imagine the sleazy and corrupt inside such Behemoths, they jump straight out of the pages of a John le Carre Novel.  The dark glasses of the african dictator, the big time crooks and money launderers, the plastic smile and breasts of the accompanying courtesans, the gold medallions on the hairy chests of the fake suntanned biznismen, the entrepreneurs and the whole zoo of other real world Arthur Daley’s and politicians.


    But I digress and must dismount from my favourite hobby horse – the world was built by such people and is run by them.  Live with it!


    It did not distract me from a day of sheer wonder at the magnificent architecture of the Mall and Clarence House or even the quiet pleasure of the many sleepy and sun drenched residential roads I weaved my way through on my way home.


    Yes, Ich bin ein Londoner and yesterday I was happy to be.
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    Ireland can agree on this: The Abortion Decision is not up to Mark Zuckerberg


    Gavin Sheridan is right to fear the unregulated power of two such massive privately owned companies as Google and Facebook.


    I have worked a great deal in recent years with machine learning and artificial intelligence and I believe that science, if anything, will provide the redemption from our ills which neither religion nor politics can give.  But AI is useless without data and these companies control all our data.


    My work has made one thing abundantly clear to me: the dangers of monopoly and in this specific context, the monopoly over data and communication.


    Google and Facebook are the future. Or at least the technical innovations which those two companies are spearheading is the future. But none of us deserve to be ruled by FANGS and that, increasingly, is what is happening whether we like it or not.


    Much research in machine learning is open source – and bravo, good news indeed. But the software is useless without the data.  And the FANGs own the data.


    Scientists have always been libertarians and indeed I was very heartened at first by the supposed “blockchain revolution”.


    Here was technology developed by geeks in their bedrooms which was going to give the man in the Congo equal rights to his counterpart on the Clapham Omnibus.  It was going to be the 3rd Wave, Internet 3, the beginnings of all things equal and fair and marvellous.


    But even there the titans are taking over; the JP Morgan’s and the big banks are realising the potential of the technology.  Cryptocurrency and the blockchain is now swamped by “entrepreneurs”, “influencers” and “thought leaders” interested in one thing only: lining their own pockets.


    The internet, the machine age, technology was supposed to be about empowering and enriching us all. As ever, it looks set to enrich the few and to enslave the rest.


    The mighty kings at the FANGs are the modern robber barons.  If we do not restrict their power, split up and abolish their monopoly and put the benefits of technology into the hands of the ordinary man we will be left with a society as unequal, unjust and repressive as any we have ever seen. Perhaps more so.
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    The Guardian view on educational priorities: arts not grammars.


    “The UK government’s education policies are damaging and benefiting the few. It’s time for a rethink.”


    The Guardian is arguing for money to be spent on including art and music in the state school syllabus and, it appears, scrapping grammar schools.


    If state schools manage to provide a good education in “English literature, English language, maths, two or three sciences, history or geography, and a foreign language” then they will have accomplished the vast majority of what is necessary.  What an enormous achievement.


    English literature and history are viewed by most as “arts” subjects – music and visual arts are additional “arts” subjects, not THE arts.


    And two or three science subjects is impressive indeed on the assumption these three subjects include physics, chemistry and biology. And maths: many physicists would argue, and correctly in my view, as Galileo Galilei did that “Mathematics is the language in which God has written the universe”.


    The sad fact about the State System is that many pupils appear to resist any sort of education and so thank heavens for the few grammar schools where at least those who want to learn can.


    Money is always tight, and it is not going to get any freer. We should be thankful we live in a “civilised” country where education in the core subjects necessary for survival is freely available. We cannot keep regretting that things are not better.  Things could always be better, but the likelihood is that we already have more than could reasonably be expected.


    What we should do is to try to capitalise better on what IS available rather than complaining about what is NOT.  If a child gains proficiency in “”English literature, English language, maths, two or three sciences, history or geography, and a foreign language” he is a lucky child indeed. He is equipped with everything he needs to pursue a successful and fulfilling career in modern society.


    I agree that civilisation is incomplete without music and visual art.  But first try and improve “education about education”.  Reduce truancy and violence in schools, increase pastoral care and careers advice. Try to convince the child that he will do better in life if he eschews cocky and surly scepticism and takes with open arms the gift offered to him or her.  And try to convince the parents of the same things. To encourage the child to do his homework, to broaden his education with reading and study at home and outside the classroom, to appreciate the chance he has been given by living in modern Britain rather than the Amazonian rain forest.


    And try to encourage him to stay at school beyond GCSEs even if university is beyond his grasp.  Such advice, encouragement and pastoral care may make that child’s life a better one.  I hope so.
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    Reading Sofia Helin’s thoughtful interview in the Guardian this morning, I am disappointed to hear that Scandinavian happiness is “more a matter of class whether you can afford to take time to take care of yourself”.


    I am really not too sure about the “class” aspect but you have to be correct on the “afford”. We humans need some basic level of material comfort to be “happy” although of course this is not of itself bound to result in “happiness”.


    In my ignorance when I watch the many excellent Scandinavian dramas available on Netflix or the BBC, I always work on the naive assumption that the world of smorgasbord is a happy socialist paradise. Rather like The Culture but without the Minds. I am disappointed to hear that it is not.


    Happiness or its lack is, currently, part of the human condition for most of us. Perhaps all of us. There are so many things we need to put right but my belief is that in the end “all will be well and all manner of things will be well” to quote Julian of Norwich.


    No amount of thought or cathartic writing or goodliness will save us. In the end, I fear, the worst and most serious aspects of melancholy have to be a medical affair. And on that front I believe eventually suffering will be abolished.


    I am sorry I can not share your faith in a god. But perhaps eventually my faith in human ingenuity and an eventual triumph of “good” over “bad” will come to amount to the same thing.


    An enjoyable and thoughtful interview. Thank you.
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    An end to “Conflict in The Middle East” is unlikely to be achieved by conventional and time worn solutions which have achieved nothing over the decades.


    

      At least 41 Palestinians have been killed and hundreds wounded in protests at the border fence between the Gaza Strip and Israel on the same day the US fulfils its controversial promise to move its embassy to the contested city of Jerusalem.


    


    This is not about politics. Or land. Or religion. It is about something much more basic and much more invidious. It is about human nature and how to change it.


    Some would say that the Arab Israeli situation is complex.  Some would claim that you must be an Arabist or a specialist in Middle Eastern politics and history to understand and resolve the sad mess.


    Not so. The facts are simple enough as are the causes of conflict.


    Humanity has certain basic needs and certain basic emotions which will result in violence if left unsatisfied.


    The physical needs can and should be satisfied: shelter, food, medicine, safety, a meaningful job to name but a few.  That such needs are not met in the middle east is hardly unique in a world full of conflict and poverty, so we should not be surprised.


    The emotional needs are far harder to satisfy. We are all part of the animal kingdom and when put in a cage we will behave like the animals we are: we will fight tooth and nail for survival. We will operate on automatic response; our stress will rise, and our reason will fade. It is usually called “fight or flight” and all too often there is nowhere to flee so fight is what we do.


    This is not to belittle the conflict. Or indeed any conflict. But a solution is going to require wiser heads than are currently engaged in the puzzle and solutions which have as much to do with psychology and physiology as “mere” politics.


    Unfortunately, all parties in this and every other conflict in human history have hidden motives, secret agendas. They, we, all of us are fighting our own narrow corner, protecting our own narrow interests.


    Despite the laudable aims of the so called “United” Nations we are a deeply divided world. The divisions are tribal; the squabble is a vast version of a dog urinating to mark its own territory.


    All of nature marks its territory. All of nature will tear throats to win, to survive, to ensure it gets food and water, shelter and territory.


    So, looked at with this broad overview the problem becomes straightforward to understand, if less so to overcome. We need to change our very nature. To take more notice of Confucius, Lao Tze and the Buddha and less notice of Trump, or May. Or Israelis or Palestinians.


    Reach the children and educate them in peace and humanity. Wean them from narrow prejudice and divisive tribal religion. Treat the ills, provide food, shelter, medicine and peace.


    Persuade all those you can to drop hostility and to embrace reconciliation and peaceful co-existence.


    Brave words easily spoken from the peace and safety of an English spring garden. No doubt many will deride my words and my sentiments. But somewhere they will realise that deep down the only end to eternal conflict is an abandonment of Darwinian evolutionary struggle and the adoption of enlightenment.
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    My own petty, unimportant and irrelevant moral dilemma should teach me something about the world and how to improve it. If I can not learn my lesson, then who can?


    So here I am, a lucky old man sitting in his sunny garden in the late spring, contemplating his life and wondering how he gets it so badly wrong.


    If I can get it so wrong and cause such ill feeling and anger then little wonder the world as a whole is a hotbed of war and bitterness. I do not have the excuse of poverty, childhood abuse, pain, illness.  I am not suffering torture or violence. I am not being turfed out of my jungle dwelling in the Amazon rain forest by corrupt corporates and greedy, bribe taking politicians.


    What I have been doing for the past three years is to battle for what I consider justice for a relative of mine who has been beset on all sides by others who appear to be less than rational, reasonable, nice or normal.


    My endless fear it that I have it the wrong way round. That said victim and I are the aggressors, the unreasonable monsters, the people with horrible behavioural problems.


    And perhaps we are. Or there again perhaps that is not the point.


    As ever I have been trying to do what I thought was right and just and am left wondering instead whether I have the whole of life arse about face.


    But endless questioning is right. Not to question is to leave oneself dangerously open to bigotry and a closed mind. In seeking to protect one relative I have been accused of seeking to “ruin” another.


    I have no doubt that that “other” sees the matter in just that way. That “other” must assuredly see white as I see black, or vice versa.  For me to claim that my intention is something else entirely is fruitless and yet to be meek and let my relative be trampled on does not seem to be just or equitable either.


    Sadly the meek do not inherit the earth.  When I see a bully I will take him on.  I must just make sure that I do not become that bully myself.
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    Unfortunately as an imperfect individual I find it necessary to question my own behaviour on a daily basis.  I wish I were perfect, saintly, good and Dalai Lama-ish. But I’m not.


    I have always wanted to meet a “saint”, not out of any religious fervour (I don’t have any) but because I would like to see whether such a person actually exists and if he does, then how he behaves.


    Does the saint ever get angry? Or even unreasonable? Does he ever harbour grudges or feel envy or jealousy? Is he or she ever less than perfectly kind, patient and loving? I would like to emulate any such person but alas I have feet of clay.


    I do not often feel envy or jealousy these days (but have been guilty in the past as, probably, we all have).  But anger – yes, anger does tend to sneak up on me and sandbag me on occasions, much as I wish it were otherwise.


    Or maybe it is more usually irritability. The “Grumpy Old Man” has become a much televised celebrity.  Shakespeare’s Enobarbus said of Cleopatra  “Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale Her infinite variety”.


    In my case age has withered me considerably and I never possessed infinite variety anyway.


    I largely gave up writing about finance and trading since I was becoming very “withered” indeed. Sick of the rubbish being peddled by an industry with nobody’s good in mind other than its own. So I turned to matters of greater interest and importance to me: behaviour, people, the (non-existent) “soul”, the big questions in life, the universe and everything.


    And yet when I read and comment on articles in the Guardian or the Independent or anywhere else I find myself battling with my own prejudice and intolerance.  When I become aware that I have been bitter, unreasonable or just plain vicious I try and remember to go back and change those offending and offensive sentiments – they were not meant, they sometimes just pop up out of ennui, tiredness, irritability.


    I guess it is human nature to have disagreements but I am always puzzled over that biblical phrase “The meek shall inherit the earth”.


    Was that Neville Chamberlain’s big mistake? Such tactics may have worked in the dissolution of the British Empire in India with Gandhi ‘s laudable non violent civil disobedience but would it have worked against Hitler? Presumably not.


    I fear I am not meek nor ever have been. Sometimes I dearly wish I was. Perhaps as an ersatz Buddhist I will have a few more lifetimes to try and get it right.


    But more seriously I do struggle on a daily basis with myself. I know I am a grumpy, puzzled and sometimes bitter old fool. Must try harder is, I suppose, all I can really say.
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    All radical and swift changes imposed on society began as Utopian dreams and descended into Dystopian horror.  Need it always be so?


    The term utopia was coined from by Sir Thomas More for his 1516 book Utopia  and has since become embedded firmly into our language and our psyche.  Utopianism is idealism and we have to believe that idealism is always well motivated but perhaps it was never thus.


    Real world Utopias have been imposed on the unfortunate many times in history and inevitably with horrific, disastrous consequences.


    

      [image: Karl Marx By International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, Netherlands, Public Domain,]

      Karl Marx By International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, Netherlands, Public Domain,


    


    We must surely believe that 19th Century radical Karl Marx had mankind’s best interests at heart but can a man ever in all decency believe that violence and force can change the world for the better?


    Can violence and killing ever be justified, let alone promoted by people who claim to want a better world?


    Would Karl Marx have been proud of the endless dystopias which flowed from his teachings? Would he have condoned the gulags? The eradication of intellectuals? The horrors which his legacy spawned in the years following his death?


    Let me be clear: capitalism as practiced today is not a model which I favour. I can not see that it is just or right that such vast disparities in wealth have been allowed to exist in our world.


    According to Wikipedia:


    

      Oxfam’s 2017 report says the top eight billionaires have as much wealth as the bottom half of the global population, and that rising inequality is suppressing wages, as businesses are focused on delivering higher returns to wealthy owners and executives.[31] In 2018, the Oxfam report said that the wealth gap continued to widen in 2017, with 82% of global wealth generated going to the wealthiest 1%.


    


    Change has to occur. It is true that incentive must remain or innovation and growth will presumably cease to occur. But change should not happen all of a sudden and certainly not by violent revolution.


    The creation of the Soviet and Chinese “utopias” was an unmitigated disaster leading to death and misery for untold millions.


    Drastic change should not be swift. Radical “improvement” should not occur at the behest of madmen – since it will inevitably result in  dystopia.


    It boils down to changing our minds, slowly and carefully. Coming up with change bit by bit. Improving education. Reducing poverty and hunger. Not by giant upheaval but step by painful step. People must be brought to change by gentle persuasion – they must come to see the injustices for themselves. They must become believers.


    To drag the rich in chains through the streets, to murder those who oppose us can never be right.  And it may well not be their “fault” anyway. Humanity has evolved from the beast and must evolve away from the beast.


    Evolution does not happen in the blink of an eye.
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    Well done Mr Elliot, we must indeed back a drive for better education. But we need to make very sure that the education provided is not slanted towards any narrow political agenda and is concerned only with providing what our children need to make a better world.


    Education is the only thing which has any chance of turning us away from narrow self interest and towards a better economic and social system for all.


    We need to be very careful indeed that “education” does not become “indoctrination”.


    Some writers in your newspaper have an unfortunate tendency to bash excellence in education and it is to be hoped that this would not spill over into the UN initiative.


    Education in “English literature, English language, maths, two or three sciences, history or geography, and a foreign language” are said to be provided by British State schools and bravo for that. Language, maths, science – yes, an excellent education indeed and hopefully those subjects at least can easily be presented without political bias.


    But there are other areas which need to be presented to our young, whether in the jungles, deserts and rocky outcrops of the remoter parts of the world or in the classrooms of New York, London and Berlin.


    I have called my blog “Weltanschauung” and not without much thought.  My “worldview” is that so far we have got much wrong in society and need to work towards putting that right.  Education is the only way we will achieve that.


    Alongside the subjects so vital for survival in the 21st Century we must teach wisdom, awareness, kindness, tolerance.


    We will not get a kinder world, and the meek shall certainly not inherit it, until we put away our baser human instincts and teach and practice a new way of existence.


    As a very firm atheist I still find much to admire in the ethical teachings of many of our religions. We must teach the virtues of the “Sermon on the Mount” even if we do not believe in Divinity. We must teach the wisdom, loving-kindness and compassion of Buddhism but without religious overtones.


    So Mr Elliot yes I agree with you wholeheartedly.  But let us teach humanity and decency and avoid all bias political or otherwise. Let us educate for a softer, meeker world where tyrants and violence are gradually eradicated and where selfish greed is replaced by beneficence.
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    Class War in Journalism and Politics is alive and well.  It is business as usual in Parliament and the news papers.


    It is unfortunate that some columnists in the Guardian are still looking to the outdated concept of class war as the answer to all their ills. It is a great shame that polarization still plagues our politics both on the right and the left. If you read some columnists in the Daily Mail or the Telegraph, everybody in the Labour Party is a communist and would send us all to the Gulag. If you read some columnists in the Guardian, every person in the Tory party is a ridiculous anachronism or a fascist.


    What we need is politicians and journalists who eschew narrow tribalism and espouse a new way for political action which looks to the good of everyone and not to demonise a perceived enemy. Enmity and class hatred have no place in a better, kinder world.


    It is very easy to be bitter, to become bitter. I should know – I have often felt that way over the past few years but at least I can see the error of my ways and battle against my negativity and nihilism.


    Columnist John Harris states:


    

      “where there were high levels of degree-educated people, the Conservative party lost support between 2010 and 2017”


    


    So we are to assume that those who vote conservative are ill educated and backward.


    Such divisive statements are simply not helpful and are certainly not conducive to the atmosphere of co-operation we need to ensure a better future for our children.  In politics we need to move away from division.  We need to move away from class war, from race war, away from divisive polarisation.


    We need to move from a system of party politics and enmity to a system where we stop bashing our perceived enemies and realise that we are all human.  We are all stuck on the same planet and suffer from the same enemies and fears.


    Our enemies are disease, poverty and yes, fear itself.


    It is time to work with each other, it is time to stop fighting.
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    Victoria’s Requiem,  written for the funeral of  dowager Empress Maria of Spain who died on February 26, 1603 is, out of all the music I have sung over the past decade, my favourite.


    The music is written for 6 voices and is largely polyphonic interspersed with plainsong incipits sung by a cantor


    Tomás Luis de Victoria  was a Catholic priest and is arguably the most famous composer of Renaissance Choral works.  And some say the best.


    If you want to try it out I suggest you listen to the Youtube recording below by Musica Ficta .  The advantage of this particular format on Youtube is that the recording scrolls through the score so that you can follow the different voice parts bar by bar.


    Or perhaps it would be fairer and more decent to buy the recording from this wonderful group and buy the score separately. Too much is given for free or posted for free on the internet – the so called “gig” economy.


    I will leave you to read the details about the music and its composer and will satisfy myself by giving Renaissance Choral music and this composition in particular my own little “plug”.


    The word “meditative” was never better used than when describing this ethereal, sublime, numinous music. Mere words fail to do it justice.


    As with any sort of meditation the danger is that you enter a deep trance which eventually becomes sleep. Which is fine if you are lying comfortably on a sofa at home.


    There is no danger of falling asleep if you are performing the music but looking out at the audience a few months ago, many had their eyes closed and their faces glowed softly with a quiet and peaceful smile. The music transports, uplifts, the mind drifts to a different plane.


    The dynamics are simple – the volume remains mostly constant from bar to bar. The music can be taxing to sing, one difficulty being an absence of formal bar lines in music of the period.  The choir must pay especially close attention to the conductor and to the voices of the other performers – you need to drift, to weave, to interpret to empathise, to co-operate.


    

      




    


    

      




    


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/05/17/victorias-requiem/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		To defeat hatred

		May 17, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Hatred is a difficult emotion to combat, connected as it is with so many other qualia.  Greed, envy, lust to name but a few of our choicer tendencies becomes hatred or combines with hatred all too easily when our will is opposed and we do not get what we desire.


    Perhaps the best start to defeat hatred is introspection and awareness.  “Awareness” has become a hackneyed term unfortunately, bushwhacked as it has been by new age quackery.  But it is nonetheless the key, without which we can forget progress.


    Self awareness needs calm, quiet reflection – difficult to achieve for those with demanding jobs, difficult bosses, long hours.  Or for parents with young children.  But we will need to make a time and place for it.


    The development of a “weltanschauung” also seems an essential component for the successful eradication of hatred or any other of the many, many ills which beset us as a race.  We need to decide on our worldview; we must be determined to improve.


    It is a point which I have so often raised that our evolution has pre-disposed us to use (or perhaps be used) by damaging behaviour and emotion.  But it is a point which people must understand and accept at a very deep and intuitive level if they (and society as a whole) wishes to eradicate hatred.


    In some senses we have clearly made extraordinary, vast progress over the past few hundred years. The enlightenment has seen scientific progress which would make even our modest skills look godlike to our mediaeval forebears.


    And yet our mentality, our behaviour, our conduct has improved to a lesser degree. We do not seem to have become kinder. We may have passed more laws to curb our worst excesses and this is progress indeed but we need, each individual needs, to feel and accept the intuitive rightness of such laws and to obey them willingly and with a good heart.  And that behaviour needs to be expanded from the individual to the community as a whole and to nations.


    And while eugenics may have become a dirty word, genetic manipulation to ensure kindness and tolerance may one day ensure that the lion can indeed lie with the lamb.
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    Writing in the Guardian today Elaine Pearson (Australia director at Human Rights Watch) states that Australia’s lame response to Anwar Ibrahim’s detention was a mistake.  Interestingly she argues that the probable reason was self interest.  That human rights issues were sidelined for trade and security ties.


    Well what a surprise!


    “Man was born free and everywhere is in chains” to use Rousseau’s words, still as apt today as when he wrote them back in the 18th Century. Congratulations Elaine Pearson on both your article and your sentiments.


    Is it not the case that the USA and the UK supported and armed such people as Saddam Hussein, the Shah of Iran, and the murderous Muammar Gaddafi? That makes the Australians look rather mild and humane by comparison.


    The problem of self interest is of course a problem in society as a whole from the individual level through town and city councils and right up to national government. In all countries.


    “NIMBY” – not in my back yard. I come first, we come first.  Our oil interests are vital and that is why we have supported murderous tyrants in the middle east. That is why we pander to thuggish and barbaric middle eastern potentates who treat women like dirt, flog people in public for minor offences and cut people’s hands off without batting an eyelid.  And don’t let’s get started on Africa. How and why do we, can we put up with people like Mugabe and Idi Amin?


    Yes Elaine Pearson carry on your fight for justice, reason, humanity and decency. We need more like you.


    Until we change our views on life, until we co-operate rather than compete, until we truly care as a species, the barbarities will continue. Malaysian opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim is one of hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands who have been banged up, tortured or humiliated by incumbents in power who care about nothing but their own continuance in the driving seat.
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    Martha Gill writes  of the hazards of dramatising the near past and asks whether we should delay so as to achieve perspective.  “Assange, Farage, Cummings – isn’t it too soon for the Cumberbatch treatment?“.


    Very witty Martha Gill. An amusing and thoughtful article. History is constantly revised – every age has its different slant on the events of yesterday. As time recedes “facts” (if they ever exist in the absence of interpretation) become more muddied and opinion becomes louder.


    Who would have imagined 100 years ago that “colonialism” would have become a dirty word? Who in the late 19th Century criticised Jardine’s for pushing opium on the Chinese (other than the Chinese)?


    Society changes. Hopefully for the better. An old colonel down in Kent I met a few years ago was still talking of the need to shoot down natives who misbehaved. I was shocked. My father was deeply racist. I was shocked, particularly since he also professed Christianity.


    And yet each generation makes its mistakes and those mistakes only become evident with hindsight.


    Even so, if we were to agree to a ban on art reflecting events until 20 years had passed, there is no guarantee that the playwright would get it “right”. He would merely represent the coloured glass of his own generation and a generation after that mores would once again have changed.


    So thank you for a reflective article – I must give it some further thought!


    In a different article  Emma Brockes wonders in the same vein whether recently deceased author Tom Wolfe has become too dated to read.  A slightly different angle on the same question.


    I am a long term fan of Tom Wolfe and have read much of what he wrote. We still read Shakespeare, Jane Austin Dickens and Chaucer.  We will continue to read Tom Wolfe.


    Yes, their language may be antiquated and difficult for us to understand but these people wrote about human nature and society. That I fear has changed very little. Wolf wrote about greed, prejudice, race and had valuable things to say. As an investment banker and long time financial market analyst, Bonfire of the Vanities was actually a pretty profound read for me and remains so – the greed, insincerity, malfeasance and even fraud still prevail in Wall Street and the City of London. Watch “Billions” for an amusing update.


    No, Wolfe was an expert in the human psyche – there is nothing outdated in his views on the awfulness of human behaviour.
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    Bishop Michael Curry preached a fine sermon at the wedding today of Prince Harry and beautiful actress Meghan Markle.


    

      We must discover love – the redemptive power of love. And when we do that, we will make of this old world, a new world.


    


    It is all too rare that I listen to a sermon but when I hear a good one, delivered with passion and energy and providing an uncluttered message of hope it cheers my soul. Even though (as a devout atheist and christian apostate) I don’t have one.


    I keep thinking of Utopia. I can not help but hope that secular redemption is possible.  That indeed as the good Bishop preaches “we will make of this old world, a new world.”


    What beautiful sentiments and however you like to define love, I think we know what he means.  Even though when used in public “love” always somehow sounds a little overstated.


    I started wondering whether he needed to fill out his manifesto a bit. If like most good clergyman he seeks to make the earth into a kingdom of his god, then does he have any agenda? Any concrete proposals?


    You see I have been thinking of how to give weight to some of the platitudes I promote. A better world? Sure but what specifically does that mean? Does it require legislation? Higher taxes? Better education? Social awareness? How do we create our Utopia slowly but surely so that it does not degenerate into yet another disastrous killing field like Soviet Russia?


    And then I thought about Bishop Curry’s sermon once again. No, it does not contain any specific recommendations. It is not a political manifesto. It does not venture pedestrian practical steps to ensure the enslaved are freed and the hungry fed.


    I realised that it actually does more than all of that.  “Love thy neighbour as thyself” is actually all you need to do and suddenly his vision becomes realised truth.


    You don’t have to be a believer to realise the truth of this faintly embarrassing phrase.  And yet how difficult it will be to live up to that ideal. It is difficult enough to “love” ourselves yet alone our irritating neighbours playing headbanging music all night.


    But he is right; in the great simplicity of his message he is right. If we were all able to change our nature, to change human nature, to eradicate greed, envy, lust and anger and to treat others as we would wish to be treated ourselves, we would have no need for manifestos and grand political aims. It would all happen.  Food would be shared, shelter and treatment given, violence ended.


    A simple and beautiful message but one none of are likely to put into practice any time soon. Sadly.
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    Art prices at ‘obscene’ levels as Chinese join high-spending elite  says Richard Partington, the Guardian’s economics correspondent.  Apparently, newly wealthy Chinese buyers compete with financiers and Saudi sheikhs to push up prices and “with its $450m price tag six months ago, Leonardo da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi remains the most expensive painting ever sold”.


    The tenor of the article is that the money could be better spent elsewhere by supporting 10,000 struggling artists for a year or by funding medical research.


    Well, yes, I quite agree.  I agree with everything he says but great art has always been patronised by great wealth and without great wealth great art would not exist. Define “great”: well look at Venice. The Doges were not nice people, not at all. And look at Florence, the same can be said about the Medicis.  Most people who create great wealth seem to be….possibly not very nice people?


    Look at Westminster Abbey and the many Norman churches built or improved after William the First invaded the country, took what he wanted, and killed thousands of the locals.  Read about the harrying of the north.  Genocide no less and yet great beauty emerged from the Normans.  But then the modern Chinese have had their moments: Tiananmen Square was not a pleasant incident, leaving aside the atrocity of Chairman Mao.  Perhaps great wealth from modern China is not untainted especially when you consider the less than attractive lives lead by the industrial workers in the soulless dormitory towns of Shenzhen.  Life is not pleasant for those people and yet their “owners” are the very people pushing up art prices on their ill gotten gains.


    So yes, art prices are “obscene” and it is madness to pay such absurd figures for a mere piece of canvass covered oil.  And yet while we live in a world where factory workers are treated like dogs for the benefit of greedy and vain fatcats, such prices are likely to remain that way.


    It isn’t that I am some crazed revolutionary or hardline Marxist. God forbid.  Who ever benefited from the dystopias created by such monsters?


    But I do yearn for a better world and am not sure where that is going to come from.  Certainly the prospect of obscene art prices on the back of near slave labour is not appealing.  But it’s not just the Chinese who are involved in such benign business practices. It’s every businessman who can get away with it.  Every business man who steals his firm’s pension fund, who sells tobacco which causes cancer, who spies on us and receives our data for free.


    Here is what we need more of: men like American Bishop Michael Curry who wowed the world today with his sermon on love at the Meghan Markle Royal Knees up.


    “When love is the way, poverty will become history. When love is the way, the Earth will be a sanctuary.”


    Here, here Bishop. I’m with you.  It is not just art which is obscene. It is our world. Sadly, I don’t think we ought to hold our breath for better days.
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    I am trying to work out in my own mind my exact feelings about Meghan Markle’s Royal Knees Up and the role of the Royal Family in general.


    It’s all a bit muddled in my mind as I have changed my position once or twice over the past 60 odd years but I reckon I now know how I feel.


    As a schoolchild I think I must have been a fervent fan of Royalty.  Certainly I was delighted to be an usher at a couple of Royal Bashes at Westminster Abbey – being at Westminster School in the grounds of Westminster Abbey, we were asked if we would like to help.  The occasions were magnificent, no other word for it.  Princess Anne’s wedding was one such occasion, the other I am ashamed to admit I can no longer recall.  I guess it all arose because the school (with origins before the 12th Century) was re-founded by Queen Elizabeth I in 1560 and there has always been a royal tie.


    By the time of Prince Charles’ wedding to Diana I had become a bit jaded by privilege and wealth since I was having an utterly miserable time as a young banking lawyer at a renowned City law practice.  I vividly recall my first day there – it was like being handcuffed and chained to a desk. So I guess I became grumpy and jealous of those who appeared to lead sybaritic lives of “idleness and luxury” and had flunkies to put toothpaste on their toothbrushes.  What a childish motive I had – and envy is never a laudable trait. Nonetheless I think that is the truth of what I felt at the time.


    I became very disenchanted with the whole Diana charade, the hysteria over the death, Squidgygate, the War of the Wales and the whole silly national mourning fest.


    I was and am saddened by her violent death and her unhappiness but let’s face it she was hardly alone in misfortune. Torture, slavery, child prostitution seem equally grim fates.


    And what of Miss Meghan Markle? Well she is very beautiful and she is of black African descent somewhere along the line.  It seems to me that has to be a good thing, in the same way I was delighted by the election of President Obama for similar reasons. As with Miss Middleton, some of the relatives are a little different to those the Royal Family might be used to but that seems no bad thing.


    And what of Royalty and its role in modern Britain? Well, people seem to like them and they surely to do more good than harm?  I would rather have Queen Elizabeth at titular head of state the the truly awful Donald Trump.  Even if Royalty are un-elected they have no real political power so they can be forgiven the lack of mandate.


    Many make financial arguments – they are a waste of public money at one extreme and at the other they are claimed by some to actually help GDP by attracting tourist revenue. I have no idea where the truth lies.


    If I am to be honest I confess a smidgen of envy still for the palaces, the cars, horses, country estates and flunkeys but equally I could never have begun to do the Queen’s job.


    On balance I wish the whole lot of them well and particularly, on this their wedding day, I wish happiness and health to the young prince and his bride.


    There, I have said it.
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    I have come to question my behaviour when dealing with a pig over the past couple of years.  Well, pigs actually.


    How do I know I’m not the pig and the others perfectly innocent and reasonable people?  First and foremost I think it is right to ask the question even if the answer is less simple.  I am deeply suspicious of the self righteous and those of deep unquestioning certainty.


    I have been trying to help a couple of waggy labradors who tend to turn the other cheek and suffer in silence when assaulted on all sides by creatures of apparently great malice.  Said labradors are unfortunately natural victims – pleasant, happy go lucky people who tend to get trampled on by the selfish, the malicious and the venal.


    The particular pig in question has tried to short change the labrador couple for the past couple of years on a transaction.  The other pigs in question, for reasons best known to themselves, turned against the waggy labradors and made unforgivable and slanderous accusations of theft and all sorts of other unpleasant nonsense.


    The property pig has been on a land grab. He was buying one half of a property, the labradors the other. Said pig first tries to claim the labradors are only entitled to a island of land in the middle on which sits a crumbling cottage without access to any roads.  Said pig claims the deeds say he is entitled to the rest.


    Once said pig is seen off, he turns his attention to restrictive covenants and insists he will only contract to buy the property if he gets any and all covenants he requires: the labradors will be able to do nothing with their property other than sell it to Mr Pig for twopence.  Again Mr Pig was largely seen off.


    Unfortunately Mr Pig insisted on having ownership of the access road and obtained planning consent without consulting the labradors or thinking of their needs.   If carried out the planning consent would be in breach of covenant but said Mr Pig refuses to concede.  So the labradors’ access to their cottage is to be narrowed if Mr Pig has his way  and it would be very difficult for the emergency services to get in.


    I have dealt sternly with Mr Pig and all the other Pigs. I have let them get away with as little as possible. And yet pigs have a habit of trying to make you feel the dirty one.


    Could I have handled the situation better? Yes. Could I have been more tactful and less abrasive? Probably. Am I wrong and the pigs right?  No, I really don’t think so.  If I had been fighting my own corner I would probably have felt far less sure that I was right.  Happily I was only trying to help the labradors.


    But what should I have done? Is it right to “fight”? To stand up for people’s right not to be dumped on? Or should I too have turned the other cheek? Walked away?  Let the labradors get swindled and cheated?


    Well I suppose it would have made for a quieter life and saved me a lot of effort, soul searching and anxiety.  My wife is also a waggy labrador – or Pollyanna. She believes that the meek inherit the earth and also tends to let herself get trampled on.  What would she have done? Who knows, I didn’t ask her.


    If pigs treated labradors as they themselves would like to be treated, the whole world would be fine and dandy. But if the pigs hear such a message they trample the message bearer to the ground.  Pigs will always be pigs I guess. Thank heavens most of them eventually get turned into bacon.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/05/22/deal-with-pigs/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Division and indoctrination, greed, violence and politics.

		May 22, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Why does society have to be so divisive? Why does political posturing have to increase polarization and seek to indoctrinate?


    The simplest messages are the best and it was more than usually dispiriting to read the newspapers this morning.


    The Real Tory Civil War.  Who is Australia’s current head of state?


    Christians versus muslims versus jews.  America and Britain bombing desert tyrants to protect their own economic interests.


    It is business as usual. Self interest, hatred, suspicion, violence and greed. Everyone else is always wrong, our opinion is always right. Whoever “we” are.


    It does not have to be this way. We do not have to give in to our baser impulses. We do not have to force our own way, our own interests at all costs. We have a choice. We can, could, should choose to co-operate and help rather than to compete. Rather than endlessly do battle.


    All human life is about battle, fight, conflict.  Me, mine. My religion, my garden, my views, my politics my business, my money.  Its my land so get out, get off.


    It is not easy to listen to Bishop Michael Curry let alone take any notice or put his theories into practice:


    Treat others as you would have them treat you.


    In its simplicity this message ends all our problems at a stroke but few will listen and fewer will take action.


    To take action is not easy. How can we turn the other cheek when those around us are out to swindle and rob us? And we them.


    I recently read about the Abolitionist Project and realised there are some decent people in the world (along with the Bishop).  What a magnificent manifesto.  And these guys – I applaud their efforts.


    And yet I am doing nothing. So many of us do nothing. Worse, so many of us not only do no good, we do actual harm.  Are there any good guys out there? Who not only preach but act?


    How about Amnesty? Are they good people? I must find out. There must be many good people and many good organisations out there. I suppose they must be heavily outnumbered by the violent and venal and greedy.
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    How can people not see what their untrammelled hatred does to themselves and those around them? How can they give into it day after day so that it obscures both their very reason and destroys their lives?


    I must forget my obsession with the science and philosophy of determinism and free will, and assume for the moment that we are indeed able to choose our behaviour if we wish and if we can see any necessity for so doing.


    I must also admit I may not be in the ideal position to talk about such matters, since I have no reason to feel hatred and I don’t think I ever have.  At least for more than a few fleeting moments.


    I am what the Americans would call a “WASP” – a white anglo saxon protestant. The Brits would classify me as a typical upper middle class Londoner, well enough off and lucky enough in the genetic lottery of birth.


    So I may not be ideally qualified to understand corrosive, obsessive hatred.  I have never suffered torture or political oppression, never had my extremities removed by the steel arms of a vicious and backward desert theocracy.  Isis has never reached my pleasant ivory tower and Idi Amin has never eaten my relatives.


    But in my own, generally calm and privileged environment, I have nonetheless seen what damage hatred can cause. And indeed money is no cure for despair or misery – as we have seen in the unhappy recent history of our Royal Family.


    There is a particular woman I know who has gone overboard in recent years; she has destroyed her life and her family by hatred and yet as is so often the way, she insists it is others who have wronged her and will accept none of the blame. Nor will she change or even see the need to change.


    For her own sake if only she would heed the words so often spoken to her in kindness by all and sundry including counsellors, family and paid advisors she could transform a very hell into a veritable heaven.


    She is the maker of her own prison, she has built the very walls which have trapped and enslaved her.  She is the wife of an exceptionally wealthy banker; they live in luxury in London and in thousands of rolling acres in the countryside.  Their children have been well educated at the finest public schools and the family is surrounded by staff and lackeys to cater to their every whim.  No doubt like prince Charles, they could, if they so chose, have a maid put toothpaste on their toothbrushes and another maid run their bath.


    The husband has unfortunately never been faithful and many are his “conquests”. Filipino maids, girlfriends in every port, county wives of the great and the good in their beautiful English shire.  It’s all rather Edwardian really. Or I think the french still live like that, don’t they? A pampered wife wanting for no material comfort and a philandering husband who plunders and swashbuckles as he chooses.


    Well women have a choice. Many choose to let their husband out on a long rein.  It appears that marriages can work in that way.  Edward VII’s Mrs Keppel and a stream of others were tolerated by a long suffering Princess Alexandra of Denmark.


    If you refuse to tolerate such misbehaviour or you can not, then separate.  Live your own life, start again, take up a career or a new one, re-marry, have some fun, travel.


    Few are lucky enough to have your resources!


    But please, do not chose the route of hatred and bitterness. Do not drive your own children away from you by your temper and your anger. Do not split your family and blame your siblings. Accept help, go to counseling but listen to what your counselors tell you. Do not throw their well meant help back at them. Do not assume everyone around you means you harm and ill. That everyone is threatening you and trying to swindle you.


    There comes a time when however close you once were, your friends and family have to back away for their own health, happiness and sanity.  They can not enter a reality they know is yours and of your making. A solipsistic nightmare.
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    John Singer Sargent ranks high in my list of favourite painters.  In particular I love his portraits.


    The above is his 1901 portrait of Ena and Betty, Daughters of Asher and Mrs Wertheimer which hangs in the Tate Gallery in London, close to Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament.


    Sargent befriended the family and  Asher Wertheimer, an art dealer, helped Sargent obtain commissions.


    I visited the Tate yesterday on a glorious sunny summer morning and as in my wont I wandered the gallery stopping at whim, at random when some painting or other grabbed my attention.


    I am a Johnny-Come-Lately to the visceral attractions of visual art, although my first visit to the gallery was in 1970, when I was at school round the corner in the precincts of Westminster Abbey.  I am ashamed to say I have been all too rare a visitor in the intervening period.  My wife is rather scornful of my late attraction to culture since she, unlike me, studied the history of western art at school.  Well as far as I am concerned, better late than never.


    My attitude to culture is that it is to be enjoyed and, if possible “understood”.  As with literature I don’t really need to know a great deal about the painter to appreciate what he is trying to tell me (or, perhaps more probably, his patron).  A few details of the artist’s life and his place in the society of his time can greatly enrich my experience but are not strictly necessary for me to enjoy and understand his work.


    In any event, I did learn a little about John Singer Sargent, an American expatriate in Europe, and in London in particular.


    The more personal details are that he appears to have been an avid and busy lover and while nobody seems to know for sure, some believe his lesser known erotic portraits of the male form suggest his taste may have veered in that direction.


    It is said by some that Sargent may even have used a male figure as an initial model for his stunning and controversial 1884 portrait of Mme Gautreau, American wife of a French banker in Paris.


    Whatever his personal life may have been he was a favourite of the important and wealthy in the late Victorian and Edwardian days: his clients included Roosevelt, Rockefeller, and Lady Randolph Churchill amongst other luminaries of his time.


    Anway while such details are of interest to me, my pleasure in art is of quite another sort. Sargent’s glorious portraits do something for me. Mme Gautreau was a beautiful woman and the Wertheimer daughters, while not so beautiful, were nonetheless wonderfully portrayed.  The female form, beautifully attired, is indeed a work of art, however it is portrayed and in whatever medium.


    The sheer voluptuous elegance of his woman, the richness of their costly gowns, the translucent skin. And the evocation of those now far off days. The “certainty” of that period; the days of Empire of world domination that brought such security and power to what in those days was rightly described as Great Britain.  The luxury liners of Cunard and White Star, the glamorous first class dining rooms on those magnificent transatlantic behemoths. The J Class yachts, the robber barons, the wicked and louche Edward VII.


    It is living history. I do not admire the concept of empire as my long suffering readers will certainly have gathered nor do I condone the arrogance it entailed. But I do envy the certainty of the time, which tragically was too end all too soon in the apocalypse of World War One.


    Sargent’s portraits bring alive a distant and in some ways attractive and enviable age for me. I revel in his technique, the beauty of his women and the grandeur of their surroundings.


    Sargent moves me.
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    The death of 100 million people in the Spanish flu outbreak of 1918 was a tragic event but I would argue we are right in remembering deaths from human atrocities in preference to natural disaster.


    Martin Kettle writes a good article and I understand where he is coming from.  I just feel that if we are to improve as a species we must concentrate on our own behaviour because we are slowly managing to combat natural disasters through science.


    We are making no such progress on combating the atrocities perpetrated by our evolutionary instincts.  Yes, I care that 100 million people died in the 1918 flu pandemic and yes perhaps it is curious that less has been written on it than the Black Death which presumably killed rather fewer. But at least natural disaster is no one’s fault. Human bestiality is.


    The Black Death was sad. So was the Irish Potato Famine. So was the great flu epidemic. But those are issues we are addressing through science, thankfully. War, brutality, greed is not being addressed nearly so well. Without improvement in behaviour Pol Pot and his like will continue through eternity.  That is why I argue we should give prominence in attention to human created evil over natural disaster. We need to improve ourselves if we want to prevent “killing fields”. Scientific progress is wonderful but unless we reflect on our behaviour it will be of little avail to us.


    I guess my view is also that while any sort of premature death is horrible, I would rather die from natural causes than at the hands of human hatred and stupidity. I can live with the godless hell of an uncaring universe but I find human evil somewhat harder to stomach than blind and dumb evolution such as the flu virus.


    It is the “intent” of a Pol Pot and the lack of any “intent” in a flu epidemic which interests me. As Martin Kettle rightly points out, 100m deaths from flu is a terrible thing. But somehow I find the fact that no one intended it, no one caused it makes it less of a cause for note. But perhaps his point is right: after all much has been written on the black death, rather less on Spanish flu which caused a far greater death toll. Mere musing on my part as ever. The struggle to grapple for meaning in chaos.
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    Is everything bad? Is the world a bad place? Are we humans damned and doomed? Is there any good news?


    It is so very hard to be objective, to look at our world through the eyes of a dispassionate alien from an alternate universe, or from the perspective of an emotionless machine intelligence.


    While it may have a core, our worldview is always tinged with shades, colours, which vary depending on how we are feeling, how we slept, the time of day or month.


    Try as we might, our view of the world is bound to be subjective and to vary from day to day. Our very physiology dictates this.


    But despite my cynicism and distaste for new ageism and quackery (I don’t have any chakras, thank you very much) I believe in some rather ill defined sense that we do have control over our destiny and our world. Not perhaps in a physical sense, and certainly not as individuals.  As individuals our society, our culture are such massive objects we can have little influence.


    And yet collectively we can change. Paradoxically of course such change has to occur at an individual level first, bit by bit. We can change our own reality, or perhaps I should more accurately say we can change our attitude to the external reality we are presented with.


    And viewed in that sense, it is emphatically not all gloom.  There is optimism, there is progress, there is goodness. But is it our responsibility as individuals to do our bit to slowly change the collective whole. Some of us do our bit and some quite the opposite. We have to hope that over time more of us will do our bit and more of us will abandon collective nihilism.


    I wonder what that means in practical terms?  I believe it must start with thought – philosophy, if you will.  As individuals we must attempt what seems impossible – to look at ourselves through the eyes of another.  What are our objectives? What do we believe in? How can we further our views? Are our objectives pure solipsistic selfishness or have we considered ourselves as parts of the whole? Cogs in the wheel.


    In a macro sense we might consider changing our career. We can not all discover the cure for cancer or write “The Theory of Everything” but perhaps we can support those who are trying.  In a micro sense and as microscopic cogs in the wheel of existence perhaps we can become a little bit nicer, a bit more reasonable, a bit less selfish.


    It is not all gloom. We live in humanity’s golden age, where science and knowledge have made our lives better than ever before. Yes, you will argue there is still poverty and misery throughout the globe but I would argue less so than 100 years ago, or 100,000.


    There are problems, sure. But given goodwill and perseverance we can solve them if science can walk hand in hand with a move away from crude Darwinian brutishness.


    These two are my current favourites on the topic of optimism:


    David Deutsch  David Pearce
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    I wonder whether I am guilty of “tilting at windmills“.


    A kind friend told me today that she had spent many hours reading my posts and was at a loss to know how to describe them, other than as a “diary”.  My diary, my thoughts.  I felt a little uncomfortable at that but had to realise she was probably right. It made me feel rather exposed, somewhat uneasy.


    I am shaking my fist at the universe.  Confronting an imaginary enemy, pursuing a vain goal, searching for ideals, looking for justification, betterment.  For me, for everyone perhaps.  I am really not too sure.


    I look around and I see such divide and unhappiness.  I wonder whether it need always be thus, whilst reminding myself that it always has been.


    I am neither religious nor altruistic. More of a hermit than anything else and yet I find there are things I want to say. Even if I am baying at the moon.


    I am sure things need not be what they are and yet I find myself so puzzled and disturbed that at every level of society strife and conflict seem inevitable.


    It is just very difficult to get on with each other.  I find people very difficult and I am not the most competitive of souls.  How much more damaging could I have been had I been more grasping, dramatically successful, driven, determined to enforce my will, my aims.


    So the windmills I am tilting at are the ills of the world, whether perceived only by myself or real and objective.


    I would say to my friend: these are simply my thoughts on life.  My thoughts on how to combat my own destructive emotions.  My thoughts on what is important to me and the many, many things that are not.


    To quote the Tao Te Ching:


    

      Empty yourself of everything.

Let the mind rest at peace.

The ten thousand things rise and fall while the Self watches their return.


    


    (translation by Gia-fu Feng and Jane English)


    Who knows, some may find my ramblings helpful, many will not.  Perhaps this is a diary after all.
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    There is nothing quite like a funeral to concentrate the mind; “carpe diem” seems such an apt phrase at such a time.


    Translated as “seize the day”, the Latin original was taken from book 1 of the Roman poet Horace‘s work Odes.


    Such meaning in three words.


    And how similar we are to those ancients, despite two thousand years difference in time and an eternity in technology.


    I am no believer in the wisdom of the ancients, let alone the apocryphal “noble savage” and yet in many deeply meaningful ways, we humans have been so consistent over time in both our strengths and our weaknesses.


    Our weaknesses are all too evident and yet perhaps our strengths can be all too easily overlooked.


    What would you call such a phrase?  More grandly perhaps you would say it is philosophy; at the very least the adjective “philosophical” seems to fit. For those who can only take philosophy seriously when it is written in the tortuous phrases and incomprehensible jargon of a Wittgenstein, then perhaps the phrase is mere folk wisdom, common sense.


    But it is a phrase you should not pass over lightly. It expresses a sentiment which should be lived and breathed – while you do still live and breathe.


    So, what should we do? How exactly should we “seize the day”?


    Oh dear I’m afraid I’m going to go back to the simple message of Bishop Michael Curry again, so beautifully and perhaps more elegantly argued by the glamorous young female clergyman in today’s service.  Love – trying to treat people decently anyway.


    I really don’t like the word “love” – it always makes me feel sheepish and embarrassed. Such an over-used word with such cloying (Uriah Heep!) overtones but one which in some contexts is nonetheless helpful.


    Perhaps I am more comfortable with the word “awareness” and I suspect my friend who was buried today would have felt much the same.


    To seize the day for me is to be fully alive to what happens each moment of each day. Not to be worrying about the future or regretting the past.


    It is about seeing people and talking to them, helping when you can. About empathy and engagement. Not in any religious sense but in a very down to earth, basic practical sense.


    My wife, my child – it is about being “with” them against that day when I will no longer be able to. And others of course but I am not a sociable individual; a few close friends and relatives makes up my world.


    And art, beauty, knowledge, nature. All these things too must be seized. To read Horace’s Odes perhaps, to potter in a summer garden, to drink in a Rembrandt or even a cup of coffee. But to notice it, to be aware. To smell the coffee, to take it all very, very slowly. Not to hurry through it to get to tomorrow or next year.


    These are the topics I would discuss with my friend. Our world views were quite similar but then I suppose we tend to be friends with those who think in similar ways.


    But there must surely be a universality of feeling in the phrase “carpe diem”; it is hard to believe that quiet reflection does not lead most of us down similar paths.   Eventually.


    Do not mourn the dead but be happy you knew them.
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    In today’s Guardian, some dear lady says that she gives the Communist Manifesto out as a gift.  Presumably to young nieces and nephews, to educate them in the ways of righteousness.


    In the comments section I suggested she may just as well as hand out copies of Mein Kampf.


    Unsurprisingly (we are talking the Guardian after all!) my comment created an uproar for and against and ended up by getting deleted.


    The Communist Manifesto calls for “forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions”.  The ideas of Engels and Marx have brought more death and misery on the world than any other barbarity in history. Communism with a small c was advocated by the historical Jesus but it may be noted by the more canny amongst us that poor old JC did not suggest armed revolt or the brutal death of untold millions.


    I am all for a better and fairer society, achieved slowly and using democratic and peaceable means.  The communist manifesto ushered in a dystopia of gargantuan and horrific proportions, dwarfing the evil works of Hitler, another 20th Century madman, in terms of eventual body count.


    The communist manifesto promotes the slaughter of the wealthy, the capitalists and the bourgeois – and didn’t they do well? From Stalin and the Kulaks, to Mao and the intellectuals. From Pol Pot to the despots of Eastern Europe. Mass slaughter in the name of communism, which equated not to a better world for all, but a life of luxury and power for a political class who committed every evil known to man and were the equal of every awful tyrant humanity has ever known.


    And we are still suffering from the aftermath, with Mr Putin and his cronies carrying on the great example of his forebears.


    No excuse can be made for Hitler and Mein Kampf. A hideous, barbaric book and a hideous, twisted, vile, evil human being.


    But I consider the Communist Manifesto of a work of evil as shocking as that of Mein Kampf.  To promote revolution and death is an atrocity. Hitler both promoted and carried out atrocity. Marx and Engels may not themselves have committed atrocity but they were certainly responsible for it.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/06/01/communist-manifesto-gift/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		We are all Gay now

		June 1, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    I am so grateful for the BBC who explain that LGBT+ is now passé. Now apparently we are LGBTQQIAAP.


    I really do need to know that:


    

      The 10 terms cover the different ways people define their gender and sexuality, but the list is not exhaustive.


    


    Adam would have been staggered that it was not just Eve who popped out from his ribs but a non exhaustive list of at least ten others! Wow!  Live and learn eh? What a busy seven days the creator must have had!


    I am more than happy that my excellent local Church of England priest is living with his gay partner. I am more than happy that homosexaulity was righly legalised in Britain in 1965; criminalisation was a disgrace. Inhuman and bigoted nonsense.


    It is a scandal, an abomination that (according to Wikipedia) homosexual activity carries the death penalty in Afghanistan, Brunei, Iran, Mauritania, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, Somalia (in some southern regions), Sudan, United Arab Emirates and Yemen.  What savage and backward lands.


    But as with “multiculturalism” (whatever that is) I really do not need it thrust in my face every single day by countless media and news outlets.


    So what? What do you want me to do about it? Grow breasts? Get a boyfriend? Have a sexual organs implanted on my forehead?


    I don’t care what freely consenting adults do or what they do with parts of their anatomy. They are most welcome to do whatever they want.  Perhaps I should give it a go.


    I am a liberal Guardian reader verging on lefto-pinkie but I am sorry, I don’t need to be told day after day that I should riot for gay rights or tranhumanism or transexulaisim or whatever the latest crusade is.


    Any more than I wish to be told to worship Ganesh, or Zeus or Allah or Yahweh. Or Zarathustra, Buddha or the Flying Pink Spaghetti Monster.


    Who started all this stuff? Where does “political correctness” come from?  And is it politically correct to keep ramming this stuff down my throat?


    I don’t campaign for atheism or mild socialism or heterosexuality.


    These things are not outlawed but then nor is LGBTQQIAAP.


    So why can’t I be left alone?


    I don’t want to be constantly harassed by people campaigning for rights of any sort, minority or majority. L or B or G or T or +++++. Thanks very much.


    Where there is injustice and discrimination I am happy to campaign against it. Where there is poverty or sickness or violence I abhor it.


    But please, give me a break from political correctness.
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    I am always amused by the sheer vastness of the Blagging and Bluffing community on the internet, offering advice on subjects in which they themselves possess no expertise whatsoever.


    I know someone whose motto is “bullshit baffles brains”.  I believe what he means is that if he spouts enough nonsense, his victims will think he knows what he is talking about and buy his second hand cars or cave in to his unreasonable demands.


    Alas, there will always be fools in the world. It was ever thus!


    The internet is a very heaven for such people.


    

      “Never in the course of human history has so much, of so little value, been written by so many.”


    


    To misquote Winston Churchill.


    We are all Salesmen now.


    Bloggers, who (like myself) have never made a penny from the written word, hold forth on how to make money from Blogging.  More dangerous by far are the countless thousands out there offering trading and investment advice when (if they had any real experience) they would know they are selling moonshine.


    It must be the sheer ease of the process which has brought out these legions, like bugs crawling from under a stone.


    Go to WordPress or “BottomBook” or a thousand other centres of internet expertise and excellence, press a few buttons and LO!  Suddenly you are baffling other people’s brains with YOUR bullshit!


    Many are called but few are chosen. (Matthew 22:14, for those in doubt)


    Like any other calling, many will try and baffle your brains with their bullshit but few will actually make money out of it.  Their internet blagging career will end not with a bang but with a whimper.


    And yet there are those who will persevere.  You will subscribe to their trading tips, you will buy their fashionware or delight in the prurience of the lives they reveal to you or the breasts they expose to your gaze.


    And then they will go “viral”.


    Apparently this does not entail contracting or spreading STDs (although who knows these days?).


    It means that suddenly their bullshit has baffled not only YOUR brains but those of hundreds, thousands and millions like you.


    Welcome to the Internet!
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    As deadly sins go, bingeing on Netflix probably ranks among the less serious.


    It isn’t something I feel guilty about as I skulk off into the spare bedroom on occasions when my wife says “lights out”. Well, not too guilty anyway although depending on extent of the binge I might find myself a bit grumpy the next morning.


    I suppose though that like most things in life, bingeing on entertainment has a lesson to teach if we care to listen.


    It’s not something I feel ashamed of (no need for that, surely?) nonetheless it does put me in mind of other (more venal sins) that I might have been guilty of in the past.  And the memory of those does worry me, notwithstanding the fact that I managed to escape irreparable damage and don’t do it anymore.


    You have to wonder whether the Nanny State is planning legislation on the matter; after all it seeks to control every other aspect of our waking lives.


    Every one of us must be guilty of committing some minor infraction every day.  We fail to sort our rubbish into appropriate piles like good eco-warriors.  We flush our loos late into the night (a real cause for worry in Switzerland where a neighbour once set the lavatory noise inspectors on us).  We are obese, we fail to use enough fluorine brushing our teeth, we are not sexually diverse enough, we are not gender aware.  We aren’t multi-cultured, we stick to the narrow traditions and religion of our birth place.


    Yep, I can see it coming – I will turn on Netflix one day and I will get a notice flashing across the screen (in Kermit green) telling me I have already had my permitted 40 minutes viewing time for the day.  The program shuts itself down.


    There is a serious case to be made that the state has transgressed its boundaries but I can’t see a retreat anytime soon.


    So enjoy it while you can; it can’t last!  Nanny McPhee is coming to switch you off.
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    Someone in Canterbury Cathedral (the Dean perhaps?) decided that Verse 9 was going a little far and that Jihad against the Daughters of Babylon and their kids just wasn’t on these days.


    Pity someone couldn’t have communicated the Dean’s sentiments to Bush and Blair.


    They could have explained perhaps that the “axis of evil” consisting of Iran, North Korea, and Iraq should not have included, to be fair, the countless thousands of innocent men, women and children killed in two gulf wars and the disastrous aftermath.


    One of the glories of England is its Cathedrals. I was sitting in the choir stalls at evensong listening to the choir singing Psalm 137 and following along in the prayer book. Somewhat to my surprise I noticed a verse had been left out and when I glanced at Verse 9, I realised the omission was justified!


    The dear old church of England is a decent place on the whole (although I gather life in the Cathedral close can be as bitchy as anywhere).  It isn’t blood and guts and Jihad. It is not about thrusting the violent and mad ramblings of an ancient desert tribe down the throats of the infidel.


    Although the endless god stuff can get tedious (we are all so sinful) and mealy mouthed, they are a well meaning bunch mostly (leaving aside the occasional  Obadiah Slope).


    That’s the thing about the religion of my childhood. They don’t mind me being an apostate,  they are not too concerned that I find their belief in a benign deity (or indeed any deity) faintly absurd.


    They welcome me in with open arms, hoping perhaps that I will receive a Damascene conversion while dozing gently and drifting off to the notes of Tallis, Byrd or Purcell.


    That’s what I like about the shabby old clerics and their musty churches and prayer books. They recognise that for some of us it is beauty and meditation which might lead us to a better life (even if, as an atheist, I can not hope for the kingdom of their god).


    Thank god (well – that’s a turn of phrase) for the decency, mediocrity and kindness of their ways.


     


    Psalm 137

From the Psalter of the  Book of Common Prayer


    1 By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept,

when we remembered Zion.

2 As for our lyres, we hung them up

on the willows that grow in that land.

3 For there our captors asked for a song,

our tormentors called for mirth:

‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’

4 How shall we sing the Lord’s song

in a strange land?

5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem,

let my right hand forget its skill.

6 Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth

if I do not remember you,

if I set not Jerusalem above my highest joy.

7 Remember, O Lord, against the people of Edom

the day of Jerusalem,

how they said, ‘Down with it, down with it,

even to the ground.’

8 O daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction,

happy the one who repays you

for all you have done to us;

9 Who takes your little ones,

and dashes them against the rock.
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    I’m sorry to have to wax lyrical but it doesn’t get much better than being “down Deal” (as the local patois would have it).


    I have lived in Tokyo, Hong Kong, Singapore and other places besides but I am rarely as happy as being “Down Deal”.


    It can, admittedly, take a bit of time to get used to the locals. Most of the population travels on mobility scooters, but not because of age or disability. It just seems to be the fashion.  As ever in modern Britain, the town has its share of the obese and while perfectly capable of waddling along (which might help their obesity?) it is de rigueur to crash up onto the pavement in your mobility scooter to pop into the Co-op or the Pub.


    I’m not sure whether the abundance of these vehicles is explained by their cheapness relative to the automobile, or whether the welfare state hands them out along with Prozac and benefits cheques. No matter – be prepared; there is an epidemic of the things “down Deal”.


    You must also get used to the local language and idiom Down Deal.  Invariably you will be greeted by a single phrase from whomsoever you should happen to meet:


    “All right”?


    Is it a question? A statement perhaps? Does it require and answer as to the state of your health? Or is it meant to be rhetorical?  Don’t answer back would be my advice – when I have told them how I am or how I feel I am met with bemusement. It’s obviously not the correct and expected response.


    When you part, the required and expected phrase to be uttered by both parties is:


    “See you later”.


    Again, it is all a bit of a puzzle. Are they expecting you to return the fully digested package of fish and chips you have just bought from them? Are they in fact old friends and you have simply forgotten their faces? Will you see them later? If so where? And when?


    Leaving aside the difficulties of clear and unambiguous communication with the locals, Down Deal is a splendid place to exist. To fester. To do not very much except pass the time of day. Sit on the beach, watch the birds, paddle.


    On the whole, it is quiet and civilised and beautiful. I recommend a visit but learn the language before you come and make sure you arrive on a mobility scooter.
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    Deal is a little seaside town in East Kent which seems to have been forgotten by time and a mile or so further south are to be found the wonders of Walmer and Kingsdown.


    My wife took these pictures this afternoon as we stumbled for miles along the shingle beach in the early summer sunshine, buffeted by a fresh breeze and looking out across the English Channel.  Any further south and we would have climbed up onto the beautiful White Cliffs, and on to Dover.


    There is something for everyone in this often overlooked part of the world; people usually just wizz through it on their way to the continent.  That is a huge mistake.


    To the north you have kiss-me-quick and seaside rock, donkeys on golden beaches and fun fairs – Thanet. Ramsgate and sedate Cliftonville were favoured in Victorian days and by the early 20th Century, Margate was a mass of (long since gone) day trippers from London and modest holiday makers patronising  traditional seaside boarding houses. The Blackpool of the South coast.


    In the 1960s Margate could be a dangerous and daring venue, reminiscent of Graham Green’s Brighton Rock and worse. Bank Holiday weekends often saw pitched battles between mods and rockers on the beach, and I remember being trapped in a seafront cafe while a gang waved chains and a shotgun outside the window. Heady days indeed!


    By the time you get to Deal and Walmer it’s all a bit more civilised, although as with almost every town in the country, the outskirts are what Betjeman would have called Metroland.  Dull terraces and suburban villas.


    But the seafront is as good as it gets, albeit in a home counties and civilised sense – no wilderness here.


    In this crowded little island it is difficult to find emptiness and here, only 70 miles from London, you should not expect it. What you do get is convenience and charm.


    On a day like this, who needs Greece or the Mediterranean?
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    Commerce is so utterly grubby and most practitioners of the art are second hand car salesmen, whatever they pretend they are selling or “doing”.


    The blogosphere is no exception; it is an area where people try to practice commerce but usually, it seems unsuccessfully.


    The blogosphere has its fair share of oily salesmen particularly in the world of stock market trading where I spent some years and at times made a lot of money. Until I decided to quit because it had all become too nerve-wracking for my ancient body and mind to put up with any longer.


    In the world of trading I believe that most people must know they are selling nonsense, particularly where they are pushing trading “systems”.


    But it is much the same in blogging generally.


    In particular I am most amused by those whose trade is to sell blogging advice.  Their business seems to be more than usually incestuous and tautologous.  Who knows whether these people make money or not, but it is more than a little ironic that in order to make money out of blogging they have to tell other people how to do so.


    What is that all about then?


    Enough of such scepticism and negativity. I argue elsewhere in favour of freedom of choice: in euthanasia for instance or the use of “recreational” drugs.  It is equally evident to me that those who do not like blogging salesmen should avoid them – they have a choice.


    I tend to avoid “infomercials” and many blogs fall into this category.  Shopping on the internet is different – and very convenient. If I want to find a canoe or a book by Sartre I can do so with ease end enjoyment.


    Infomercials and blogs selling stuff (information or otherwise) under the guise of being interesting and informative are a tedious switch off; so switch them off.


    There is some acceptable crossover. Interesting authors may talk about their life as well as offer books. Newspapers these days are simply money making blogs – and I guess most of them carry advertising to make it pay.


    There is no harm in people being paid for what they do, provided the sales pitch is inoffensive and the goods or services offered are genuine.


    I suppose I have come across too many offensive sales pitches and too many crappy blogs. Perhaps including my own.  Who knows; as in every other area of life, I find myself mired in uncertainty, a certain amount of hypocrisy and much ennui.
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    The Arab Israeli conflict arose from vibrating energy “strings” – it really is that simple in a sense, if you want to take a purely reductionist view.  Which you probably should.


    The Tao Te Ching talks of the “ten thousand things” and suggests we largely let them float by us.  As with Eastern religion in general, the idea is “flow”, and effortless “going with”.


    We don’t really need to take too much notice of the “ten thousand things” – we notice them and let them go. Or at least that is the general intention. Not that Taoism or any other doctrine or religion has managed to achieve what it promises: liberation, the alleviation of suffering, wisdom, moksha.


    At one level life can seem extraordinarily complex. I was writing about the Arab Israeli conflict earlier and some would see the situation as serpentine, byzantine, incapable of unravelling.  I would take a different view.


    At heart science has shown us that our universe is extremely simple at the most basic of levels. What we see around us may seem complex in the extreme but it appears that a few simple rules are all that it requires to exist, grow, expire.


    Emergence occurs when “the whole is greater than the sum of the parts,” meaning the whole has properties its parts do not have.  At rock bottom the latest theory is that our universe is built from one dimensional vibrating strings. From which everything else emerges, including our own consciousness.


    Conway’s Game of Life is a good way of understanding how evolution has made everything around us from a few basic rules.  The same can be said for chaos theory and the Mandelbrot set.  The beautiful images are produced by a formula of extreme simplicity: a vast complexity again arises from a few simple mathematical rules.


    And so it is with human society.  The incredible complexity of human affairs arises from a few basic, simple human needs: food, water, shelter and medicine.


    And these simple physiological needs bring with them human emotions and qualia.


    I am not so foolish as to claim that such things are easy to understand. What I do say is that human behaviour is easy to understand when you see where it comes from. And then complexity falls away and we are left with utter simplicity.


    Every conflict in human history results from our physiology and our needs.  All of which (remember) arose from vibrating energy “strings”; or so the theory goes!  And that’s it.


    So back to the Arab Israeli conflict.  Do you need to know much about Hamas, the PLA, Ben Gurion, Zionism, Arab Nationalism?


    Well actually, no you don’t. Despite the fact that countless thousands are:


    

      	employed reporting the conflict,


      	engaged in it


      	trying to solve it.


    


    It’s about basic human need and basic human behaviour. Jews and arabs alike need food, water, shelter and medicine. Jews and arabs alike suffer from human emotion and qualia. Jealousy, anger, pain, pleasure.


    Oddly enough it’s the philosophers and the more balanced clergy who get it right.  Certainly not the politicians, all of whom have their own agenda.  Bishop Michael Curry calls it love.  Philosophers would put it in a more sophisticate way but nonetheless the entirety of human conflict and its avoidance boils down to the way we treat each other.


    And the necessity to tame our baser instincts.


    It may not be easy to achieve, but please do not tell me that it is complex. It is not.
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    My latest Netflix Binge is Fauda – a violent, compelling and visually superb take on the Arab Israeli conflict.


    Typically with a subject of such sensitivity, there is much hand wringing in the press. As usual The Guardian takes a staunch anti Israeli approach and calls the series Israel’s Brutal TV Hit. Israeli Newspaper Haaretz calls the show “morally dubious”. The New Yorker and the New York Times are a little more even handed as is the BBC (uncharacteristically).


    I don’t much care what the various commentators are saying about this particular drama, or the world in particular. I do rather question my own motive for watching the program and feel surprise that it affords me much interest and absorption.


    Let me fess up to the origins of my quandary. I have Jewish heritage somewhere along the line and a deep fascination with Jewish culture, as a result both of my ancestry and of my Church of England upbringing.


    What child would not be fascinated by the stories of the Old Testament? Sodom and Gomorrah, Daniel and the Lions Den, Moses in Egypt, Joseph and his coat of many colours. Those apparently wicked Midianites and Babylonians! The terrible Pharaoh of Egypt! How very partisan, this musty old book – biased musings of an ancient desert tribe. Much like the equally unamusing bias of the Koran and its equally bloodthirsty, tribal raving.


    At the same time I was fascinated by all things Middle Eastern and indeed Islamic. The haunting beauty of the call to prayer, the exotic food, the eerie and beautiful folk music. The exotic countries. The warm people, the lovely women. Sufi poetry, intricately decorated mosques, religious devotion (ever so foreign to my secular mind)


    And then the disillusion set in as romance was replaced by reality. I remember vividly my sad awakening to the brutality of the Israeli state following the Sabra and Shatila massacre. I was sitting next to a beautiful young Jewish woman engaged to a young Israeli about to do his National Service; the massacre was fresh in my mind and I sorrowfully told her of my disappointment.


    Did I ever fully understand the events which lead up to the formation of Israel? Did I condone the terrorism of Ben Gurion and his ilk or compare it to that of the Palestinians?


    No, I don’t think I ever thought any of that through but I am not sure it would have helped. We humans are rats in a cage and will fight and kill over land, possessions, food water and power. Sadly I don’t think there is much more to know.


    But what of Fauda (meaning “chaos” in arabic apparently)?


    Well the banal aspect of my attraction to the programme is to see something of the life and countryside in Israel. Safer from my own armchair, much as I would love to see those mythical Biblical lands in the flesh.


    My next recognition (or at least I thought it was recognition) was that this was a rather even handed account of the tragic Arab Israeli conflict. The arabs are not all viewed as monsters. They have exquisitely beautiful women folk, children, wives, husbands. The sun shines, the architecture is attractive, the people seem normal. Well of course they do – they are.


    But the the brutality shocked me – torture and bestiality is portrayed as the normal course of events on both sides of the divide. The Israeli hit squad mercilessly torture captured arabs from Hamas or Isis. The arabs kill and maim the Israelis. It is business as usual in the human zoo.


    The Americans in the Guantanamo Bay detention camp and the inexcusable extraordinary rendition. The bombing of civilians throughout the Islamic world, the merciless hunting down of Bin Laden and his extra judicial execution. The hideous Isis executions, the savagery of many Islamic states towards women and gays.


    The human zoo. It is business as usual the world over.


    So should I be watching Fauda? Should I find it so utterly captivating? Well the answer is probably no on both counts. But I am afraid I can not help that and shall continue to watch each series as it is brought out.


    I do not condone or agreed with any side in this conflict or any other conflict. There must be a better way to resolve our differences.


    On reflection I find this Israeli based drama pro-Israeli, although it does its best to bring out the humanity of Israel’s opponents while not hiding the bestiality prevalent on both sides.


    I would like to redress the balance by seeking out some Arab drama. I am not at all sure I have ever knowingly come across any but it would be an interesting exercise. Neither side are without blame, neither side are without legitimate grievance.
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    I wonder whether it is possible to be a hermit these days? And if so, where?  Not a religious hermit – I have never quite understood what pleasure or use comes of holing oneself up in a wall like Julian of Norwich and praying all day.  And anyway I have no one I want to pray to.


    I can see there must be some fun to be had in being one of those himalayan nutcases who go and live in a cave in the mountains.  There again it must be a bit of a bore to make the long trip to Sainsbury’s for a pint of milk.  Although I suppose they must grow their own.  Perhaps they take a few cows and grow-bags with them, but then looking at some of those skinny old sadhu maybe they don’t need food or drink anyway.


    In any event, it must be quite difficult to be a hermit in the English home counties.  You are never that far from howling police sirens, noisy pubs and blizzards of old folk battling around your local market town on mobility scooters.


    Perhaps hermeticism must be looked upon as a metaphor in modern Britain.  Unless you want to go to the frozen north and face the Picts and Scots beyond Hadrian’s Wall (yes, I know – all very Game of Thrones up there).


    No, I think you have to make a compromise or two as a modern secular hermit.  Eschew the social media; lay off the internet.  Call in for a Co-op delivery rather than face the mobility scooters in town.   Accept that some oaf next door will occasionally start up his chain saw or play the alpenhorn in his back garden.


    Silence has to be a state of mind these days.  Unless you have noise cancelling Bose headphones at £300 a set and lots of spare batteries.


    So it looks like I’ll have to put up with the occasional trip “Down Deal” for my daily bread and it probably does no harm to keep my aging body within hailing distance of the NHS.


    So thanks Simeon, I appreciate the invitation but I won’t be becoming a stylite; the desert air is a bit dry and I don’t fancy ending my days standing on a stone column.


    Unless the modern hermit is a real Bear Grylls, or likes really bad weather and people with odd accents north of The Wall he will just have to keep as much to himself as possible and put up with being a pretend hermit.  And console himself that these days Sainsbury’s delivers anyway.
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    Internet forums are the perfect place to understand the petty origins of conflict.  The Troll must be studiously ignored.


    Forums are full of small people with small goals and short tempers.  People with minor personality disorders, whose chief joy in life is to pick a fight.  People with inflated egos and superiority complexes.


    Which of our beloved “qualia” is responsible for internet pettiness? Boredom maybe?  Anger, possibly? Or are there lesser qualia perhaps, such as “testiness”, or “pettiness” which, if left unattended, can grow into one of the big nasties like “anger“?


    They key response to anger and pettiness on the internet is the same as any other forum in life: avoidance, refusal to engage, leaving well alone.


    In real life sometimes it is not so simple. In real life someone will always be trying to compete with you, steal from you, do you down, best you and to turn the other cheek, regrettably, may not always be possible.  Sometimes such people need to be slapped down so that they will back off and leave you alone. But of course “slapping down” at a national level leads to brinkmanship and eventually armed conflict. The meek may not inherit the earth but perhaps turning the other cheek where at all possible is better than armed confrontation.


    On internet forums absolutely no harm whatsoever can come from turning the other cheek and avoiding conflict.  You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. You may feel annoyed, irritated, insulted (more lovely human “qualia”) but it is guaranteed you will feel worse if the conflict escalates and you trade insults with a troll.  That is what drives trolls – they love a fight.


    Internet trolls may be violent people in real life but more often than not they are probably just intellectually pretentious point scorers, petty individuals with irritable personalities and nothing better to do.


    It is undoubtedly best for you and for them to ignore such people.  There is nothing, nothing whatsoever noble about conflict.
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    Rather presumptuously mis-categorised under “Psychology”, I was wondering whether I really mean what I write? Or to turn it round another way, do I write what I mean?


    Am I using my blog as a carnival mask? If so why? What would I hope to achieve by that? Why would I need to make myself out to be other than as I am?


    Personality, the human psyche is a complex, multi-faceted phenomena.  We are an emergent product of the laws of the nature but we do not know who are what we are, even after several hundred years of the Enlightenment.  Or rather we do not understand “consciousness”.


    To mis-quote Heraclitus “we never inhabit the same body twice”.  It is (apparently) scientific fact that every atom in our body changes over seven years cycles, so is it even possible to know ourselves if we are always changing?


    My belief is that our blueprint does not change much.  As our body is renewed and changes it atoms, the blueprint it uses remains much the same.


    As I have argued elsewhere, it seems to me that the bedrock of our personality stays with us, even if it is shaped and moulded by the experiences of our life.  We were born with it. It is our genetic inheritance.


    So I ought to be able to answer the question: “do I mean what I write?” since I have had over 60 years to come to know myself and to analyse my behaviour.


    My answer is “yes I do”. And yes, I write what I mean. I do not wear a dissembling mask, I am not trying to disguise myself, fool my readers.


    In general then, I do not try to hide too much, although I may sometimes be more polite than I feel. Basically, I want to be left alone.


    I don’t want some fool politician shoving “multiculturalism” and “gender awareness” down my throat (equally I have no problem, let alone hatred for other races and cultures).


    I don’t like the human species all that much, and have a particular distaste for business,  “businessmen” and salesmen all of which and whom I find grubby and venal.


    And yes, I do detest poverty, violence and greed and wish the world were a better place. Sadly I have never done anything to make it so. Maybe my blog is a very small step in that direction.
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    Earlier this morning I had been contemplating nihilism.  I was feeling nihilistic and unconstructive.  I wondered if some pill or other could improve my mood and cheer up my day.


    I was bad tempered, grumpy and negative. Just for a change.


    I had an epiphany a few years back when I was watching some apocalyptic movie, where aliens invade earth and destroy all its cities.


    People were running wild, freed from the degradation of desks and work and “bizniss”.  I felt huge empathy with these imaginary characters – a sense of relief at being freed from the banality of conventional existence.


    And hence to nihilism and why a free legal high just might be the answer.


    A kinder interpretation defines nihilism as “nothingness” or “nonexistence” and  closely aligns it to the buddhist concept of “nirvana”.  In that sense I am a confirmed nihilist.


    But in 19th Century Russia, nihilism was a movement which rejected established laws and institutions.  Nihilism in that sense is often synonymous with anarchy, terrorism, or other revolutionary activity.  I’m certainly not that sort of nihilist but I can see where they are coming from.


    I think nihilism in its destructive form is probably caused by boredom, anger, frustration.  Perhaps destructive nihilism is linked to depression.  Perhaps it comes somewhere along the line between perfect happiness at one end and deep despair at the other.


    Addiction is about escaping nihilism. It’s about self medication for a troubled soul.  The world can sometimes seem so intolerable that flight into the arms of heroin or alcohol looks compelling and attractive.


    Time and time again over the years I have discovered and re-discovered exercise as a free legal high, which, unless I am at my most deeply negative usually turns my natural  quietism into something more cheerful.


    The trouble is, exercise is most easily resisted when it is most needed, today being a case in point.


    I forced myself to do a gentle 45 minutes of Pilates and the effect was quite remarkable.


    It flooded my body and mind with a legal high.  I won’t bother to go into the physiological details but I am not talking in airy fairy, rubbishy new age terms.  I’m not talking some goody two shoes feeling of smugness for having put myself through  45 minutes of exercise.


    I am talking a real, honest to god drug.  A very strong effect indeed.


    A high every bit as real as any recreational drug (not that I have tried anything other than alcohol and a puff of weed).


    I could actually feel the chemicals at work in the same way I can feel paracetamol working through my body to cure a headache.


    It tends to work best (for me at least) on a fairly empty stomach and the “rush” happens in the rests between bouts of exercise. The effects last for the rest of the day. The bad mood is banished, the quietism and negativity ends and a keen interest in life returns.


    I find the effect to be best when I am determined to notice it, to enjoy it, to look for it. It doesn’t require a back breaking, sweat covered work out.  It can be achieved through stretching exercises such as pilates.


    The effect may be well known, it may be widely written about, touted as a salve for the soul.  But like any ointment, it requires the discipline to apply it where and when it is needed.


    Note to self: must be more disciplined.
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    Is the internet a curse or a blessing? Used carefully, it is a huge blessing.  Misused it is a sad waste of life.


    It is not without its dangers, especially for those, like myself, with a propensity for silence and isolation in a noisy and unsatisfactory world.


    I am not talking about the pedestrian and utilitarian aspects of on-line purchasing and information.  Unless you are one of the small business being crucified by Amazon et al, the sheer convenience of the internet is an unparalleled joy.


    Nor am I talking about Social Media – at least not in the sense of the trashy mundanity of B List Celebs and viral Twatter posts.


    I am talking about the more cerebral ramifications of this extraordinary technology and what is has done for our science, art and culture. And indeed what it has done for our minds and our search for knowledge.


    Take art: visual, pictorial art. I was meaning to go to the Tate today and may go tomorrow but in the meantime I can see the exquisite beauty of Singer Sargent on the gallery’s website. I can gaze in wonder at the beauty of Ophelia .


    I can do a great deal more from my Ivory Tower now that I have the telescope (or it it the microscope?) of the internet.


    I have a fascination in religion and philosophy – I mean to go and visit a Mosque in London. And I will certainly get round to it. I want to get close and meaningful with a real live Muslim – I want to chat as friends, to understand what drives them so passionately and why they still believe in the god of their ancestors in a way that eludes so many lapsed christian.  And I will get round to it, I promise.


    In the meantime I have read some verses from the Quran online, I have learnt that their “tafsir” works in much the same way as the Judaic “midrash” or the diverse biblical interpretations of the Christians such as St Augustine.


    I can read of Confucius and the Buddha, I can study the Tao te Ching or read the Epic of Gilgamesh.


    But more, far more. I can take my thirst for knowledge as far as I want to go, I can reach CERN in Geneva, I can study the science of consciousness with Giulio Tononi, the latest thoughts of Roger Penrose or the latest on Artificial Intelligence.


    I can even participate in scientific research from the comfort of my own quiet book-lined study.


    The internet is among the top few wonders of the modern world.
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    I was reading a post this morning on “alchemical healing” and was a little puzzled by it.


    I believe in the scientific concept of “emergence”. Namely that the sum is greater than its constituents parts.  I believe that great complexity has arisen from a few simple rules of nature and that as time goes by science will reveal more to us. I believe that eventually intelligent life will become what our ancestors would have considered “gods”


    We now know the aims of alchemists are achievable – we know that any one element can be turned into any other element given enough heat and pressure.


    On “spirituality” we are coming to understand more about the mind and indeed I am interested in recent scientific research on qualia and the nature of consciousness.


    But I believe one must distinguish such concepts as “art” on the one hand from “science” and the search for facts on the other.


    My sense of spirituality is to sit in a Norman Church in the English countryside and read the book of Psalms. Not because I believe in a god or gods but because it puts my mind at ease.  I do not believe my experience is “mystical” in any sense; I believe rather that the space and peace, the beauty and the language give my tired mind the ability to rest and to contemplate my “weltanschauung” in tranquility.


    I believe that the world is a miraculous enough place as it is without the necessity for belief in anything other than what is there, than what we can prove by experiment.


    I love the idea of pixies and goblins; I have been an avid fan of Tolkien, CS Lewis and fantasy all my life.


    But I am very aware that I must not confuse fantasy and fiction with reality.


    Beauty and escape in art, literature, music and theatre are essential to me. But when I want to know about healing I look to science. I may be inspired by Ents and Gandalf but if I want to know how the world works I look to CERN or Roger Penrose rather than Ursula le Guin.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/06/11/was-albert-einstein-into-alchemical-healing/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Solace for Deep Weariness

		June 12, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: All Souls Oxford]

    


  


  

    Deep weariness is a feature of my life. There must be so much out there to explore, to enjoy but sometimes I prevent myself from even looking.  It all seems such an uphill effort.


    I used to think the trick was to be constantly seeking the new, the unexplored and to avoid old pastures which have become too dull, too boringly familiar.  But, as the phrase goes, “the grass is always greener”.


    Exercise certainly helps these unconstructive moods and I almost invariably feel better afterwards.  Yet there remains a persistent and tedious melancholy at my core.


    The danger in an existence such as mine is to be forever chasing the end of the rainbow. Different countries, different jobs have in the past always proved alluring but inevitably fail to achieve their object. Such change always seemed to hold out the answer, the way; it did not.


    I have reached a stage where deep, deep quiet is usually the best solution.  I remain high in my ivory tower looking out at the ants and the bees in the “real” world. They buzz, they scamper, they build their anthills and their honeycombs and presumably find satisfaction in their endeavors ( a recent New Scientists suggests that indeed bees may have consciousness, qualia).


    The solution is probably to buzz like a bee and to build like an ant. Metaphorically speaking anyway.


    The commune has always held an (ignorant) appeal for me. Pottering around in a monastic garden hoeing weeds, weaving baskets, making Buckfast Wine for the Glasgow winos. Ignorant because (a) I have never tried it and (b) I don’t like being in contact with others very much, if I can possibly avoid it.


    But a garden of one’s own may well be something different.  Il faut cultiver notre jardin.  Or engaging in handcrafted woodwork in a quiet shed, or leather book binding.  Surrounded by nothing but the noise of birdsong or perhaps the gentle susurration of the waves.


    I’m sure there is peace to be had and I have often found snatches of it. The big trick is to make it last.  Just looking at the pictures on this page gives me a sense of what might be achieved; they give me a sense of quiet joy.
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    Do not stand at my grave and weep,

I am not there, I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that blow,

I am the softly falling snow.

I am the gentle showers of rain,

I am the fields of ripening grain.

I am in the morning hush,

I am in the graceful rush

Of far-off birds in circling flight.

I am the starshine of the night.

I am in every flower that blooms,

I am in still and empty rooms.

I am the child that yearns to sing,

I am in each lovely thing.

Do not stand at my grave and cry,

I am not there – I did not die.


    “Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep” is a poem written in 1932 by Mary Elizabeth Frye.  It was beautifully set to music by Howard Goodall as part of his Requiem: Eternal Light.


    “Do not stand” forms the Lacrymosa.  There is a reasonable performance on Youtube but you really need to listen to the original  recording by the Christ Church Cathedral Choir (Oxford).  You can hear this version (or at least the Lacrymosa) on Spotify.


    I do love the music and was lucky enough to perform it for Howard Goodall recently, as part of a small choir. He was kind enough to express enthusiasm for the performance but then he is probably just very polite. I am sure he says the same to everyone who performs his works, however badly.


    Goodall is an excellent presenter and has recorded some wonderful programs on music,which are well worth listening too.


    He has composed much music for films and television.


    If I were to have any adverse comments at all on Eternal Light, it does perhaps come across as slightly “commercial”, slightly “popular” in the  Lloyd Webber sense.


    Nonetheless it is beautiful music and wonderful to sing.  The peoems he sets to music are superb.


    My favourite is the poem he uses for his Dies Irae:


    Dies irae, dies illa.

Calamitatis et miseriae, dies magna et amara valde.

That day, the day of wrath, calamity and wretchedness

That great and bitter day


    In Flanders fields the poppies blow

Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place; and in the sky

the larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce heard amid the guns below.


    We are the Dead. Short days ago

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,

Loved and were loved, and now we lie,

In Flanders fields.


    Take up our quarrel with the foe:

To you from failing hands we throw

The torch; be yours to hold it high.

If ye break faith with us who die

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow

In Flanders fields.
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    The legend of El Dorado, a fabulous golden city in South America, inspired many expeditions in the 16th Century to go in search of wealth and excess.


    The El Dorado mentality is alive and well today and nowhere more so than in the world of gambling and stock market trading.


    According to some versions of the legend, El Dorado was not a city but the name of a wealthy king, who used to cover his  body in gold dust and offer his gods gifts from his raft in the middle of a sacred lake.


    The Quest of El Dorado, by poet-priest and historian of the Conquest Juan de Castellanos goes as follows:


    An alien Indian, hailing from afar,

Who in the town of Quito did abide.

And neighbor claimed to be of Bogata,

There having come, I know not by what way,

Did with him speak and solemnly announce

A country rich in emeralds and gold.


    Also, among the things which them engaged,

A certain king he told of who, disrobed,

Upon a lake was wont, aboard a raft,

To make oblations, as himself had seen,

His regal form overspread with fragrant oil

On which was laid a coat of powdered gold

From sole of foot unto his highest brow,

Resplendent as the beaming of the sun.


    Arrivals without end, he further said,

Were there to make rich votive offerings

Of golden trinkets and of emeralds rare

And divers other of their ornaments;

And worthy credence these things he affirmed;

The soldiers, light of heart and well content,

Then dubbed him El Dorado, and the name

By countless ways was spread throughout the world.


    Expeditions to find El Dorado continue to this day.  Not to a city or to find a wealthy king but in search of fabulous wealth nonetheless.


    We humans always want to get rich quick, and why not? Sometimes it is possible. The Tulip Boom was an example or the technology boom on NASDAQ in the 1990s. Get in and out before the inevitable crash and you will have found your own Eldorado.


    High Frequency Trading was another successful discovery of the fabled El Dorado. For some years the HFT brigade have made staggering returns, some say from front running and inside information. The SEC has been investigating the matter for some time without any conclusion so far.


    Trading and gambling websites are as numerous on the internet as grains of sand on a beach.  Most of them are full of fools and no hopers in search of El Dorado and people trying to sell them tickets to get there.


    The world was ever thus.
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    Is it right to feel distaste for your fellow man?


    I was sitting on a train station this afternoon, waiting for my connection, minding my own business and munching a sandwich.  I had been listening to Dvorak and following along with the score, muzzing up for a concert at the end of June.


    So I was in a pleasant place.  I was sitting in my usual ivory tower, albeit in public rather than in my book-lined and very quiet study.


    I was in a contemplative mood; a mood in which I was likely to be interested rather than irritated by what was happening around me.


    My interest concentrated on my reaction to a couple of young men who started to chat to a couple of young mothers just down the platform.  I wasn’t being nosey but could not help overhearing their conversation.


    They were not a foursome: the two men (white, rough) just happened to start a chance conversation with the young mothers (one black and demure, the other white and not). It was simply jolly banter.


    The men were both shaven headed and in tracksuits. Both had topknots.  Both were either hungover or slightly drunk. One of the men was drinking wine out of a quarter bottle.


    One of the men said he would rather be back in prison than suffer the aggravation he had had the night before and the hangover he was suffering today. Every other word was anglo saxon. “F..k” this “c..t” that….and so forth.


    My language is bad anyway but not so openly.


    And it was all about graphic sex, alcohol and drugs. Their antics from the night before. One of them had slipped the other a big dose of some drug; I didn’t catch the name.  The victim was apparently curved round the lavatory bowl (I wasn’t quite sure why) and the drug donor apparently had to “p**s” all over him.   There were women involved the night before, casual strangers, it seemed.  For casual sex.


    You get the picture.


    I was not quite sure if I felt revulsion and if so, then why.  I don’t think I did and I was and am quite sure that if I did feel revulsion it was wrong to do so.  If some people choose to lead their life in this way, does it really matter? Is there anything wrong with it? Why should I mind or care? Or feel offended?


    And then I thought about my own luck in the genetic lottery; in having been born into the prosperous upper middle classes.  And my luck in the lottery of life in making out in a reasonably or comparatively satisfactory way.


    Pity would certainly be wrong: what business would I have to feel pity? Anger and derision would be equally wrong.  After considering it all and weighing things up in my mind, I found the right attitude (for me at least) was one of acceptance and neutrality.


    These were people. Living their own lives. They were not threatening or violent. They were simply different.


    Live and let live. They may have been far better people than I.  But I was glad I was not irritable, or tired or impatient today.  There are occasions when I am ashamed to say I can feel less charitable, although I know this is wrong.


    I made amends for my muddled thoughts by telling them they were on the right train when they enquired, a few stops down the line.
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    Bad hair day doesn’t begin to describe the awfulness of a day of real negativity.  There are days when the sun just seems to go out.  Everything you normally find pleasant or interesting becomes grey and dull and pointless.


    Somewhere or other, if you look deep down there may be some trigger.  A task or project you were enjoying yesterday hits a brick wall today; or perhaps you perceive a brick wall where none is there in reality.


    It is the sort of day when you really don’t want to be you at all.  It is the sort of day when you are almost literally paralyzed and any mental or physical activity becomes so impossibly onerous, the only thing to do is to switch off. Turn the lights out. Refuse to think. Refuse to move.  Goodnight Sooty.


    It is hard to know how “normal” such an experience is.  Do “normal” people get to feel like this? It seems unlikely.


    Today was triggered by a foray back into the world of trading and quantitative analysis. And the realisation that, for me at least, that world is something I ought to leave behind and never look back on.


    The trap is the “El Dorado” mindset.  In terms of trading, it is the nagging suspicion that there is something out there that you have missed, some end of the rainbow which, if traced to its origin, will produce a vulgarly big pot of gold.


    The trading world as well as the markets themselves are mostly full of “noise”.   Well, “shyte” might actually be a more accurate description.


    Meaningless chatter going nowhere; trading “advisors” and coaches; prolific academics churning out moonshine papers where they claim this or that significance in a “new” avenue of finance.


    The harsh reality of financial markets is that they are largely unpredictable and any attempt to forecast price is doomed to failure. Unless you have some advantage not generally available.


    There is nothing so damaging to the health as chasing the end of a rainbow.  Like the unicorn, it is a myth.
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    We are born from a giant genetic lottery and there is little we can do about it.  We can not “change our mind” we can only make the best of it.


    Deep into a scarcely imaginable future, we may be able to adjust our qualia, to choose our emotions.  To elect to suffer or live in Elysium.  I believe that day will come. Kurtzweil and gang, the redoubtable David Pearce – their day will come.


    “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” as it says in Matthew 6:9-13.


    Except of course it will not.  Not unless we ourselves make it so.


    In the meantime we must fend for ourselves, struggle along as best we can with what blind fate alloted us.


    I have argued elsewhere that we can expect limited success in our endeavours to change but some change is better than none. And if we learn what drives us we may be able to tip the balance in our favour.


    On really, really “bad hair days” go and lie in a darkened room and switch the world off. Part of meditation for some of us is the ability to tune out.  Tubby old Siddhartha may not have approved of this use of the technique, but what do I care. You shouldn’t either.


    Part of my “meditation” technique is to almost physically switch off what passes for my brain. To simply refuse to function. It is a difficult discipline but works a treat when you can get it right and is probably rather better for you than ketamine or quaaludes.


    It also has the advantage of being legal. I don’t think even sharia law bans it, although I would have to check that one out; it seems to ban much else in life.


    So next time you feel like god has got you in a vice and is squeezing your extremities, give it a go. You usually wake up the next day feeling no end of improvement.
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    The Noble Savage was probably simply a figment of 18th Century imagination but it is pleasant to imagine that there was a day in the distant past where people did not live in Grenfell Tower and didn’t have to look at Trump’s haircut in the media.


    It is easy to imagine the life of the savage as a rural idyll. He is a hunter gatherer: he gets up in the morning, picks a date or two off the tree and goes out in search of brunch.  Perhaps he ambles along the sea shore and eats a few raw mussels; perhaps he picks up a crab or two and takes them home to brew up over an open fire.


    Not bothered much about housework or paying his taxes he strolls off in the afternoon in search of dinner. A small pig to roast perhaps? A wild foul to pluck and grill?


    Perhaps he takes his eldest son with him while his wife and daughter sweep out the mud hut. Back from the hunt he reclines in his stone age deck chair for a snooze in the sun while the wife picks the wild pheasant and stuffs it with a few cloves of garlic for the evening repast.


    They may not have had much of a concept of tomorrow or yesterday. Perhaps they lived in an eternal now.  It is a pleasant figment to imagine the Noble Savage was indeed a Happy Bunny. No existential angst, no deep thoughts other than stoking the fire and turning the spit.


    Eat, sleep, fornicate and repeat. Mend the hut. Chuck out the chicken bones. Burn the rubbish.


    Sadly I suspect it’s all hogwash.  Of course if I really believed my hypothesis I could always put a bone through my nose and shack up with the natives, deep in some rainforest or tropical island. And many is the time I have felt like doing so.


    Sadly, Hobbes probably got it right. ” During the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called warre; and such a warre as is of every man against every man”.


    The savage, noble or otherwise was no better than modern man. We still live “in that condition which is called warre.”
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    I turned to the Guardian this morning after my Bad Hair Day yesterday, looking for inspiration but need not have bothered.


    As each days passes the world becomes less attractive to me (and perhaps everyone else?) and the appeal of isolation increases.


    I suppose we must be thankful that we have people with the energy and enthusiasm to do battle on climate change, to tackle child sex abuse, to best fat little dictators in North Korea. Or is Trump cuddling up to the fellow? Envious of his absolute power?


    I have always envied “enthusiasm” and enjoy the occasions when I am in possession of that quality. But my enthusiasms have always been of a more private and quieter kind.  If I am to be honest with myself I have never enjoyed “current affairs”.


    I remember very clearly being expected to read the newspaper at an early age. At a Dickensian prep school in the seaside town of Broadstairs, the day’s papers were laid out for us in the classroom.  Those who bothered to read the news fared rather better than I in the general knowledge quiz at the end of each term.


    It is not that I don’t care about people and their tribulations.  It is simply that I am too small and tired and weary to do much about it; even to read about it.


    I don’t want to shout down my opponents in parliament or the local town council. Or parish council (which, I gather, can get every bit as nasty as its bigger cousins).  I don’t want to battle, to argue with people, to push my agenda to the top of the list.


    There is so much in this world that I find repugnant, distasteful, unjust, unfair.  There is so much to humanity that sucks that any belief in a benign creator must surely be the mark of the deluded or the ostrich.


    The world sucks and the same goes for most people in it. That is the killer argument against the existence of a deity: if there was one he would have realised his errors by now and sent a giant meteor to wipe us all out.


    Come to think of it perhaps that’s what he thought about the dinosaurs?
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    I recommend a paper entitled “The Stockmarket as a Complex Adaptive System” by Credit Suisse Director Michael J. Mauboussin.  Unfortunately if you are looking for a new paradigm on how to value stocks and predict price change you will be disappointed.


    To cut to the quick, Mauboussin opines that the best way to value stocks is still the traditional discounted cash flow analysis. A stock is worth the income it will receive in future years, discounted by an appropriate rate of interest.


    He also states that on balance markets are probably efficient to a large degree and that there is no reliable way of achieving above market average returns year after year.


    The more interesting part of the paper is its discussion as to HOW such apparent “efficiency” arises in markets.


    His theory is that it is NOT because investors are super smart. And not because markets are lead by a few super smart investors – the lead steers.


    Mauboussin points out that economists are still mired in traditional 19th Century classical physics and statistics. That there is “cause and effect” in markets and that prices can be predicted by classical statistical analysis such as the linear regression.


    Probably quite rightly, he points to advances such as chaos theory and the related concept of complex adaptive systems to explain the apparent efficiency in markets.


    Investors do NOT absorb all information regarding a company and rationally make investment decisions. And in any event this would not explain crashes or their opposite, “irrational exuberance”.


    Rather than all participants acting wisely and in concert, there is a plethora of many different views and rules all of which combine, without the necessity for an organiser or creator, to produce market “efficiency”.


    The whole is greater than the parts. From the simple actions of many different investors, a vast, unpredictable and complex system emerges, which is constantly changing and adapting and is largely unpredictable.


    The simplest way of understanding this is to observe a flock of birds wheeling their beautiful patterns in the sky. Rather than the birds following a wise leader who knows the “Way”, each bird has a few simple rules which it applies.


    The complexity of flocking arises from the application of those simple rules by each individual bird.  The flocking effect is the result.


    The theory is that this is how evolution works. No creator, no clockmaker, simply a few blind and simple rules played out over and over again my millions and billions of cells which eventually makes the whole bigger than the parts.


    Emergence, to use the scientific term.


    So there you have it. Markets are no more reliably predictable than the weather.  It’s all about blind and unseeing self organisation.
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    Portobello Road in London W11 is a most curious mix of home and abroad.  Wandering down it today in the bright sunshine, there were shades of many foreign cities and at times I could imagine I was anywhere between Morocco and Hong Kong.


    It is the sort of road which can almost give that horrible word “multiculturalism” a positive spin.


    Part of my current regime is to try and do new things all the time. They need not be dramatically “new” or even “dramatic”.  Merely non-routine. Things which I do not often do.  Even buttering your toast on the wrong side or wearing different clothes or drinking something unusual can often work to re-set your mind, to break out of recurring and often unconstructive thought patterns.


    If microdosing on psilocybin isn’t your idea of fun, try breaking out in different ways.  It seems to have a beneficial effect.


    Second hand clothes shops, exotic food stalls, second hand music, fabulous cafes and restaurants. Jewellery stalls, junk, fruit and veg. The lot. And the people – all colours, all nationalities.   Somehow a predominantly middle eastern or perhaps Turkish feel today. But lots of “English” shops too in this curious mix of tat and hugely expensive houses.


    It was the same sort of carefree fun as Stanley market in Hong Kong, almost as much fun as Constantinople.  Aromas, smells, whiffs of spices, fruits, coffee. Lovely colours, exotic clothes, exotic bohemian people.


    Large caribbean gentlemen who may have offered me forbidden wares, shaven headed turks, scruffy, fun, cosmopolitan, relaxed.  Out of my depth, far from my comfort zone. Bohemian rhapsody and glad of it.


    And after that a wander through Kensington, back to posh and conventional. Holland Park and its grandeur, the glamour of Camden Hill and the super wealthy.


    And on to grubby Hammersmith and a quiet walk down the Thames towpath.


    Highly recommended.
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    You may be forgiven for mistaking the image above for photo montage. But it is not: it is the London Mustaba project, a temporary (and contemporary) work of art, and it floats on the Serpentine,  in Hyde Park.


    It is Christo and Jean – Claude.


    When I saw it it struck me as hideous, so I went to see the accompanying exhibition at the Serpentine Gallery.  I soon became converted to “oil drum art”.  I saw a stark utilitarian beauty in their structures.


    I had loved many other pieces of their work; to be honest, I am not sure why. The sheer audacity perhaps of altering vast natural landscapes with a “valley curtain”; of disguising structures like the Pont Neuf in Paris with wrapping.


    It is also about shock – jolting you out of the mundane. The Mustaba on the Serpentine struck me as an alien spaceship and suddenly I saw the beauty.  Yes it is man-made, mechanical if you like, but in an Ian Banks “Culture” sort of way; it is huge, colorful, magnificent and daring. It ought not to be there and perhaps at its centre there lurks a “Mind”.


    As so often these days I am trying to see the world through different eyes: to use a different lens to understand “reality”.


    To intuitively grasp that in a sense, all reality is subjective; a figment of our own minds rather than an absolute.


    Shocks like this help.


    Our senses allow us to experience only a small part of the universe. We can only see lightwaves of a particular wavelength. We sense time even though it may not exist. We believe we have a past and a future even if in reality the present may be all that is granted to us.


    Expressions such as “mind bending” are perhaps not so trite after all.
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    I have sometimes wondered whether art has any importance, and if so, what?  In more lucid moments I recognise art as the very essence of the soul, a window to consciousness.  Not only that of the artist but of our own.


    Let us play, by juxtaposing the word “art” with other words of less ethereal evocation.  Politics, business, factory, terror, famine, cruelty.


    Art can contain all of those, can be “about” all of those.  Art can be the outpouring of a tortured soul and often is.


    But art can also be about beauty, meaning, reflection. It can be about opening the mind and re-configuring the brain to lead us from dull and worn patterns of thought towards something higher altogether.


    I wrote recently about psilocybin and its role in opening the mind, making new connections.  Perhaps art can perform some of the same functions.


    I was taken aback today by the statue of Diana (above) in Green Park, London.  It was a surprise – I had not expected to see it (it was new to me) and when I did it spoke of all manner of things.


    Sinuous branches and golden leaves woven in twisting metal.  How like the London plane trees I was walking under and yet how different – its beauty took me from London to Lothlorien.


    And from there to Narnia and Archenland, to the fauns and dryads and wood elves.  To Arcadia and to Eden.


    The lithe elegance of the female form and that of the dog – both as curved and sinuous and beautiful as the branches and golden leaves that carry them.


    So much for fantasy and yet not so.  Not a falling back to base reality, but a realisation that in base reality itself beauty can be found every bit as luminous or indeed numinous.  Our minds reflect natural beauty and the beauty of nature is reflected in our minds. The two should not be segregated.


    Art can be missed altogether if you so much as blink your eye. The healing of art can be overlooked by all of us caught up in survival and the daily grind.


    And yet life can itself become art; should perhaps.


    It is universal, it is not just in the eye of the beholder. Like consciousness itself,  it has, maybe, a separate existence andis  a law of physics in its own right. A close relative, or perhaps derivative of consciousness.
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    Performing choral music must qualify as one of the most healing and meditative pastimes you can undertake.  To perform well requires iron discipline and endless practice but becomes easier over the years with familiarity.


    It is something I did with great enjoyment as a child chorister but to return to it much later in life required great effort.  After 7 or 8 years, perhaps I have achieved something of the fluency I once possessed as a treble.


    One of the many joys is to study new music and find surprising beauty in places you had so far ignored or dismissed.


    For many years I had worked on the assumption that anything written east of Berlin was cacophonous and horrible. I have been proved wrong time and again in recent years, and currently Dvorak’s Stabat Mater has shown me once again that opening oneself to new experience refreshes the soul.


    Elsewhere I wrote of the importance of doing different things, even if it is only a question of putting your butter and marmalade on different sides of the toast.


    Music is a classic case of needing to resist the temptation to stick with what you know, and to venture beyond your comfort zone.


    To me Dvorak is somewhat bohemian, exotic; the Stabat Mater, to my ignorant mind, has a flavour of gypsy rhythm.


    I found the piece quite challenging.  Some time signatures I had not done too often, some of the rhythms required concentraton.


    The effort is worthwhile.  With greater exposure over the weeks, I came to find great beauty in the music. Quiet, soft passages, rising crescendos of sound, roars and quiet contemplation, passion and sorrow.  Often with a dance like quality such as “Tui nati vulnerati”.


    My favourite section is the Eia Mater.


    

      Eia mater, fons amoris, me sentire vim doloris, fac ut tecum lugeam.


      Alas, mother, fountain of love, let me feel the force of your grief, so that I may bemoan with you.
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    Unqualified objective truth can not exist.  Heavily qualified objective truth probably does.


    According to Wikipedia :


    

      a proposition is generally considered objectively true (to have objective truth) when its truth conditions are met without biases caused by feelings, ideas, opinions of a sentient subject. A second, broader meaning of the term refers to the ability in any context to judge fairly, without partiality or external influence.


    


    If you consider just this universe that we inhabit, the nearest you can get to objective truth seems to be the very low level basic laws of physics.


    The “law” of gravity suggests that whoever drops a marble from shoulder height to the floor, at sea level on planet Earth, can expect that marble to be attracted to the centre of the earth by gravity. And thus drop to the floor.


    And yet, despite Einstein, we do not yet really know what gravity is.  And what is a “graviton”? Scientists are still looking.


    Whatever it is, it seems reasonably certain to most of us that gravity exists, whatever it is.  But the qualification (and a heavy one) is: “in this universe”.


    Many scientists posit that we are in fact living in an infinitely large multiverse and that there will be universes where the physical laws are completely different from those which attain here.


    “Objective truth” is supposedly something on which we all (or the great majority of us) agree.  The basic sciences contain many such apparently objective truths: the constancy of the speed of light, the number of atoms in a molecule of hydrogen and so on.


    And yet even in many of these basic laws we seems to come across exceptions or revisions of interpretation. Leaving aside the complication of alternate universes where such laws do not apply at all.


    But then consider the “emergent” sciences: biology, psychology, systems theory for instance.  This is where objectivity really begin to disappear down its own throat.


    Aristotle said that “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts” meaning the “whole” has properties its “parts” do not have.  A human being is made of a few basic elements from the periodic table: largely hydrogen, oxygen and carbon.


    It is difficult to understand a human being by reference only to these three elements.  The “whole” (human) is unimaginably more complex than its constituent “parts” (carbon, oxygen and hydrogen).


    Once these three elements (and a few others) get combined and grow into a human, there are a few “truths” about that human which may be called “objective”.  But again, objective in a qualified sense. At present for instance most humans are born with a fairly standard set of organs and none of us can exist without breathing air and drinking water.


    But who knows what life may evolve into.  The “objective truth” that humans mostly have two legs must be qualified by “at present”.


    But now take human behaviour and physiology. And in particular think about drug trials for instance or PTSD.


    Does x drug cure y condition? Does Prozac cure depression? Does cisplatin cure cancer of the bladder?


    Suddenly you are into statistics and probability.  Far from objective truth.


    Or take a complex adaptive system such as the weather or the stock market.  Are they deterministic or random? Predictable or not?


    Now pan out again to the multiverse: will we ever know much that is “objectively true” about the multiverse? Except perhaps that it is big.


    Nothing is certain except uncertainty. Perhaps that is what stops us getting bored.
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    For some years I have assumed that far from inheriting the earth, the meek will be trampled underfoot.  I am beginning to wonder whether I am mistaken.


    

      Blessed are the meek:for they shall inherit the earth.


    


    The phrase always struck me as peculiarly stupid, even if the sentiment itself and the Sermon are beautiful.


    My wife is meek. Well, usually. Almost always actually. She is the sort of irritating little soul who always lets people push in front of her in a queue.  Who assumes the land is full of milk and honey and that most people around here are not vicious thugs but jolly nice chaps.  If she can’t inherit her place at the traffic lights, what hope has she for the wider world?


    And yet it has struck me very forcibly recently that you can “inherit the earth”, in a sense, by meekness. Or by being relaxed and laid back.


    Who cares about the queue at the PC World repair desk?  Or the fact that one old biddy and one rather ferocious middle aged woman jumped the queue right in front of your nose?


    Quite contrary to my usual impatience and sense of frustration, I very deliberately decided to smile through the incident. I didn’t go so far as to say nothing but I  politely said that actually I had been waiting an hour, but that the agressive lady was welcome to my place if she felt the need.


    I had already told the old biddy to go ahead since (a) she was an old biddy and (b) I thought she was going to be quick. She wasn’t!


    But here is the point. I felt calm, relaxed, able to smile. My heart rate did not rise. I did not become aggressive or shout at the shop assistants.


    I felt good. It was a bright sunny morning and I had enjoyed my walk to the shop. I enjoyed the walk back too.


    I have spent some time recently doing my best to change my life. Not outwardly but inwardly.


    Not I fear out of any sense of altruism, but because it makes me feel better. To do new things, to see life in a different light. To act out of character. To re-wire my tired and often glum brain.


    And it seems to be working so far.  Perhaps my behaviour has been calm and unruffled rather than meek. But I reckon the calm may actually inherit the earth.


    A damascene conversion perhaps.  A sudden, unshakeable conviction that meekness is one of the “doors of perception”.
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      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.


      William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell


    


    Is it so strange that a deep interest in science should be combined with an equally deep desire for mysticism and transcendance?


    I think not; the two can be seen as two sides of the same coin.  Reality seen both from the intellect and from the senses. A yearning for transcendance.  Some would say a desire to escape from the base reality.   Which is all that is accessible to most of us in a “normal” state of mind.


    Both science and mysticism offer us infinity. Infinite space and power. Infinite universes and time. Teleportation, downloading the mind into another form of matter, eternal life, time travel. Science is not ashamed to speculate on such matters. To an ancient people, we would appear as gods. In the far future, or in a distant corner of the multiverse, there exists intelligence with powers which even we would consider godlike.


    The mind allows us to travel to such places and such times. To witness infinity,  to feel the mind of “god”.


    These days, few rational men believe in traditional religious systems.  And yet through the ages the mystics have had glimpses of some alternate truth, some reality which in our ordinary minds is denied to us.


    Science struggles to explain consciousness and yet some scientists tell us that consciousness is a law of nature all of its own. That consciousness “is”.


    Not that consciousness is an emergent property of physical elements.  But that consciousness is a law of physics itself.  Universal consciousness, consciousness as the very “self” of the universe.


    So listen to how the mystics describe their experiences.


    Meister Eckhart:


    

      “To the quiet mind all things are possible. What is a quiet mind? A quiet mind is one which nothing weighs on, nothing worries, which, free from ties and from all self-seeking, is wholly merged into the will of God and dead to its own.”


    


    Alan Watts:


    

      “What you are basically, deep, deep down, far, far in, is simply the fabric and structure of existence itself.”


    


    Siddhartha:


    

      “The mind is everything. What you think you become.”


    


    Both science and contemplation seek knowledge.  Self knowledge, truths, the “truth”.


    Science uses instruments and machinery and conducts experiments. Science seeks truth through the intellect.


    The quiet mind seeks experience directly.  To feel the truth, to experience it.


    Neither should be disparaged. Both should be embraced. Neither is complete without the other.
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    Perhaps it is best to acknowledge the endless pawing of the black dog at your door.  For some, it is a rare day that the gentle scuffling can not be heard.


    There have only been two (albeit quite lengthy) periods over the past 60 years where the dog has torn at my throat and the pit has lain open before me.  But it is all too rare that that he leaves the neighbourhood entirely.


    I have sometimes called it existential anxiety. I have sometimes wondered whether it is a mere personality trait – a tendency to look for meaning and explanation in a deeply puzzling universe.  An apparent need to question anything and everything in the quest for answers.


    The answers must be there somewhere but not all in one place. You can not expect to go to your local corner store and buy a remedy.  It is here, there and everywhere, all in bits and pieces.


    There are aspects of my personality I would not do without.  It has placed me in an ivory tower, endlessly seeking knowledge. Or perhaps more accurately “understanding”.   And that is where I belong.


    I have known people with great “knowledge” but very little “understanding”; they may be clever people, but they merely accumulate facts. The do not analyse or interpret them. Wisdom comes from the ability to find meaning in facts, not from merley collecting them.


    Over the years I have been driven by a restlessness; endless change driven by a mistaken belief that the answer lies in some sort of physical externality.  Changes of career, moving around the world. From distant cities to cold snowy mountains.


    And yet eventually a clarity of sorts has emerged. The first is the ever stronger realization that the answer can only be found within, in both a philosophical and physiological sense.


    I have become a viewer from far, far away of the Pale Blue Dot.  Almost a quietist.  I have become amused by the endless hamster wheel of existence, the blind futility which so many seem so unable to escape.


    The amassing of wealth, the worship of prestige, the laughable pretension and snobbery.  Violence, cruelty, greed. Lust, envy and hatred.


    Once you have seen that the emperor is naked, there is no going back.


    There is undoubtedly a strong physiological element to it all. In time, the answer to that too will be found. In the meantime it is a question of quiet acceptance and great, great care in everything one does and says and eats and drinks.  Both physically and philosophically.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/07/02/facing-down-black-dog/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Unknowing Fool

		July 5, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    The unknowing fool counts himself as wise since he knows no better.  The fool so beloved of Shakespeare was a different order of man, and clever.  The unknowing fool is the one who does not know that he does not know.


    How should you treat the unknowing fool? Derision, or cruelty and mocking are clearly wrong, however easy it may be to fall into such ways.


    The problem is that there are degrees of foolishness; and types of fool. If the fool is “simply simple” he may be a delight to bump into. The harmless village idiot tending the graveyard. A friendly and child like figure, who deserves a smile and a few minutes of happy conversation.


    This fool will be a knowing fool; he will know that he is simple and you will readily accept him for that.  He is easy to “suffer”.  It is a pleasure to do so.


    The bumptious fool is far more difficult to deal with. The bumptious and arrogant fool, several degrees worse.


    Snobbery of any sort is wrong, morally wrong. The sign of an un-enlightened individual.  It is very easy to give up ridiculous class snobbery or money snobbery.  Such forms of snobbery are so patently shallow and absurd.


    Intellectual snobbery is rather harder to abandon.  It is very difficult indeed to suffer an unknowing fool, and even more difficult to suffer a fool who combines ignorance with bumptiousness and arrogance.


    And yet suffer him we must, if we are to obey those two most important of  dicta: “turn the other cheek”, “treat your neighbour as you would have them treat you”.


    I am not a man who suffers unknowing fools gladly and when they are also bumptious and arrogant, my tolerance is stretched to its very limits.


    And yet suffer him I must if I want to be true to my ideals. I must back off and show kindness and understanding, not intolerance and exasperation. I must not trample him or cow him with word or thought. Or deed.


    St Augustine famously said “Lord make me good, but not just yet”.


    I have had enough of being difficult and curmudgeonly.  I would very much like to be “good now”, but it is far easier said than done.
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      ““I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the darkness at Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time like tears in rain. Time to die.”


    


    Does it sound curious to link a vastly popular work of science fiction to the concept of mysticism?


    Roy the terrifying robot saves Deckard’s life and before he dies the robot utters those magical, moving words.  A robot has “seen the face of god”.  The film shakes our very perception of life and consciousness. Mankind has created sentient beings, and yet chases them to death like rabid dogs when they strike out for freedom from servitude.


    Science and mysticism are intrinsically linked.   They are two sides of the same coin. The mystic seeks to see the face of god by direct and intensely private personal experience. The scientist, if he did but know it, seeks the face of god through experiment, induction, rational thought.


    Both the scientist and the mystic seek the same end. Knowledge, gnosis, to know.  Truth, meaning. To escape from the goldfish bowl of our small existence and to witness the multiverse, unlimited by our own meagre senses of sight and hearing. To see what is out there, to witness it, to understand it.  To meld with it.


    Above all, to feel it.


    I have no doubt there are many scientists who would see themselves as rational, clinical beings. Dabblers in numbers and physical exotica, which can only be explored through higher maths.


    And yet at heart I suspect they know that they too are seekers and not so far removed from the mystics.


    We are trapped on a spaceship called earth, rotating around an insignificant sun in a sea of infinity.  We do not know what we are.  We do not understand why or how we are conscious.


    Is it any wonder that we have created myth and religion down the millenia to seek comfort and meaning? Is it any wonder that as a  rational scientist or an arty writer, we both seek to “see the face of god”?


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/07/05/mysticism-blade-runner/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Out of my Skull

		July 6, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    What does it mean to be out of your skull? Is it a detrimental term or may it have hidden meanings and use?


    I have been thinking recently about collective delusion.  Where society or a segment of society comes to believe something to be true which is in fact false.


    There are many examples. I have “faith” that religion is a collective delusion. It is a series of stories we tell to explain our own origins, to find our place in a fearful world. It has no basis in fact but whereas we collectively agree that Father Christmas is a fiction, woe betide those who dare to say the same about [insert your favorite deity/prophet].


    Getting out of your skull is not about mindless drug or alcohol abuse. Or at least not the way I mean it. It is about distancing yourself from your own ego. It is about questioning every thought you have ever had about god, the universe and everything.


    It is about deciding whether the answer really is “42” or something else entirely.


    It is about questioning every aspect of yourself, your thoughts your behaviour and the reality you believe you see around you.


    To some extent this can only be the realm of science. Maths and the microscope, maths and the Large Hadron collider, maths and the cosmic background radiation.


    And yet science can be aided surely by getting “out of your skull”. By abandoning dull convention, by thinking new thoughts, by daring to challenge the many collective delusions we have invented for ourselves.


    It may be that the Doors of Perception can only truly be opened by mystic experience. Or by dreams or the mind travels of the shaman. Or the deep meditation of the experienced monk.


    Those of us less brave or determined might achieve a shift in perception by letting go. By renouncing old ways, thinking new thoughts, daring to do new things. By shaking ourselves up, by refusing to bow to convention and collective delusion.


    Few would wish to experience the Dark Night of the Soul and yet we must achieve at least some view through the doors of perception if we are to grow.  To escape the wheel of existence, we must seek to free ourselves from dull mundanity.
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    Contrary to the Book of Common Prayer, the world can give us peace but not if we are busy. Analysis and thought are the very antithesis of the sort of behavior likely to lead to lasting peace.


    Over 30 years ago I asked a young curate whether his god had spoken to him; the answer was ambivalent and I was disappointed.  I had assumed all clerics received regular pep talks from the divine and lived in the ethereal most of the time.


    Later I learnt that transcendence was the realm of the mystic.  I wonder whether the priest is too caught up in interpreting the words of his holy book to see the metaphysical. Perhaps he unwittingly pays too much homage to the words of an ancient desert tribe; perhaps he is mistaking the finger for the moon, the reflection for the reality.


    Silence is the friend of moksha. I know that even though I have only caught fleeting glimpses of it; have only ever peered blearily through the smallest of cracks in the doors of perception.


    I know that for many years, the endless acquisition of knowledge has not of itself thrown the doors wide open.  I know that the holy books of the west and those of the orient are also mere fingers, pointers, vague guides.  I know that the holy books are sometimes blatantly wrong and represent the very opposite of the way I would like to lead life.


    Philosophy is little better.  No wonder Wittgenstein kicked away his ladder and became a gardener.


    Certainly the 10,000 things will not show you eternity.  The world is mere noise.


    There is a place for study, for analysis but let it dominate your life and it will overwhelm you.


    I have chased rainbows for many years only to discover that the rainbow’s end is a reality which has to seek you out and only when you are ready for it. Silence, non binding awareness, watching the world pass you by. These are the things which seem to offer a tantalizing glimpse of that peace which the Book of Common prayer reserves exclusively for the hereafter.


     


     


     


     


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/07/12/thought-enemy-moksha/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		A Time to Live

		July 12, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    There comes a time when you have had enough of “learning” and feel a deep need for “experience”.


    I seem to have dipped my toes into every exotic corner of human endeavor over the decades and probably have a pretty good feel for what is out there.


    “Out there” in the sense of human learning, intellect, endeavor.  Philosophy, psychology, religion, physics.  Biology, chemistry, law and finance. Computers and artificial intelligence. The vastness of human knowledge in the 21st Century means that we can only have a glancing appreciation of each such subject, nonetheless this enough to make us aware, to know that others know.  Even if our own knowledge of other’s specializations can only be skin deep.


    I have not needed to know where every sparrow fell.  But I have needed to know what we know; in general terms.


    I now feel a deep need to know what we do not know. We are like goldfish in a bowl: our limited senses and intellect must surely shield us from much of what is truly out there in reality. If there is such a thing as reality. If reality is not created by our own thoughts.


    My mind is choc a bloc with everything from the nature of time to magic mushrooms. From my conviction in the futility of conventional religion to my faltering attempts to code machine learning algorithms.


    A time comes perhaps when you should turn to the experiential and leave, for a while at least, the intellectual.


    If the adult brain has plasticity, then I want proof.  I can write without effort and so I will carry on. But with an obsessive mind unable to multitask, further intellectual research has to be dropped while I find out for myself whether I can “change my mind”.


    Recently for instance I have been “experiencing” art without thinking about it.  Sitting in front of the London Mustaba or Rembrandt’s Belshazzar’s Feast to see what they have to say to me, while taking care not to dig to deep into what such works say to others. Not to dig, as I am won’t, into the intellectual; to eschew the learned historians of art in favor of my own raw feelings.


    It is time to “feel” the universe for myself. To cease to see it through the words of others and to experience it directly.
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      Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale
 Her infinite variety: other women cloy
 The appetites they feed; but she makes hungry
 Where most she satisfies: for vilest things
 Become themselves in her; that the holy priests
 Bless her when she is riggish.


      Act II, Scene 2 Antony and Cleopatra


      William Shakespeare


      


    


    Cleopatra was fortunate indeed, the rest of us may age less well.  But we should embrace age, not resent or fear it.


    Physical and mental decline, beyond what is acceptable to each individual, should be dealt with as each of us sees fit.  I have no fear whatsoever of age, even less so of death. But incapacity is a different  matter. I hope for a more enlightened age, where we will be helped to exercise our right to choose the moment and manner of our end.


    I have no intention of letting the laws of my country decide for me when I may exit and how.  Nembutal is readily available on the darknet and various books provide viable and painless alternatives.


    It is very distressing to see someone in fear of death. My father was what I can only describe as a medieval christian.  In his last few years, I spent many hours trying to comfort him.  He was by nature a fearful man and christian mythology did him no favours. He had a fixation about “limbo” and worse.


    His mind was full of Dante Alighieri‘s 14th-century epic poem Divine Comedy.  Unfortunately he tended to concentrate on “inferno” and  “purgatorio”.  For no good reason, “paradiso” seemed something he wondered whether he was fit for.


    As an atheist I find such nonsense laughable and damaging and I pay no heed to Pascal’s Wager.  My father’s outdated belief system was more of a hindrance than a help.


    I have taken age into my own hands. People are dying around me – it happens to us all. I may mourn their passing, but I will not let it destroy my own life. Rather, I will let it fill me with an ever greater determination to rejoice in its beauty and goodness while I still have the opportunity.  Carpe diem. Seize the day.


    I will try and be less of a grumpy old misery. I will determine to be a better father and husband.  I will do my utmost to see the best in everybody and everything. I will change my mind.


    I am 62 and recognize that I can not change the world.  Who can? I am deeply upset by the plight of most of my fellow humans and would wave a wand if I could; but I can’t.


    So I will bury my head in the sand. I will refuse to read the newspapers or watch television. I will refuse to listen to doom-mongers and trouble makers. I will keep out of mischief and try to do no harm. I will refuse to listen to gossips and the vain. I will avoid the negative and embrace only the positive.


    I will expand my mind, change it. I will leave the ruts and well worn channels of my thoughts.


    And when my end comes, I will hope to accept it with good grace and in peace


    .
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		Thoughts from the back of beyond.
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    The back of beyond is where I want to be.  And I am back, in the back of beyond. I have come in a full circle.


    It is difficult to imagine that such isolation can be found in this overcrowded little island, and yet in the north Devon area, around Hartland Point, it is almost possible to go off grid.


    The nearest fuel is about 20 miles away and the local shops sport little other than canned food and the occasional brown, rotting banana.


    I have been coming here with my late 18th Century parents in law for nigh on 35 years, and their three daughters, straight out of Jane Austen.


    In the 90’s I was furiously dealing in junk bonds and Nasdaq new issues. I had to climb to the top of a local muck heap to get a faltering signal and put my orders through to a bemused broker in New York.


    Despite the evident disapproval of my in laws (busy sewing tapestry and looking for Mr Darcy for the other two daughters), I am grateful for those years of frenetic activity.  Without those harried times I would have spent my life as a slave in some awful bank, in some ghastly metropolis.


    My childhood was spent in the back of beyond, metaphorically at least. My pleasures were carpentry and the sea, walking and reading. I wanted to be a farmer or an artisan. I never wanted to end up in the City of London, let alone those of Tokyo or Hong Kong.


    Did greed get the better of me? Or necessity perhaps.


    But I am back where I started.  Sitting on a deserted beach in the middle of nowhere. Quietly walking the leaf clad lanes; noiseless other than the bleat of sheep, the call of birds, the murmur or sometimes crashing of the waves.


    It is an area of the most profound peace. A few artists and potters, the odd jolly lesbian commune, growing organic vegetables and probably a few cannabis plants or magic mushrooms.


    For many years I have pictured a more permanent existence here; who knows, perhaps I too could grow magic mushrooms and live on thin air.  It is the sort of place where my young investment banking son is almost tempted to do the same.


    Need the world always be so busy? Need we be dominated by busyness? Do we need salesmen and CEOs, greed and corruption?


    Perhaps we do. But if I had my time again I would probably opt out and join the jolly lesbians on their commune.
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      …how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin…Behold the birds of the heaven, that they sow not, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns…


    


    I have often wanted to be a tree. Preferably an oak; preferably in some far flung province inaccessible to man.


    I have spent some weeks in meditation. Not on my knees or my backside. Not in some temple or man made edifice.


    But in simple existence, simple awareness of the passing days, the season, the comings and goings of the world.  To feel the summer breeze, the gentle waving of leaves and branches. The dawn chorus, the cooing of pigeon. Waves, sky, hot and cold. Rain and dry. Beauty in nature and in art.


    And then I spoiled it, I let the serpent into Eden, I picked the apple.  I stopped my flow, I ceased to let the world wind over and around me and I sought, once again, toil and the world of commerce.


    It was an error to open my computer, a grave mistake to enter the dark caverns of the world wide web, the dark satanic mills of finance.


    Would there have been any way of earning my daily bread which would have enabled the poetry to continue to flow? Or does “the world” always have to entail disillusion and anxiety, irritability and bad temper?


    I have been observing my moods carefully recently for a number of reasons, not the least my interest in experimenting with micro-dosing to expand the doors of my perception.


    For weeks I have been walking, wandering aimlessly, enjoying pure existence. A sparrow, if you like, or an oak tree or Ent.  I have observed as I have wandered.  And I have let go, let all things pass.  My mind has taken very different paths, my thoughts have expanded. The predominant feeling has been one of pure harmless joy; an innocence combined with a great enrichment of the imagination. An expansion of my mind without even the necessity of a hallucinogenic door opener.


    I then I blew it. I knocked on the dark doors of commerce; I spent some hours looking at financial arbitrage. I revisited the squalor of money and finance, of greed and business.


    I became less observant but before the glass darkened too thoroughly, before the mirror became too opaque, I was able to notice what it was doing to me.  Irritability was the main evil and a far decreased ability to take pleasure in what was around me.


    So I have switched it all off again; for a few weeks at least. Will I return to it when I am back in my study? Can it be done without irritation?  Can I learn to combine commerce with a joy in life?


    I will have to try. And if I can not, I must switch off commerce for good. Close down the mill and head for the hills. Live in a green and pleasant land.
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    I have been following  Qualia Research Institute and Qualia Computing.  My attention was recently caught by an article on  personal identity views.


    I quote from the Abstract:


    

      Personal identity views (closed, empty, open) serve in philosophy the role that conservation laws play in physics. They recast difficult problems in solvable terms, and by expanding our horizon of understanding, they likewise allow us to conceive of new classes of problems. In this context, we posit that philosophy of personal identity is relevant in the realm of ethics by helping us address age-old questions like whether being born is good or bad. We further explore the intersection between philosophy of personal identity and philosophy of time, and discuss the ethical implications of antinatalism in a tenseless open individualist “block-time” universe.


    


    I believe that you may well have to have a tendency towards existential anxiety to be interested in such matters. I have that and I am interested. However I am also wary of endless thinking, endless philosophy.


    I have no qualm with “thought experiments” per se ( which have lead to many scientific breakthroughs) but I believe the matters contained in this article are fruitless in terms of speculation unless they can be tested and acted upon.


    I like these guys, I like what they have to say. But I would like to see some action. I would like to see some progress towards the “Abolition of Suffering“.


    I therefore responded as follows on their website:


    

      While I am interested in your article and indeed in your website as a whole, has the time not come to cease to speculate and to actively progress and investigate how to measure and improve qualia?


      You and I and everyone around us (or most of them) are living as “closed individuals”. I do not believe anyone other than a mystic or tripper has witnessed any other type of existence.


      And once the meditation or psilocybin trip is over, even those individuals return from unified consciousness back to the state of “closed individual”.


      So what needs to be done to eliminate suffering?


      Can the beneficial effects of psilocybin be prolonged indefinitely? Can some other method of increasing our joy and decreasing our pain (permanently) be found?


      I am not sure that any of the theories you describe above represent any law of physics. I am not sure that any such theory gets us any further forward.


      We need to take practical steps and hope that these will confirm or refute such theories.


      I am done with theorizing. I want progress.


      Perhaps I should become a psychonaut.
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      The Eight-fold Path consists of eight practices: right view, right resolve, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right samadhi (‘meditative absorption or union’). Wikipedia.


    


    I had a delightful morning over a cup of coffee with some acquaintances I had been meaning to get to know better.  These people are “Right Thinkers”.


    It is just the sort of experience I need. A world away from bankers (isn’t that spelled with a “w”?), salesmen and the modern world. A return to ancient values and cultures; people who recognize the validity of different modes of thought. People who know that the Tao is a philosophy rather than a washing powder.


    Much to my amazement, there appear to be like minded cranks in this world who think as I do.  The rejection of materialism (so far as is possible), the disgust with business aims and methods, a distaste for the capitalist economic model, a yearning for transcendence and for an opening of the doors of perception.


    I recognize now that I have always thought this way and that I caused myself much distress and angst by attempting to fit into a mould for which I was never designed.


    Interestingly they came up with a political system called “communalism” which I had not come across before. I am not a true socialist and certainly not a communist. I loathe politics since I suspect “some” will always be “more equal than others”. But I guess we need some sort of society to prevent us slipping back into bestiality.


    Perhaps this is it. Yet my preference would still be to inherit a vast estate on some far flung habitable planet (or preferably the whole planet) and keep everyone else out.


    Not to be mean or elitist – just to ensure silence and privacy.  And given the infinitude that is out there, hey! Everyone can have their own Goldilocks planet.


    We had very interesting discussions on consciousness and the nature of reality and I was fascinated to hear my new friends’ views on psychedelics.


    How nice to meet open, un-stuffy people with new views and a healthy distaste for dull convention.
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    Such words are prone to make me lift my laptop and smash it to the ground.  I don’t care what qualities you are looking for. I don’t know what your views are and I’m unlikely to find out.


    I still get these aberrant moods when I think I might like to write another book. Or publish a few more irreverent articles in worthy trading magazines. Or write a column or two for the Financial Times.


    I still get these deviant days when I believe that “society” and “people” and “engagement” are where it is at.


    Yesterday was one such day. I cursorily looked up a few editors at dull periodicals and almost convinced myself to send them one of my usual off beat and ranting diatribes.


    For that is what I have become. A “ranter”.  A dealer in diatribe.  A voice of vociferation. Harold Harangue, me.  Tommy Tirade, Ronald Rhetoric.


    Which is why I will stick to my silly little blog. It may be that no one reads the outpourings of an outraged soul but at least they are mine.


    You see, the time has come for me to give up. To admit that this is a world into which I do not fit, nor ever have.


    I wish the world well, and all its peoples. May they prosper and survive. May their happiness increase.


    Lest these words sound the outpourings of a deluded and depressed mind, let me say urgently that they are not.


    I am disillusioned not delusional.  And while it is true that the Noonday Demon never truly lets me rest in peace, accedie has not been too much in evidence for some years.


    Nothing I have to say would be of any interest to the Financial Times, since I am no longer a believer in the economic model to which they still subscribe.  I believe in Gross National Happiness and don’t give a stuff about Gross National Product.


    The Investors Chronicle (for whom I wrote the occasional article) and their readers are believers in the fundamental analysis of financial markets. They give credit even to charting and technical analytical hogwash. Not so me, I fear. And no one wants to be told they are peddling nonsense.


    There is always the possibility that I am just plain wrong of course. That I, not them, am the madman. That they are the keeper; the arbiter of truth and financial goodness.  And I, the inmate.


    But I think not.


    I am sitting in absolute silence, bar the cooing of a pigeon on a bright and dry and achingly beautiful summer’s morning. I am looking out on Tudor gables and fruit trees, grass and wild flowers.


    I am going Down Deal for coffee and a haircut.  And then to lie on the beach at Sandwich and imagine the generations of merchants coming and going down the long gone Wantsum Channel.


    I have become a dreamer; a seeker of truth perhaps.  A soul who yearns to fly above mere mortality to some more pleasant land. To Narnia perhaps; or Middle Earth. To see nyads and dryads and the spirits of streams; to parley with wizards and goblins, elves and pixies.


    Well, perhaps I exaggerate but not by very much.  The world is too beautiful for the Financial Times. The universe has more to offer.


    So back to where we began. My prospective publishers can seek whatever qualities they choose. I am seeking rather different ones and so I think, alas, our paths are unlikely to cross.
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    In a lifelong search for meaning, I have found little to compare with matins in an English country church, on a quiet summer’s morning.


    According to Google the word is Middle English:


    

      A service forming part of the traditional Divine Office of the Western Christian Church, originally said (or chanted) at or after midnight. A Christian service of morning prayer, especially in the Anglican Church


      from Old French matines, plural (influenced by Church Latin matutinae ‘morning prayers’) of matin ‘morning’, from Latin matutinum, neuter of matutinus ‘early in the morning’, from Matuta, the name of the dawn goddess.


    


    The words to the service are contained in the Book of Common Prayer, an anathema no doubt, both to the evangelicals and to modern man in general, sacred or secular alike.  For those with a more ancient and academic set of mind, there is nothing more glorious.


    I had walked there across the fields from home; three local churches were in view but on this morning only one of them had an organist and those magical words on offer.


    The congregation was 6, while organist and cleric brought the total number to 8.  Perhaps one was my junior in age, but most were my equal or senior. The words and music rolled over me, even the responses were sung.


    The Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, Psalm 51.  Ancient, croaky voices in an ancient and sacred setting.


    It isn’t the god-stuff which takes my breath away.  It is the sheer beauty. The quiet. The stained glass, the art, the meditation. Yes, the ancient loveliness of it all.


    And a return (in my thoughts at least) to my childhood.  To the beautiful and ancient church of my early years and the little prep school choir where I sang for 5 unbelievably old fashioned years in Charles Dicken’s Broadstairs.


    We won’t have it for much longer.  The churches are shutting their doors, the ancient parishioners are the last of their breed. They aren’t making organists anymore. It is living history; revel in it, marvel at it while you may.


    And why should I care? I am as puzzled as the next man by my devotion to such anachronism. Is it because somehow, somewhere I have a small, quiet shred of belief in this ancient religion?


    No, not in any literal sense.


    The address surprised me: “Some say there are many roads up the mountain. That is not so, there is only Jesus Christ”.


    How could I possibly subscribe to such abject nonsense, such narrow minded absurdity? Are millions of Buddhists to be denied “salvation”?  And what of the rest, including the atheists?


    And yet this ancient service always brings me solace.  There is “something” as opposed to “no thing” and I always feel it in such a setting. But that something probably bears little resemblance to the “something” worshiped by Christians.


    I’m sorry to say that Jesus “Christ” is not going to bail us out of our unholy mess.  Good man though he was, he is long dead and gone.  Although in a sense his “spirit” remains, even if only in our memes and memories.


    A post Darwinian world of plenty and justice is something only we can achieve. We are not going to be able to rely on supernatural intervention.


    Science, education and awareness might eventually achieve heaven on earth if we work hard enough at it. It is at least worth trying.


    I seek the numinous, like so many others, but it is to be found within, not without.  It is to be found in a profound alteration of consciousness and it is not going to happen quickly.


    Trans-humanism is a slowly emerging reality.  If I have any creed at all, it is the belief that the human race can evolve beyond its current physical and mental limitations, by means of science and technology.  Together with a good measure of the philosophies of kindness and goodness we find in all of the world’s better religions.


    I attend matins occasionally, or sometimes evensong not because I believe in a divinity or his offspring, but because the calm beauty makes me realize what is important in life. And how to live it.


    I attend matins not because I believe god or Jesus is going to save me, but because the embrace of the culture soothes my fractious mind.


    So good old Church of England I hold you dear.  I shall miss you when you have gone. I must attend matins in a country church much more often.
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    Are we living in the 21st Century? How do serious people honestly believe in such man made hogwash.


    In a perfectly reasonable article entitled “In Defense of the Trinity” blogger Haden Clark made his pitch.


    I commented as follows:


    

      I do not believe in the Trinity. Or the Bible. Or any of the many religions of the world. I do not believe in any deity. I believe that these beautiful writings may help us to concentrate our mind on ethics, morals and how we ought to lead our lives. Nothing else. Even then, there are some horrendous passages in all scripture which have to be simply ignored. The last two verses of Psalm 137 are a perfect example.


    


    Big Mistake!


    Haden Clark took my comments in the well meaning way they were meant but a major religious nutter waded into to attack with full bible bashing force:


    

      It’s fine that you do not believe… but, we know your ultimate destination after your death and resurrection; it is a lake of fire called Gehenna — a place of perpetual torment. Even the unrighteous, aka the wicked, will be resurrected, judged by the Law, and found guilty! I wonder if you will have a smug, Stoic smirk on your face when you are being judged by the firstborn of Creation…


    


    Woooo! Spooky! The dreaded lake of Gehenna!


    Hastily mopping my soiled underwear (yes, such was my terror my bowels involuntarily emptied all over a rather nice, and expensive Persian carpet) I replied to L. Alan Schuetz:


    

      Hilarious stuff. I’ll take my chances thank you. I really can not be bothered with Pascal’s Wager. In any event, even if I were a believer in such outrageous nonsence, I have done nothing in my life to deserve your lake of fire. I’m surprised you can sleep at night.


      My strong suspicion is that you must be joking. I do not believe that in the 21st Century people still have such backward beliefs.


      But there again, there is nowt so queer as folk. I wish you well L.Alan Schuetz but please tell me you are joking? Having a little laugh at my expense?


    


    At this point I made the momentous decision to let on my true identity:


    

      Actually, look Alan, I have to be honest. My real name is Gandalf the Grey.  I defeated the Balrog in the Mines of Moria and was instrumental in the downfall of the mighty Sauron.


      So look, honestly your lake of Gehenna is something I deal with on a regular basis.


    


    I am sorry to say that Mr Schuetz seems unable to see or appreciate my point of view. I am sorry that he can not see I am trying to meet him in the middle.  That I fear is typical of an extremist.


    There is good in every religion and there is bad. If you are determined to find Moloch under every bed, then I have no doubt you will be able to do so. Along with lucifer, the behemoth, the leviathan and the rest of the motley crew.


    I see great similarity between Mr Scultz’s attitudes and those of other extremists, in particular the Muslims.


    Jesus was a live and let live sort of man according to his chroniclers. He turned the other cheek. That is the sort of man I can (and do! ) admire.


    I am afraid the world becomes a very fearful and dangerous place when populated by the likes of L. Alan Schuetz.


    I hope that in time he may come to see that moderation, understanding and modesty are more in line with modern Christian theology that the hellfire he seems to adamant in promoting. His is not a religion I recognize. Nor one I wish to encounter.
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    Said to be the second oldest parish church in the country, churches don’t come much bleaker than All Saints’ Church, West Stourmouth, Kent.


    It was a lowering, blustery day. Rain-swept with incipient thunder and the occasional flash of lightening.


    Much of this isolated, lonely marshland was once under water and the river Stour still winds its quiet way up to Canterbury. Stourmouth was once a port; perhaps it was crusaders landing here who carved their crosses into the stonework at the porch.


    It is a relic of times past, no longer ruled by stern clergy berating local sinners and threatening them with old testament monsters.


    Now no more does a pompous man of the cloth insist I am a sinner, nor point me to Dante’s circles of hell.  Or to the lake of Gehanna.  The church has closed its doors to all but the occasional service and perhaps it is all the better for that.


    There is a dark, gloomy, ascetic beauty about the place. You can almost hear the quiet moan of plainsong, the soft chanting of the liturgy of the hours.


    Is there melancholy here? Perhaps, but it is a soft and beautiful sadness, polished by ages, to be relished not lamented.


    A Saxon church, refurbished by the Normans and partly built with Roman bricks. If ever there was a place for quiet reflection, this lonely outpost of Christianity on the misty marshes of South East Kent comes close to perfection.


    No christian smile to be had here, no pompous local (trussed in his Sunday best) to shepherd you to your seat. No passing of the peace, no sanctimony; nor earnest lecturing.
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      …..Where are the songs of spring? Ay, Where are they?


      Think not of them, thou hast thy music too….


      


      Autumn


      John Keats


    


    What exquisite bitter-sweetness, an English autumn in the countryside.  Burgeoning hedgerows, the apple trees in the cottage garden loaded with red sweetness, the waning autumn sun filling the world with its mournful rays.


    It’s the end of the summer holidays – no Englishman can forget the days when his parents sent him off at Victoria Station, on the school train to his spartan boarding school on the Kent coast.


    His trunk loaded with tweed suits for Sunday best, stout walking shoes, thick trousers, jerseys and his prep school rug for the end of the bed. Back to the dormitories, sweet rationing, cold playing fields and choir practice for the Sunday services at the ancient Saxon church at the top of the village.


    It was a day of quiet and serene pleasure.  We pottered in the garden, we cycled along the still green lanes.


    We were youth and we were age; a delightful 16 year old niece provided the former,  myself the latter. My wife somewhere in between.


    


    


    

      


    


    


    


    A meditation on death? Perhaps, especially as we passed my parents newly carved headstone in the local church. But more joy than sadness I think, a day when eternity seemed to have a vivid reality and the passing of the seasons but a pleasant distraction.


    


    Do I mourn the passing days? Do I mourn years past? No, not today at least.


    


    It was a day to live, a day to bathe in autumn sunlight and a piercing blue sky. A day to live for and not a day to fear; certainly not for the future.


    


    A day for gratitude; a day to rejoice in what is, not mourn what is no longer.
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    Much is made these days of the concept of “mindfulness”.  It is the cure-all of the new age. Depressed? Mindfulness of your moods, letting go, will cure you. Poverty, illness, famine, death, disease will all bow to the mindful modern man.


    To a large extent it is wishful thinking. Mind-less bollox, if you will pardon my vulgarity.


    I was much captured by the concept as part of my endless search for answers some 20 years ago. The original Buddhist texts, the Tao, Zen and the whole gamut of wishful thinking captivated me. I was about to be transported to Nirvana. Except I wasn’t.


    There is nothing wrong per se with mindfulness but to imagine it will raise a victorious flag over the flaws and imperfections of a disastrous genetic inheritance is pure nonsense.


    Mindfulness does have it place. I try to be aware of my moods and my behavior.  I try to correct and govern my worst excesses.  I know that poverty, cruelty, disease are wrong; I mean well and would like to eradicate them. I know that racial and any other form of prejudice against the rest of the poor sods on planet earth is wrong.


    Despite my intense irritation with the busybodies and mealy mouthed fools who push political correctness, they are right in part and I do my very best to embrace brown, yellow, gay, red, blue, whatever it is I am supposed to welcome as “diversity”.


    And yet despite heroic efforts I can not alter the very bedrock of my personality. I can not help my intense irritability and frequent bad moods. I can not help my obsessions with the supposed wrong doings of others when all I have to do is ignore them and mind my own business.


    I can not rid myself of sometimes overwhelming depression by being mindful of it. Bollox. It just doesn’t work.


    I would like to be better, kinder, more enthusiastic, more successful, less curmudgeonly.  I would like to save the world, be a light unto the gentiles, lead the rest of my days wandering the paths of righteousness. But I won’t.


    I was born with a certain physiology and there is only so much I can do to moderate it.  I might try magic mushrooms or the latest unction promoted by the press but in the end utopia can only be achieved if we can change our very nature.


    Until such time I will not listen to some foolish though well meaning clown who tells me that mindfulness will save the universe. It will not.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/10/15/mindfulness-vs-physiology/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		“I” do not exist

		October 23, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    I have felt with increasing certainty recently that the Buddhists are right. We have no separate existence, no soul, no fixed place in the universe.  Richard Dawkins is my prophet of choice.


    We are mere replicators, a collection of raw matter on or in which certain instructions have been printed as to how we will replicate and hence cause our species to propagate into the future. Mere machines perhaps, little better than the algorithms which drive our computers, or which will drive general purpose artificial intelligence when it arrives.


    No one wrote those instructions; they just evolved over the ages from the interaction (the chemical interaction) of matter.


    That we are lumps of matter in no way different from that which makes up the rest of the universe is hardly in doubt.   We know that the chemical elements which constitute our bodies were put together in the center of stars.  Helium and nitrogen were the first and lightest.  The rest followed.


    Why then do we feel “separate” from the rest of the universe? Why do we feel different than a speck of dust, a doorknob or an ocean?


    It is our consciousness, our awareness. Our ability to witness the universe and what is happening in it.


    But what IS consciousness and is it in any way “special”? Perhaps consciousness is merely what it feels like to be a replicator, a machine made of chemical elements on which a set of algorithms runs.  We are information. Our memories are mere information, stored chemically in ways we still do not understand, in biological wetware.


    The algorithms in our body use the information contained in our memories to navigate the world for the purpose of replicating.  Memories enable us to make predictions based on existing data.  We need prediction to cross the road safely and to guess where our next meal is coming from.


    Part of our minds are totally autonomous of our waking or normal consciousness – a machine which runs the heart, generates blood, extracts energy from food, excretes waste. To spread the species. To replicate.


    We feel fear because our memories tell us some situation is threatening our existence in some way. We feel aggression because we live in a universe where we have to eat other to survive. We feel love because our algorithms need us to engage in sexual reproduction.


    All of this is programmed into our matter. A written set of instruction spread throughout our body.


    Who then is the observer? Who is it that is aware? It is not “I”, not “me” or “you”.


    Consciousness just “is”. It is what happens when an organism is sufficiently complex.  We are complex adaptive systems with feedback loops. “I” is simply what it feels like to be in the middle of this collection of complex adaption and movement. “I” is simply a construct which enables this mass of matter to recall memories (information) from the past and use it to predict the future. To predict for the sake of carrying on, to survive.


    So “I” am no different from a lake or a dog or an asteroid. I am just more complex, I have a few more moving parts. My software is lengthier and is better able to steer my future.


    What therefor of free will? What of imagination and creativity and art? They are by products of my instructions, the information which makes my body tick. The truth is we have absolutely no idea whether free will even makes sense in the context of an apparently deterministic universe. Leaving aside the many worlds interpretation of quantum weirdness, free will may be just another illusion. It may, once again, be what if feels like to be this set of matter running that set of instructions.


    Did the first life feel what it was like to be a Eukaryote? Did the first animals feel what it was like to eat, feed, fight, excrete?


    Perhaps not but as the complexity of their wiring increased, awareness of sorts dawned. Consciousness of sorts is probably wide spread in the universe. A worm probably “feels” “something”.  The sun perhaps; heat and light; the caress of water; the smell of raw earth,


    And so on up to humanity and beyond.


    Does it worry me that I have decided “I am not”? Not really, it is a relief.  I will continue to explore the nature of consciousness with relish, but I don’t think I can help my odd ways any more than a monster like Adolf Hitler could help his.


    At bottom, emotions of worry, guilt, contrition and remorse are pointless. We are what we are; we are “not”.


    It wasn’t me m’Lud….it was my programming.
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    In recent years I have found it increasingly beneficial to narrow my focus.


    Lampmagician published a fascinating article Carl Jung and a Brief Overview of Satan.


    It contains information I was vaguely aware of and might have found somewhat “useful” in past decades.  It is interesting but I do not need the information.


    Perhaps it is because of age – I increasingly hurry (while my brain remains functional) to fill in the many gaps in my limited achievements and marginally less limited knowledge.


    I have no doubt that the study of history is vital. As Ecclesiastes reminds us, “there is nothing new under the sun” and if we do not learn the lessons of history, we are doomed to repeat the same tedious and unnecessary mistakes for ever. Greed, war, materialism, cruelty to name but a few.


    But do I need now, today, to know what the medieval and earlier church thought about two fictitious deities, Satan and Christ?


    In my own case most assuredly not. While I concur wholeheartedly with the Beatitudes, much of the rest of it is backward superstitious nonsense.   Fine for the historian who can summon the interest but not for me thanks.


    The interest in such topics must remain purely historical, academic. Or perhaps “should remain” is more pertinent. The mind must filter out what is not useful to it so that it can focus on what is.


    In earlier days I may have attributed some importance to this esoteric information, other than as a mere record.  Long ago I may still have been influenced by my Judaeo christian upbringing.  These days I tend to remain focused on what I find useful in my daily life and have abandoned “belief” in deities. I mostly prefer to spend my time on more modern and forward looking endeavors.


    Hence for instance I find reading about the nature of consciousness and scientific advance of greater concern and utility,  more worthy of my attention than nonsensical medieval church doctrine. Changing tastes over the decades perhaps. Or perhaps a need to concentrate on what I find important while I have the sentience so to do.
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    Myopia, or nearsightedness is a common affliction among those who seek to profit from the financial markets.


    All too often practitioners, professional and neophyte alike, head straight into back-testing code and fail to think about the big picture.


    You can only think about the big picture in investment by considering “history”.  In financial markets as in human society in general, the same things have happened again and again throughout history.


    What you need to do is to take the long view.


    My suggestion is to focus on how to avoid such traps, largely centering on wide diversification over asset classes and geography; and simplicity.


    You need to study financial market history before putting finger to keyboard.  You need to look at long term stock and bond market returns over the past couple of hundred years before you can extrapolate such returns into the future.


    You need to look at the booms and busts of history, since however clever you may be, you are likely to face their equal or worse in the coming years.


    Study the South Sea Bubble of 1721 and the Wall Street Crash of 1929 (followed by the Great Depression).  Why did these cataclysms happen and why will similar events re-occur again and again in the future?


    See for yourself that it can take decades for stocks to recover from such a catastrophic draw-down.


    Learn from that sobering fact the value of diversification.  See for yourself through back testing how such a catastrophe could have been ameliorated by not putting all your eggs into one basket.  How commodities, bonds, real estate and other asset classes may have their part to play.


    Understand what leverage would have achieved for you in such a period and ponder the demise of the mighty Lehman Brothers, Barings and so very many others.  They failed to learn the lessons history could have taught them: that greed and leverage will sign your financial death warrant unless your luck, skills or  ability forecasting is that of a major deity.


    Learn that there is no guarantee for the future and that there are no real “experts”, only people with experience who have come through periods you may not yet have suffered.


    In a long career you will see many “experts” come and go. Few have the fortitude or perhaps luck of the well-known survivors in the markets.  Learn to be a realist in the face of an uncertain and perhaps random universe.


    In practical terms and when you get down to planning your investments, this all boils down to a few key common-sense rules.


    The fist commandment is to learn humility: your predictions will very probably prove wrong over the long term.


    Hope for the best while preparing for the worst.  Did you foresee the 2007/2008 disaster? If you did were you correctly positioned to avoid the draw-downs and losses less savvy investors suffered?


    Did you know that in the early 20th Century the markets with most sex appeal were Imperial Russia, the Kaiser’s Germany and Argentina? Are you aware that you would have lost every penny invested  in those markets?


    You can avoid such traps, largely by wide diversification over asset classes and geography; and simplicity. By focusing on fundamentals and realizing that in the absence of the collapse of civilization or a meteor strike you will have done as well as any man can do: simply to preserve your capital over time.
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    Psychologically related to nihilism and anarchy, the Iconoclast of Iconoclasts (“IoI”) seeks, for reasons not entirely clear (even to himself) to deflate puffballs and strip vanity rather than destroy religious artifacts or political monuments.


    The object of the once-removed iconoclast seems little short of that of the subversive. Human society is so patently absurd, foolish and unjust he seeks to belittle it, to ridicule greed, pomposity and vanity (and worse) wherever he encounters it.


    The fat face of the bloated and corrupt businessman on his ill gotten yacht in Monaco harbor, the bewigged and pompous judiciary, committee man – the fool who pontificates in endless useless and unproductive meetings.  Those who seek power over others, to dominate, to rule.  The two faced, deceitful politicians and self serving councilors.


    The run of the mill simple iconoclast becomes himself the target of the IoI since it is the very fury and futile, ignorant fervor of the basic iconoclast that the IoI loathes.


    The puritan’s arrogant and doctrinaire despoliation of the beauty of the pre-reformation churches, the hateful Taliban’s destruction of Buddhist effigies and almost anything else the thugs can get their hands on.


    Throughout history  bloated, pompous, arrogant and self serving individuals and regimes have declared that theirs is the “way” and everything not of their way must be obliterated.


    Nazi destruction of Judaism, Communist destruction of Christianity, Chinese reaction against Buddhists and Taoists.  Iconoclasts all who destroyed icons and statues yes but also the people who had built them.


    There is always a gang of conceited fools who know best and who deem it necessary to impose their warped and devious will on others.


    You see it everywhere and the IoI needs to be on careful guard lest even his purer form of iconoclasm becomes unreasonable and self regarding absurdity.  The IoI must not stoop to persecution.


    There is undoubtedly a sense of weariness which afflicts the Iconoclast of Iconoclasts. He has seen through too much, witnessed too much foolishness.  He has come to realize that eon after eon  the same human tragedy gets to be played out with grinding, remorseless repetition.


    The IoI is a cynic. He watches the bloated African dictator ruin a beautiful country, swindle its inhabitants and eat some of his subjects.  Who could forget Idi Amin, proud product of a training with the British army?  The IoI notes the comings and goings of endless tyrannies and tyrants throughout history and wryly smiles at the good intentions behind some religions, which all too soon become twisted by the greedy and the corrupt.


    He smiles at the memory of the awful 19th Century Robber Barons and notes their reappearance in the 21st Century as Tecno Barons bent still on domination, obscene wealth and power.


    Perhaps the Iconoclast of Iconoclasts is depressed? Perhaps his problems are purely physiological, related to the physical state of his own mind.  Perhaps he over estimates the banality and venality he seems to see in the world.


    Or perhaps human society really is little different to that of its lesser brethren.  Perhaps as a society we share the vanity and foolishness of the peacock, the viciousness of the jackal.


    The search for Utopia inevitably leads to death, cruelty and destruction it seems, so what is the way out? There is little point ruthlessly tearing down what we have only to replace it with something equally unjust, cruel and terrible.


    Personally? I’m with Iain M Banks (wherever he now is). I want to emigrate to the Culture.  I may be depressed but it is not without good reason methinks.
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    We assess animal behavior better than we do that of humans. We are more realistic where we can analyse with objectivity.  Our own behavior remains largely a mystery to us.


    As does the question of changing that behavior. On an individual or species wide basis.


    Pavlov’s dog aside we do not expect, largely, to change the nature or behavior of an animal. Why should we expect to change our own?


    Animals have basic needs. They are coded to survive, they have evolved to compete. They seek food and they seek mates. Perhaps they have a desire (conscious or not) to welcome pleasure and to avoid pain. Perhaps some are more sociable than others, some more conscious, some less, depending on the complexity of their brains.


    But you would not expect much mercy from a hungry wolf, you would certainly not expect it to feel any guilt or shame when it rips your throat out.  Not today and not tomorrow.  The Big Bad Wolf is not going to change.


    Change, if it does occur takes place over many thousands of years. Or longer. Sometimes no change occurs even  through millions of years – take the cockroach as an example, or the shark.


    As a counter example take the wolf’s distant offspring – the dog. Trained  by humans over thousands of years dogs have become (by and large!) a little less violent, a little more friendly.  Over thousands of years!


    Yes, yes I am aware of experiments where rats are encouraged by trick or treat tactics to press one button or another, but I am interested as ever in the possibility of human change. Redemption even.


    Do we have the power to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps in our own lifetime? As an individual or a species?


    No, I would venture most definitely not. Nurture and nature yes, spout the phrase all you will. But my strong (and yes, subjective) suspicion is that our behavior is largely endogenous.  Built in.


    Mother Teresa’s are born not fashioned. Adolf was born a murderer and tyrant, albeit his behavior may have been accentuated by his time in the trenches and his failure as an artist.  That he got where he did was a matter, largely, of chance.  Had his luck been less blatant he may have remained a small time nutter in some lowly Austrian town.


    In many thousands of years’ time we may have trained ourselves to behave better because we want to.  Or we may crack our own code and achieve improvement sooner.


    But this week, this decade, my firm belief is that we are stuck with who we are. Collectively and individually.
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    For the ever mercurial Alfred the sun did not rise yesterday. After a splendid microdosed  Sunday,  he woke with a bump on Monday morning.  Right from the off, he knew it was going to be a bad day.  A very bad day.


    There is no point whatsoever reading about Alfred’s boring and average existence if he reports the good without the bad.   And Monday was bad.  And for no particular external reason. He has been working away on some algorithms for a New York Hedge Fund and  usually  this arcane process gives him much pleasure.  Not so yesterday.


    As so often yesterday was a day in which Alfred could see no good and the world seemed a pointless grind.  There was no cause other than the physiological. Admittedly, he had been dreading the task of returning his tax papers to his accountant but yesterday this long delayed task caused almost blind panic once Alfred had sat himself down to glance yet again at his neglected paperwork.


    As usual in such situations Alfred yearned to be far from civilization, off grid.  Far from greedy officials and governments who in any event excrete ones meager offerings down the drain of waste and corruption.


    Tempted to take another dose of magic mushrooms, he had the good sense to hold off and to suffer as so often through a day of serious darkness.


    And lo, Tuesday dawned and right from his first stirrings Alfred knew that the day was going to go well.  He was glad he had not succumbed to nembutal or psilocybin the previous day and determined to put off another microdose until the morrow.


    Alfred is determined to shine the light upon this apparent miracle cure and hopes that six months or a year might make every day a good one, microdosed or not.


    Alfred feels physically better without SSRIs although three months of cold turkey was a living hell. He does not wish to tread those paths again  nor revert to the cold embrace of Eli Lily.


    The true test for psilocybin will be whether it manages to salve Alfred’s tortured pysche on a permanent basis.  Supposedly (and indeed in testing illuminated by MRI scans,) the drug connects neural pathways in unusual ways and increases the number of those connections.  Perhaps continued or permanent microdosing will be necessary to maintain that increased connectivity. Perhaps six months or a year down the line every day will be filled with good things. Perhaps not.


    No doubt Alfred will keep us informed of his progress.
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    Fry is a comic genius, although his comedy is always tinged with darkness. Erudite, witty and (dare I say it) profound, this upper middle class Englishman certainly appeals to others who share his background.  But I would imagine his wit is appreciated by a far wider audience.


    Few things in life bring me laughter these days but Fry’s work is a welcome exception. I watched the recent film of Hippopotamus last night and I laughed out loud.


    Netflix is so full of dark, satanic crime and this gentle, humorous work made me realize (once again) that we are what we consume.  If alcohol brings depression we have only ourselves to blame.  No-one forces its pernicious influence on us.  Likewise, if Wallander makes you gloomy, switch over to the Hippopotamus.


    Burnt out, louche poet and theater critic Ted Wallace visits friends at Swafford Hall, at the behest of his goddaughter, to verify the healing miracles apparently being performed there.


    Ted is a bit of a pig, never mid hippo. Over the hill, irascible and drunk he serves as a sober reminder of what we could so easily become.  He is hilariously rude to all and sundry.  The original grumpy old man on a steep descent to the hereafter.


    Swafford Hall and its inhabitants are all too familiar, it is all so quintessentially English.  Though I avoid such places like the plague these days, it took me back to a time long ago when I imagined such invitations were worth seeking.  Callow and foolish youth.


    It’s mostly fun all the way through.  Filthy vulgar fun. Well that’s Stephen Fry for you, god bless him. A joy to watch or read.


    And yet there are elements here which give one pause for thought. Pause for more serious reflection. Ted is a man who feels the cynicism so many of us come to share. Poetry is hard work, not joyful and creative inspiration. His foolish young nephew has yet to be disabused.


    Ted has lost his way, his early promise. He has writers’ block; no poem has come from his pen in decades and he feels it. Life has caught up with him and he drinks to come to terms with it. He can’t stand humbug and crass fools.  He stands up in the theater in front of the entire audience and tells the cast their play is crap.


    The miracle he is sent to investigate turns out to be spectacularly and hilariously un-supernatural.


    The book humorously parodies one of our greatest failings, or perhaps weaknesses. The desire for miracles.  The desire for magic, for superhuman powers. For gods and prophets, for cures and mysticism. For salvation, if only from  mundanity  and the sheer boredom of base reality.


    And yet, unlike with many of Fry’s works, there is redemption. The gut wrenching realization of the “cured” that they are not, is balanced by a beautiful poignancy.  The girl who sent Ted on his mission dies from her leukemia and yet her very demise seems to have saved our Ted.  Her death is sad; so is the denial of the miraculous.


    But Ted’s muse has returned. He takes up his pen and writes the first poem in decades.  Life is sad – if you let it be. But death is only death and those of us who are not there yet may as well rejoice in our creativity while we still have the chance.


    Perhaps the miracle is that we ever lived.
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    Teamwork my arse. Hell is definitely other people.


    Outside of Huis Clos, I can imagine a few situations which would bring these words to the forefront of my mind.


    Never mind what the aesthetes and pseuds think JP meant, I know what they mean to me.


    The London underground, a city dealing floor. A sales pitch, the annual Conservative Party Conference. And various concepts which leave me shuddering: teamwork, team-building, rugby, team games.


    I can understand just why toothy old Sister Wendy Beckett banged herself up in a caravan in the grounds of her convent.  She couldn’t face all the other old biddies busybodying around her and singing praises to god in their reedy old voices.


    It is not that the hermit dislikes people. Well, not in my case anyway. It is just that he would rather avoid them wherever and whenever possible.


    It is one thing to hail the jolly postman in his Royal Mail red tracksuit and wish him top of the morning. It is quite another thing to join with one’s fellow man on a “committee” or in some ghastly common enterprise, commercial or otherwise.


    The massive egos, the big (and small) swinging dicks. The endless, pointless discussions and point scoring. Investment bankers, in particular, are known to thwack their dicks on the table at every available opportunity. What a ghastly genre.


    And so it is that I find myself alone in the countryside on a glowering day with my long suffering wife of 30 years.  A stirring stomp through the fields, a quiet cup of tea.


    It is true we are thinking of going to a remembrance day service at a Norman Church in Sandwich tomorrow but only because I want to check out their choir.


    I will avoid the 10 am since this requires a ghastly ceremony the christians call “passing the peace”.  You actually have to speak to others in the congregation which is not my idea of fun at all.


    And so to my final annoyance of the day.  Quantopian.  An otherwise excellent online coding platform that has Steve Cohen as a backer. They are seeking algorithms for hedge funds from the likes of myself. But excellent as their software is, it doesn’t damn well work because they devote too little computational power to it.


    So much for co-operating with others. Teamwork, my arse.
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    Success in seeking the Absolute may simply be a matter of altering our minds chemically.


    I’m sorry to disappoint Job and I can not see Handel writing an oratorio about mind altering drugs but that is my belief.


    It is a belief shared by some eminent philosophers and does not represent the mere churning of a mind in chaos.


    Our small minds evolved to seek survival at any cost. Not happiness or knowledge in general.  If we have to kill our neighbor and eat him (literally in some benighted parts of the world) then that is what we will do.  In the West we achieve these aims through capitalism. In less “civilized” parts of the world physical violence still reigns supreme as it does in the animal kingdom at large.


    And yet those blessed with the luxury of reflection (and the time to reflect) may come to the conclusion that it need not always be so.


    In essence it seems that the universe is great simplicity cloaked in overwhelming complexity.  From the vibrations of infinitesimally small one dimensional strings there arises all that we see around us.


    Ourselves included.


    Under the influence of half a teaspoon full of psilocybe cubensis I have found truth in the words of Julian of Norwich.


    The petty concerns of humanity fall away and you can see your way to understanding what the mystics describe. Most people restrict themselves to reading about contentment or the sublime. Reading the words of others is, as the Buddhists would have it, a mere finger pointing to the moon.


    To witness the sublime itself is of far greater value.  No-one should seek to be a junkie. To zone out on heroin or cannabis. Or to psyche themselves up for a day in the urban jungle with cocaine.


    But we should learn that the troubled mind is a mind that is not well.  And we should accept that it need not always be so. Perhaps consciousness is designed to dig its bearers out of the mud.


    In the more likely event that no one designed consciousness, that there is no creator, then we must create ourselves.


    We do not need to live like pigs or jackals. We do not need to suffer. We do not need competition, aggression and violence.


    What we do need is to search, to experiment. Without fear of reprisal and without cease. Peace is to quiet the mind, to quell the never ending stream of pointless thoughts and worries. To see through destructive emotions, to overcome fear and greed.


    My normal state of mind is not “necessary”. It is not useful or kind or nice. To me or to anybody around me.


    I will change. I will become better, kinder, more peaceful. Not just today or yesterday but for all days to come.  I live in the physical world and I need to recognize that I need to take physical actions to achieve my objective.


    I do not shirk from the task and I do not hesitate to step outside the bounds of convention to achieve this.  Remember Edward Jenner, the founder of vaccinology in the West.  Avoid potential harm to others (unlike Jenner) but do not seek to avoid experimentation on yourself if you seek “Truth”.


    If you wish to see the universe as it really is you need to stray from the prison cell in which you have incarcerated yourself.
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    The process of coding financial market trading systems is fascinating , but they never seem to last very long and their performance is never very consistent.


    Quantopian is an interesting outfit. For a number of years they have worked hard on setting up an extremely impressive on-line back testing platform for the US stock market. They have sophisticated software open for all to use and give access both to price data and fundamental information (such as debt levels and earnings for corporate America).


    They have a most impressive series of lectures and tutorials on everything you might need to take up their challenge.


    They are backed by Steve Cohen, the US hedge fund manager said to be the model for  Bobby Axelrod  in the hugely popular and amusing TV series Billions.


    As per Wikipedia:


    

      Steven A. Cohen (born June 11, 1956) is an American investor, hedge fund manager, and philanthropist. He is the founder of Point72 Asset Management and S.A.C. Capital Advisors both based in Stamford, Connecticut.[3] He has an estimated net worth of US$14 billion as of March 2018.


    


    So what is the “Challenge”?


    Quantopian seek to outsource system design to their 200,000 users and offer prizes and allocations for the few who manage to devise a pleasing algorithm.


    And yet here is the rub with financial market algorithms:


    

      The further out-of-sample it gets, the variability of expected returns would increase.


    


    How very paradoxical and typical of systematic financial market trading. A bunch of intelligent people go to extraordinary lengths to produce Alphalens, Zipline and Pyfolio.


    The stated aim is to produce market neutral algos which fare well (smoothly) in up and down markets.


    To that end various in/out of sample routines are suggested to make sure that will continue to be the case. It is proposed that fundamental factors should be used as predictors. What more sensible sounding scheme than that? Over the long term, earnings growth and a strong balance sheet are all that count. Without those a stock will eventually wither and die.  With those factors a stock will prosper.


    And yet it is still suggested that “The further out-of-sample it gets, the variability of expected returns would increase.”


    Are there no constants in financial markets? Nothing we can count on? Are we eternally doomed to design complex systems to fail? It would seem so. A system will have its time in the sun and must then be consigned to the dustbin. That is not at all what was envisaged. The whole idea of market neutral is that it should survive and prosper. Equal dollar amounts of long and short positions. Equal or at least limited exposure to any one sector or trading style. A carefully curated universe of stocks (well that at least has to change day by day).


    Do we care? Should we care ?


    Well we humans are such short term animals probably not. As long as our algo lasts long enough for us to fill our pockets on fees we should be more than happy.


    Should we care to ponder immortality in the context of trading and investment we might be forced to adopt a different and less fancy approach. Who is to say that Morningstar sector definitions have much validity today let alone tomorrow? Remember how the staid telephone utility companies suddenly morphed into debt crippled monsters back in the early 2000s? And the coded definitions of momentum, value or other styles. Do they hold? Are they universal?


    Am I a deep cynic? A Jeremiah? If so, do I have reason to be or am I just inadequate at finding the golden key to systematic immortality?
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    The happiest are those who have never heard of Wittgenstein’s Ladder.  If asked, they assume it’s something you buy in Homebase.


    As with the existentialists, I am way past caring what the sad fellow meant by it. It has become part of my own lore; I have interpreted it as I  see fit and in a way I find useful.


    My own interpretation is as follows. I have spent my entire life questioning, worrying, looking for answers which do not exist.  Recently I have decided to kick the ladder away as Wittgenstein recommends, realizing that most of what I had learnt was useless, peripheral nonsense.


    The question therefore is should I have begun the climb in the first place or should I have burnt the ladder and not bothered?


    I have engaged in a search for meaning in a sea of random noise. A search for pattern where none exists. A master of arts in history from a venerable English university, a qualification in the law.  And endless study, even after those few initial years. The philosophers, from the ancient Greeks to David Chalmers and those who ponder consciousness. Religion and the charming tales of the ancient desert Jews, who believed they had found the one true god. The Epic of Gilgamesh, Confucius, the Tao.  The Odyssey.  The Bhagavad Gita, the Christian mystics.  And more latterly a serious if uninformed interest in science.


    Here is what Wittgenstein said:


    

      My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps—to climb beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it.)   He must transcend these propositions, and then he will see the world aright.


      6.54


      Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus


    


    Most of what I have read has turned out, on reflection, to be unhelpful at best.  The world, and in particular the human condition does not have to be seen in terms of absurd complexity.


    We do not have to ponder our origins or that of the universe and most spend a lifetime not doing so. They are the clever ones, even if they do not know it.


    Despite the acceleration of science in my own lifetime, we are still an infinity from the sort of questions I would like to have answered. Progress seems glacial for those with a finite lifetime.


    The cure for cancer never quite comes in time. The Higgs Boson, while eventually unearthed, does not actually do very much for my sense of well-being or understanding.  The New Scientist contains almost identical articles week after week which are mostly questions rather than answers.


    The answer is to avoid the questions.  Ludwig was right all along.
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    How damaging we are to each other. How grim the human condition can become, and it does not take war or physical conflict to make it so.


    The most important thing any of us can do is to behave decently but how difficult that is when push comes to shove.


    Is it when we are threatened that we become vicious? Is it when our kin are threatened? Both, I suspect. How easy it is to get sucked into conflict.  War on a personal level, then elevated to nations.


    Looking back over the years, I realize there are many, many occasions where I have been “wrong”. Behaved the wrong way, drawn erroneous conclusions, been less than honest with myself or others. Or rather not less than “honest” but not wise or experienced enough to know when I have been the architect of my own distress.  When problems fell squarely within my own domain and I did not realize it. When I and only I had the power to fix things without blame or recrimination but where I chose, consciously or otherwise, to blame others or the world itself for my plight.


    Honesty is not easy. I am still puzzling over life and wondering why, when and how it went wrong.  And I know that it is I who must bear the sole responsibility.


    “Wrong” is a silly word to use really.  It has not gone “wrong” if I were being objective. But who can be subjective about their own life? Considered in the light of a world population of nearly 8 billion people, the vast majority of whom live in conditions which Hobbes would recognize only too readily, such a claim is absurd.


    Wrong only in the sense that I could have done it better, could have lived better. Still can.  Wrong in the sense that I could have lived a life in which I could have taken more and better direction. But it is never too late.


    At heart I believe the problem lies in the fact that we are born into a universe which, if not cruel, is nevertheless indifferent, not only to our individual fate but to that of our species; and to that of every species and to our planet as a whole.


    We are born with minds which may, if some are to be believed, be the most complex thing in the known universe but which are also profoundly unfit for purpose.


    Unless that purpose is mere “survival”. The pursuance of the objectives of Richard Dawkin’s “selfish gene”.


    As a tool to ascertain meaning, purpose the brain is almost useless in its current form. It is a car over-revving in neutral.  A bicycle turned upside down with its wheel spinning – no purchase on the road. Nowhere to go, no traction.


    And as to the universe itself, once you realize it has no “up” and no “down”, no “right” and no “left” you can hardly be surprised that any part of its matter “gifted” with consciousness is bound to feel a little lost.


    The universe as such has no meaning; let alone the multiverse.


    So, what are we to do? We, that tiny part of the universe, those specks of matter which have somehow evolved the awareness to contemplate our surroundings. Our predicament, if you like, is that it is difficult to accept we are accidental. That conscious awareness is an illusion. An illusion in the sense that we “matter”, that we are somehow different from the rest of the metaphorical pebbles on the beach.


    For millennia, for ever, we have told ourselves comforting but misleading stories. We are the center of the universe, we were created by a god to sit at the pinnacle and thereafter at his right hand.


    We have invented laws and morals.  We have fabricated concepts of “right” and “wrong”.  Without those we could not survive but we must not pretend that they are part of the universe.


    We have created our own reality.  Our own creed. And we need it because we have consciousness and must give ourselves a purpose even though the universe has not.


    Even though the multiverse has no “up” and no “down” we must pretend that at least it has a “right” and a “wrong” and we must live our lives accordingly.


    Not because some supernatural god or alien will punish us if we do not or reward us for good behavior if we do.


    But because we want to. Because we have created a small corner of the cosmos where we have decreed that this shall be and that shall not.


    Only the most active of us will seek to minister to the poor, to give comfort to the heathen. No one has “sent us to heal the broken-hearted”. No one has asked us to “preach the gospel to the poor”.


    And yet like Pascal we should behave as if they had. Not because (like Pascal) we have some sneaking suspicion that there is a mysterious creator. But because, in the plain knowledge that the universe is an uncaring and insentient infinity, we choose to so act.


    Because, if we count for anything at all, we should make something where there is nothing.
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    I have had three occasions recently, each of which gave me pause for thought about vanity, motive and human stupidity.


    One was a petty dispute at a “grand” London club. It was and is a power struggle. A thwacking of dicks and an exercise for giant egos. In that case it really doesn’t matter – let them have their foolish dispute. Keep out of it.  Sod ’em.


    The other, equally “grand”, was an evening service in a grand abbey attended by the “great and the good”. It was an old school “do”. I slipped in unnoticed, a mere grain of sand, invited to put bum on seat in the hope that I would contribute money.


    One of the speeches annoyed me considerably. We have become a society of individuals he said, whereas apparently we should be joined as one; willing and perhaps submissive members of society.


    Well I have news for that gentleman. My time at that noble school taught me to be an individual and I am glad of it. It taught me not to accept the slavish notion that all was for the greater good when patently it is not. Some are more equal than others, as George Orwell once wrote.


    Many politicians were once schoolboys there and I fear that the only aim of most of that breed is not the benefit of society but their own personal glory and power.

So Mr Schoolmaster, I fear we have always been a society of individuals and always will be. It is simply a question of getting individuals to contribute to the common good rather than seeking their own.


    The other quite severe irritation was being asked to wear a poppy at a concert I sang in.  The annual pomp and circumstance at the Cenotaph always strikes me as absurd nonsense and a glorification of war, not a homage for the deaths of the millions who lost their lives in pursuit of orders from above.


    It is the Great and the Good who through millennia have sent the young to their deaths in endless pointless conflicts. They may not always have done so deliberately or without good reason. But quite often the motive has been clouded, dubious at best.


    I am very torn in my attitude to World War II. A vicious thug had to be stopped but somehow even there I wonder if mass slaughter was in fact inevitable. As for World War I, there really was no excuse.


    It is the participation of the military and the politicians which gives me great unease in such ceremonies. Last posts are played, parades are paraded, uniforms are in evidence everywhere. The very people who cause such deaths are perhaps trying to atone for the sins of their fore-bearers.


    Slaughter, cruelty, unspeakable abomination should never be forgotten. The picture of the concentration camps and the killing fields must remain in the very center of our vision as a reminder to prevent it happening again.


    But we need compassionate and wise leadership, not the same tired old types who have dominated human history, to make a difference.


    We need a re-think of capitalism, a better economic model. We need a rethink of politics it is all too often an arena dominated by those who…..surprise surprise….like to “dominate”.


    We need a re-boot , a rethink. A tabula rasa.
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    Can it ever be right to take sides in a dispute? Does it ever help?


    I have had unfortunate peripheral involvement over the years in a number of divorce proceedings and it is always a harrowing affair, even for the onlooker.


    The problems begin when you get drawn in and asked to take sides. It is never a winning proposition. Yesterday a relative of one party telephoned me and told me he now had to take sides. He would from henceforth only speak to X and not to Y.


    I told him that in all honesty I had never taken sides in this long running marital dispute. I had only ever tried to broker peace and certainly did not intend to act any differently now that divorce proceedings had been filed. I was rather shocked at the attitude of someone who had become a friend over the years.  I felt his attitude was immature, unhelpful and primitive.


    As seems inevitable in the collapse of any relationship, there had been fault on both sides. The husband had spent decades shagging his way round the world, spurning neither his own domestic staff nor the County wives.  And many more spread as far afield as Hong Kong and Australia.


    The wife was a demanding woman who became, sad to relate, ever more self obsessed and aggressive.  Not an easy person to live with, I would imagine, and totally unable to accept that even the smallest part of the blame could possibly be hers.


    The end of a relationship must, it seems, be sad and difficult at best. Vicious and acrimonious at worst.


    To take “sides” can only make it worse. To take “sides” in any situation must inevitably fan the flames and escalate the situation.


    As in domestic relationships, so in the breakdown of political and economic affairs.  I have taken sides in the past and I believe wrongly. Not in this particular marital dispute but in others and in various petty matters which seemed at the time to need my crusading efforts. How wrong I was, in retrospect.


    Peace can only achieved through strictly neutral negotiation and mediation. Anything else will lead to ruined lives in one way or another. You can not, should not take sides. You can and should try and get the parties to resolve their differences peaceably and to part on terms which, if not amicable, are at least not going to wreck the lives of all around them.
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    Far from disappearing, Keats and his incomparable poetry have lived on after his death.


    How should you approach Keats?  What should you do with his works? How should you interpret them?


    I can only answer for myself; that I find pleasure in taking poetry at face value. I find no need to agonize, to wander in endless circles wondering what he meant by his immortal lines.


    Being neither intellectual nor aesthete, I make of them what I will. I let them do for me what beauty always does –  elevate my mood,  inspire me,  give me a glance of the transcendent, the sublime.


    Take the Ode to Autumn.  Autumn is personified – it conspires with the sun:


    

      To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;


    


    Redness, ripeness, plumpness. The beauty of rural life, of humble cottages.  The sweetness of fruit, a harvest of plenty celebrated in ancient musty churches where children sing simple songs of thanksgiving.


    Even hardened bankers and their dreary clerks, the Marleys, Scrooges and Cratchits, can have their spirits lifted, as the festivals of autumn presage those of Christmas and the revelations that season’s spirits will bring. And on after that in the never ending rhythm of the earth and the sun.


    Of course we must not imagine there ever existed such a place as “Autumn” other than in the mind of poets, but then all reality exists in our minds. Why not let a fable or two dwell there as well?  The unobserved tree living silently in the woods exists, but with no observer who will celebrate its life? Who will appreciate its beauty? Perhaps we give Autumn a validity by observing it. Perhaps the tree living silently in the woods needs us after all.


    Maybe the beauty of that faery tale, the rural idyll, can become our reality.  At the very least, Keats’ words can accentuate, enlarge the natural beauty we see around us in this season of fruition and plenty:


    

      Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,

Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun


    


    Keats conjures up a scene so colorful, so joyful in its gentle melancholy, that spring can wait its turn. Autumn has its deep beauty too.  Autumn is sitting on a granary floor, drowsed with the fumes of poppies. Autumn loads and blesses “with fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run”.


    Let’s not fool ourselves – Keats lived in times as brutal as our own. More so. The dark satanic mills so feared by Blake were spreading like evil, black mold. Conditions in the factories were bleak and child labor produced goods which many (most) could not afford His own life was a tragic one, cut short by disease.  His family were taken from him before their time.  He could never marry – his love for Fanny remained unrequited, he could not afford matrimony.


    But we must take beauty where and when we can.  We must believe that times can and will improve in the millennia to come.  While waiting, the words of Keats can only improve our experience in what we think of as our “reality”.
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    If we 21st Century pagans were to write our own book of “Good News” what would it contain?


    For a start it would do no harm to look at the etymology of the word “pagan”.  Because its origins explain much that has gone wrong with our world. It was a word of “us” over “them”. It was a word invented by a cocky cult to derogate any who did not bend to their world view and their will.  And they had their own “Good News” which would indeed have been very good, did they ever mean a word of it.


    And in today’s mostly godless world, how should we re-write those words of Mathew, Mark, Luke and John?  Well there was nothing wrong with the words really, just with our human race in general. And in our lack of application of those words.


    If we could have our Utopian dream, free of seemingly inevitable dystopian horror, what should we aim for?


    I would not consign the likes of Mugabe and Gaddafi to the gas chamber or the firing squad (much as, arguably, they might deserve it) but I would rewrite the rules of our race (genetic and otherwise) to breed out such horrors.


    I would not hunt and illegally execute bin Laden as we in the “civilized” West saw fit to do but I would aim to eradicate the conditions which lead to the atrocities of 9/11 and beyond in the first place.


    It boils down to “hearts and minds” and, in the longer term, genetic engineering. And the eradication of poverty and the spreading of health. And freedom from pain, physical and psychic.


    In the short term if the ex colonies feel aggrieved, well perhaps we should stop milking their oil and natural resources for our own benefit. And we certainly shouldn’t be selling them arms at vast profit to our rapacious manufacturers and at equally colossal detriment to their ethnically and otherwise cleansed populations.


    But it is also a question of the physician healing himself, of glass houses, of smiting beams from our own eyes.  Before smiting motes in theirs.


    These are ghastly, horrible people but they are only human. They are merely 21st Century versions of William the Conqueror who wiped out the north of England. Are they worse that horrible Ghengis?  And why is Alexander called “great”when he was merely a successful thug?


    So the gospel we might preach could be one of practical change.  For a start it might help if we ceased to glorify war and the military.  It would also help if we ceased to allow one form of prejudice to be replaced by another in the guise of “correctness”, political or otherwise.  There are some true pigs in this world and they should be named and shamed.


    We should move away from the deification of competition and materialism and realize that economic growth does not equate with universal happiness.  That “co-operation” and “sharing” might be words to replace concepts which have dominated our species since the day we were conceived in some muddy swamp or deep ocean smoker.


    No one wants to live in crumbling sub-standard social housing (let alone on the streets) , no one wants a post code dependent health system.  And no one deserves poverty, despite the outdated view, still held by many in our more brutal capitalist systems, that they deserve it because they don’t get off their arses and work.


    No Mr Trump, the world does not work like that and it never has. Too little understanding is granted to the  fortunate that their well being and the lack of it in others is often a matter of circumstance and pure random chance.


    Right place and right time. Right idea at the right time, pursued admittedly with ruthless vigor.


    I’m not looking for a socialist paradise, the very concept is oxymoronic. Well, just plain moronic really.


    But I am looking for a modern gospel of a different sort. In the long term, philosophers such as those in the transhumanist movement reckon greed and general shitty venality can be bred out of us.


    But in the meantime we should do our best to make words such as “kindness” and “decency” objects of greater veneration than “money” and “power”.


    I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth; my bum in the butter if you insist on cruder language. Without that random lottery win, I doubt I would have had the drive to climb the greasy pole; I simply lacked the ambition. I too may have crawled in the gutter.


    So yes, actually, I would like to expand and improve the welfare state and cut the salaries of its administrators. I would like to slash red tape and wasteful, stupid, computer says no bureaucracy.  I remember reading a year or so ago of a Devon county Councillor who was paid £500,000 a year.  What sort of idiocy allows that?


    And I would like to simplify the tax system so drastically and dramatically that we could dispose of three quarters of the civil “servants” who live there.


    Oh, and thanks very much but I would like to place basic utilities back in common ownership rather than let the provision of the basics of life be subject to big biznizz and highly paid sharks.


    And then I would like, above all, to encourage and fund science. The sort of science which can make us better humans, which could let us escape our animal origins by letting us choose our behavior. Better behavior for all! Now there is a slogan. We really don’t have to let evolution continue its brutal and hateful domination.


    Thus speaks the Gospel of the 21st Century Pagan.
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    Master Po say “Grasshopper never mind finger, go for moon”.


    Well he probably put it rather better than that, but I think I have got the sentiment correct.


    Ever since childhood I have had a fascination with Eastern philosophy and mysticism.  While I never rated their clothes, and always preferred Byrd and Tallis over kabuki & noh, if I had to choose a favorite creed it would be a mixture of Zen Buddhism with a hefty dash of Taoism.


    All that going with the flow!


    After so many years of reading, I have recently come back to this very apt Zen koan. I don’t want to do any more study.  Grasshopper he say….. no more words.


    The direct experience is more important than the teaching. The teaching can only point you in the right direction, the reality, the experience of reality, you must find for yourself.


    Though my tone is mocking, I believe this very profoundly. As I believe passionately in much of basic Buddhism.  I can do without the nutty tinpot gods and pure lands but those guys knew a thing or two about how to be a decent human being, as well as how to find personal happiness.


    Because unless you are a happy bunny yourself you can’t spread the good word to others. I never did like Jeremiah. Or any of those miserable Old Testament Prophets.  God, were those ancient Jews a miserable bunch. Give me happiness any day over slavish obedience to a cruel old misery like Jehovah.


    My eastern friends had no problems with a horrid deity who kept slapping them around the face and sending them pillars of salt, exile and slavery. Sodom.


    I’m wittering. Let me be more concrete, come to the point.


    You don’t need books of words to open the doors of perception. And for gods sake, if ever there were a case for the burning of books, then it is those written by modern self help gurus which should take the first lick of flames, the first match.  All those guys want is …..well perhaps I should let them speak for themselves?


    “Power of Now”, my arse.


    Help me, help, I’m waffling again. There is a serious point in all this rambling, I promise.


    Nirvana – we all want it don’t we? Although the literal translation from the Sanskrit can be a little disconcerting – “a snuffing out”.


    The closest approaches  I have made have all been chemically or physically induced. But then our every emotion is chemical anyway, if we did but know it. We are our chemicals.


    My most profound moments of peace have tended to come not when poring over obscure texts but when out doing something in the real world.


    The spiritual boost, the feeling of peace after mat exercises on the gym floor. The rhythmic movement of paddles through water on a sun filled sea. Lying on the grass on a dark, dark night staring incredulously at the milky way.  Chanting in Latin to music written by a 16th Century Spanish priest.


    The moan of winter wind in the trees of my cottage garden, the drifting of my mind in meditation.  The strange effects of self hypnosis.  And yes, a microscopic dose of psilocybin now and then on a day when the world seems not so very benign.


    I am sitting here now, in the dark, in the quiet, quiet English countryside with the blowing wind as my only companion. I feel great calm. I have no need of Mr Chopra, nor Mr Tolle. Nor any of their ilk.


    I write but not so that you will read. I write as experience. I write to tease out my own truth, as catharsis.  I write for myself.


    It is in writing that I can explain myself to myself. It is in writing that I can find out who and what I am. What I mean, what I feel, where I am and where I am going.


    I write to experience the moon, not to see the finger pointing at it.


    

      [image: stillness]

      stillness
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    While the modern shopping experience ranks low on my list of existential anxieties, it nonetheless merits mention as one of life’s minor annoyances.


    A visit to discount supermarket Lidl today reminded me how glad I am to have a wife who appears only too willing (and indeed able) to cope with such an ordeal.


    Was it the fact I could not find a one pound coin for the shopping trolley which put me off balance?


    Possibly, and the alternative was a sort of rubber bumper car affair which apparently didn’t require renting. It was free it seemed.


    But my troubles had begun long before that. I’m on my own in the country and things were getting desperate or I would never have been stupid enough to venture out to the shops. The cupboard was bare and help was far off – the capable part of this marriage doesn’t arrive until Friday.


    I might have managed if I had gone “down Deal” and visited a more traditional grocer, baker and dairy. But (equally scary) I had to visit B&Q at an out of town business park in a windswept corner of the county, perching by a motorway somewhere near Dover.


    B&Q was scary enough. But it had staff! Yes, real people I could talk to, communicate with, pass the time of day.  A jolly little soul kindly pointed me to the bubblewrap counter which had eluded me for half an hour and all was well.  So only half an hour wasted so far.


    The trouble started when I headed for Tesco and bumped into a road closed sign. With some relief I patted myself on the back and headed into somewhere called Lidl.  I was vaguely aware of having been dragged round a Lidl in southern Spain.  Anyway, I’m sure I would have found Tescos equally distressing.


    All seemed to be going vaguely well until I wanted long life milk. I even managed to weigh out some loose tomatoes, not a task I manage with any degree of fluidity at the best of times.


    Anyway, I dragged the rubber bumper car endlessly round the aisles looking for milk. None to be found and no-one to help. Apparently having no staff keeps costs down and food prices low. All well and good for a gladiator like my wife. My god can she wheel a shopping trolley!


    The task was beyond me. They may have had the item, perhaps not. I shall never know. I shall never willingly return to the scene of my humiliation.


    As usual my distress increased when yet again I failed to manage the automated checkout. Alarm bells rang and from somewhere deep in the bowels of the ship an employee appeared and rescued me. Never have I managed, not once, not in any shop, an automated checkout. Some things in life just elude me.


    Having scaled what I took to be the penultimate peek I sheepishly trundled off with the rubber bumper car shopping trolley thingy. I was almost there. The humiliating and deeply perplexing experience was about to end.


    Little did I know the rubber bumper car trolley thing wasn’t allowed in the car-park. Wasn’t allowed outside the shop. Well why would I know?


    Shamefaced, I waited for a shifty lad to appear from some underground cavern and explain to me my unwitting error.


    A shopping trip which would have taken a seasoned pro like my wife half an hour took me over two.


    Apparently there are clinics which can help people like me.
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    Kipling’s poem “If” is profound and moving.


    I don’t give a fig that spoilsports like George Orwell considered Kipling a jingoistic outrage. I don’t give a whit that he was a child of the British Empire, which, in this revisionist age those of a smaller mind would have us deride.


    How easy it is to criticize with the benefit of hindsight.


    As ever I take the words at their face value. I do not comb through the life of the man trying to come up with reasons why I should dislike the poem because I have or don’t have political quarrels with its author.


    “If” is meet and right. It is full of good things.  It inspires the soul.  It tells me how I should lead my life and I am grateful for the inspiration, the thought, the teaching. Down with the politically correct who would like to ban Kipling or eviscerate his works as they have done with children’s author Enid Blyton.


    To censor or criticize historical works in the light of current thinking is an invidious and dangerous form of censorship.  A nonsense. George Orwell and his like were wrong.  What mealy mouthed crusader can object to If? Or indeed The Famous Five?


    But enough ranting, back to the poem. Is this not a way you would want to lead your life? I know, were I a character of somewhat stronger constitution, that I would lead my life by the words of this wise poem.


    I must not “look too good, nor talk too wise”.  Guilty as charged I fear. I may talk the talk but at heart, down below, when push comes to shove I am as flawed as my neighbor. Yep, good tip Rudyard, thanks. Must try harder not to be a loud mouthed hypocrite.


    Can I “meet with Triumph and Disaster,  And treat those two impostors just the same”?  Well no I can’t but I know therein lies the secret of happiness. What else is Buddhism all about if not retaining equanimity? What is the Tao te Ching if not going with the flow?


    “If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,  Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch” – how right he is, what sentiments!  I’m not sure that I can, though I know I perhaps I ought.  I retain, I stubbornly cling to the upper middle class Englishness into which I was born. Westminster and Oxford, a cut glass accent. And I am not ashamed, in reality, so to do. I just wish that others had been born with like privilege and advantage.


    And if you can live by Kipling’s wise precepts: “Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it”.


    Yes Rudyard Kipling, I am with you. You are a man whose sentiment I admire and whose advice I accept.


    Your poem is great and wise and good.
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    I have already written a few words about Ode to Autumn but felt minded to record my own reading of it.


    Forgive the sheer vanity but it just felt something I needed to do.  I have never been a luvvie, a Thespian. God forbid.


    Professional luvvies can be bad enough but amateurs are almost inevitably excruciating.  I hope therefore that my (almost) non-existent readers will forgive this strange departure.


    Partly, I did it because it was fun.  Partly because my wife has a fantasy that I might be a budding podcast star. I don’t think she realizes you have to be female, with Botox and big tits to achieve that. And apparently if you want to appeal to the Afro Americans you need to be both female and a clone of one or other Kardashian (Kim?) with a huge bum.


    Anyway, onward. I bought a retro microphone called Blue Snowball Ice and set out to inflict my painful drivel on an unsuspecting public.


    I used excellent free audio recording software called Audacity and spent, what, six or seven hours fiddling around with it trying to make myself sound less of an aged old fart than I actually am.


    I am amazed and mortified at how old I sound – I don’t feel it. But that is what they all say!
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    I commented on this late 19th Century masterpiece in “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs…”  and now add a reading which I have put on YouTube.

https://youtu.be/-HNiUMy4e68
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    The first big error in my analysis is to head this post with a picture of a beautiful woman.


    As per Wikipedia:


    

      Gather Ye Rosebuds While Ye May is an oil painting on canvas created in 1909 by British Pre-Raphaelite artist, John William Waterhouse. It was the second of two paintings inspired by the 17th century poem “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time” by Robert Herrick


    


    Yep, every-man’s favorite bard was referring to a boy, a youth.  Well I prefer to think of a woman when I read this poem, and it’s my blog anyway so I shall do as I please. And I love the corny and over-blown Pre-Raphaelites.


    I’m not at all sure that the poem will stand too much analysis – it is simple enough. It has 14 lines of iambic pentameter, three quatrains followed by a couplet. It has the following rhyme scheme: abab cdcd efef gg.


    The poem’s subject matter changes in the third quatrain: from a comparison of the youth and nature’s beauty, to the question of eternity, that favorite subject of poets (and indeed of many of us).


    And in the concluding couplet, the punchline: this poem grants the youth eternity. So long as there exist readers, the youth will live in verse.


    Probably the best known of William Shakespeare’s sonnets, it should, in my view, be taken simply at face value. For enjoyment. The thought itself is rather beautiful – that a youth (a part of nature) should be compared to the beauty of another part. We can see the summer’s day, all of us. And the buds of may. And the sun. All beautiful aspects of life on this planet which we have witnessed and enjoyed for ourselves.  And yet the youth’s beauty (in the eye of the poet at least) is apparently of a greater excellence yet.


    Poetic licence of course, mere advertiser’s puff but charming, engaging nonetheless.  Oddly enough for me the beauty only fully emerges in the reading, the physical recitation of these words.


    The rhythm lulls, it adds beauty and, it seems, meaning to the words. The combination is sensuous, it seems to soothe, to stroke.


    Research into the nature of consciousness suggests that the pleasure pain axis is a matter of rhythm and harmony (or the lack thereof), at heart a matter of mathematics which can be described by vibration. I seem to feel intuitively what the researchers mean when I read well constructed poetry.
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    Encouraged and enthralled by Kim Kardashian West (not sure where the West comes from) I was wondering whether to record a welcome video for my YouTube Channel.  Or is it called a “trailer”? Or does it matter? How very confusing.


    Young Kim has 1.33 million subscribers and her YouTube channel  seems to be about beauty, make up, white Rolls Royces, proud breasts, enormous bottoms and spending money on consumer goods.


    I currently have 9 subscribers, no white Rolls Royce, a distaste for reality TV and a strong dislike of consumer spending.  And my wife looks nothing like Kim, oddly enough.


    I think Kim must be some sort of American version of our own sweet Essex Girl, but bigger, sexier, more glamorous.


    Oh dear, rambling again.


    So why does a curmudgeonly old misanthrope bother with YouTube and the internet? I can only say that reading a poem out loud and recording it seems to have had an effect on me.


    You have to understand the poem to read it out loud. It makes you concentrate, it makes you appreciate exactly what the poet is trying to tell you.  And provided his message is something you want to hear, the experience is a wonderful one. Whether the listener would say the same is quite a different story.


    This blog is unashamed catharsis. I read and write and ramble and it all means something to me. Well, quite a lot actually. I think the same will be true of YouTube.


    I will not be recording Sylvia Plath. I will not be reading Virginia Wolf. I must stop banging on about the negative and concentrate instead on the wonders of life and universe, for there are many.


    I am sorry for our Sylvia and all like her but I think I must focus on less needy folk, less dire poems. Joy and wonder not misery and introspection.


    And I must give up on politics – I’m no social reformer, simply because I have no idea what we as a society should do. I haven’t a clue what could replace the capitalist model, no idea how to help the world’s poor, and even less intuition as to how the venal of this world might be persuaded to be less so.


    So my Channel – what are my intentions for it? My plans?


    Well, poetry, yes. My favorite bards, some of whom I have not revisited since university. John Donne and the metaphysical poets in particular. Some of Shakespeare’s sonnets.  The War Poets.


    And perhaps a book or two, or at least a reading here and there from some of my favorite texts. A Christmas Carol, Tolkien, CS Lewis. Copyright permitting.


    And exploration of the new, the unfamiliar.  To push my limits outwards, to expand my boundaries.


    And who am I doing all this for? Do I write to be read, do I speak to be heard?  Well, if you so choose, listen to me by all means. But perhaps this journey is primarily my own.


    Perhaps, like a tree in the forest, I may not exist unless I witness myself through word and thought, if not deed. Perhaps my outpourings are themselves a witness to my existence.


    I write, I speak, therefore I am.
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    I have already written a few words on this, most famous of Shakespeare’s Sonnets and have just placed my own reading on Youtube. If you were to ask me why I bother, I would have to reply, simply,  that it gives me great pleasure. While none may care to hear me, I have nevertheless read, and that, for me, is the only excuse I need.


    And yes, I chose to illustrate my reading with a beautiful woman, even though I know the poet wrote to a young man.
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    She sits wrapped in furs on an ancient Celtic floor, chanting her soft ballads and staring at smoke from a peat fire curling softly up and round and out of the roof. She has lived many lives and known many names; no doubt she will live many more. She is the Lady of the Green Kirtle, Queen of the Deep Realm, she is Lamia. She lures men to their death.


    The wind howls outside, along the sea loch and the birds cry their mournful song. She is wronged, mis-portrayed, misunderstood by generations. No Siren she but mere mortal, demonized by hapless storytellers who know no better.


    She is Eve, cast out of the Garden of Eden, she is the cause of all our suffering. No noble savages, we seek to blame womankind, when blind evolution alone has done us wrong.


    Our Circe, our witches, our magical world view are as present now as ever they were. They lull and caress us, inspire and guide us, if not literally then in the imagination of our hearts. To be human is to imagine. To imagine defines us, renews us.


    The poem tells a beautiful and ancient story, and what is our life but a story? Perhaps we live but a story after all.


    It is cold and dark and winter:


    

      “The sedge has withered from the lake, And no birds sing.”


    


    The knight is “haggard and so woe-begone.”


    The Belle Dame is


    

      “a faery’s child, Her hair was long, her foot was light,And her eyes were wild”.


    


    But her love, it seems, was nothing but


    

      ” A faery’s song”,sung “to pale kings and princes too, Pale warriors, death-pale were they all”.


    


    And in the end the Belle Dame was just a dream, like life itself.


    

      “And I awoke and found me here,

On the cold hill’s side”


    


    Wrapped in the beauty of myth ancient and modern we create our own truth, we bring meaning to a universe some say is dark and cold and without purpose. Sometimes sad and sometimes not, our stories and our poems, our Green Ladies and our Belles Dames are reflections of our desires and anxieties.


    We are the stories we tell about ourselves. We are our myth in all its richness and beauty. In the world of our imagination there need be no ugliness, and without our imagination we would have no fire, no wheat to harvest, no wheel.


    Heaven and Hell are creatures of our own making. We have imagined them and it is in our power to create in our own lives a “heaven” or a “hell”. May more of us choose the former over the latter and “nirvana” can be here and now.
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    For Eleanor


    This anti war poem, written by American poet EE Cummings and published in 1926, is such a perfect specimen of the genre.


    The speaker lies, perhaps dying, in the horrific, mud filled trenches of Northern France. The rest of his family plays the jingoistic game so favored at the time by those who went nowhere near those killing fields.


    His mother wishes him a death of glory, his father claims he would willingly have sacrificed himself on that futile, cruel cross.


    Barking mad old Aunt Lucy believes she knows just what her nephew is fighting for.


    And the sacrificed boy, one of the millions, lies in the filth dreaming of his girlfriend and her etcetera.


    I have sworn recently not to get angry anymore but reading such verse makes it a hard task to forswear criticism.


    General Melchetts all, and worse still the politicians, emperors and business people who let such futility occur in the name of patriotism, commerce and empire.  But enough. There is beauty and sadness here in equal measure. Enjoy the poem for what it is and pray for peace.
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    Happiness is only attainable once you recognize that everything just “is”.


    Despite what we humans would like to believe, we are nothing special and nowhere special. Nobody designed us, nobody is looking out for us and we have no purpose or particular meaning.


    Which is not to say that we can not create meaning for ourselves. Merely that meaning does not exist in the abstract.


    Let me explain. Everything we see around us simply “emerged”. Emergence is a scientific term which means that all we see around us, in all its baffling complexity, emerged from a few basic rules and a few basic properties of “nature”.


    In conventional terms, we say that humans and all flora and fauna on planet earth arose from the laws of physics via the laws of chemistry and biology. Humans are an emergence from far, far simpler properties. Our atoms are mostly carbon, hydrogen and oxygen which, left to their own devices, do little. But we are a particular and extremely complex coupling together of these simple chemical elements. Complexity “emerges” from extreme simplicity.


    In the beginning there was nothing. And then it seems that something happened. John 1.1 puts it wonderfully:


    

      In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.


    


    If you consider “god” as a few basic rules, rather like those of a computer program or  network, then you are probably really onto something. You probably understand who and what we all are.


    Stephen Wolfram puts it wonderfully well in an article entitled What is Spacetime Really?  Time and space could well have emerged from a simple rule based network, whose simple rules fed back on each other in an infinite loop, to provide the baffling complexity we see all around us.


    A very simple example of this sort of emergence can be seen in the flocking of birds. I can program my computer to imitate the flocking of birds (all the beauty of those spectacular patterns) using three simple rules:


    

      	avoid crowding neighbors (short range repulsion)


      	steer towards average heading of neighbors


      	steer towards average position of neighbors (long range attraction)


    


    In a similar fashion, the simple mathematical rules governing fractals and cellular automata  show how trees and insects and coastlines can be drawn with trivial ease on a computer.  Which is doubtless similar to how they emerged in nature.


    And this, it is said, is evolution. Blind, unthinking evolution has, by a few simple rules and many eons of applying those rules, given us the universe and everything in it.


    So how does all this equate to happiness? How can it?


    Acceptance, pure and simple. By accepting that we emerged from a few “knots in the ether” we can perhaps learn to stop striving. To stop competing, to stop fighting. We “are” – and that is all there is to it. We should “be”. We should accept that the world just “is”.


    This may be a great disappointment to some who cling to visions of holy purpose, of heavens and pure lands. Of Islamic paradise.


    If we need a theory, a creed, then Eastern philosophy provides it for us very neatly. In eastern philosophy there is no beginning, no end, just a continuum, a never ending flow. “Knots in the ether”, forever tying and untying, winding and unwinding. A giant 3 D cellular automaton, working forever and creating the very fabric of time and space.


    And to achieve happiness all we need do is to go with that flow. To recognize that all there is just “is”. That we should just stand by and watch, or rather let it all roll over us knowing that we too are simply “knots in the ether”.


    There is nowhere to go, nothing to do, no-one to be. Just exist. Create beautiful patterns in your life or ugly patterns (assuming “beauty” and “ugliness” have any meaning) but don’t fight “isness”.


    Are you disappointed perhaps that there is no god and that the non-existent god has no purpose for us?


    You should not be. You are in the midst of all the wonder you could ever imagine, all the beauty and all the ugliness. You are in a giant playground where knots in the ether writhe and turn and you should bend and twist with them.


    Consciousness itself has arisen out of those few simple rules. Incredibly, the simple program which led to all you can see around you, also led to self awareness of that program by that program.


    We are a program, a set of instructions. We are the universe and some are lucky enough to feel and witness that directly.


    As the vast complexity grows all around us, our consciousness grows with it, part of it. Consciousness is more, becomes more inch by inch, second by second.


    And so at the end of the incredible dance perhaps even “god” emerges from this infinite computer program. This infinite network. Perhaps that is what the mystic sees.


    So, purpose? Perhaps not. But emergence of something incredible, mighty, complex, magnificent.  Yes, most certainly. We are something from nothing. We will become more and more something and less and less nothing as the recursive, complex system weaves and warps, twirls and twists and turns.


    And that, surely, is something to be happy about?
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    [image: ]I read the book with much enjoyment many years ago, but this lavish BBC adaptation of  John Le Carré’s 1983 novel raises the bar to very high levels indeed.


    First the more banal but nonetheless important points of attraction. So far, this mini series is visually stunning, set on location in Athens, Germany, the Greek Islands and who knows where else; it is a joy to watch from that perspective alone. The lead actress is an attractive young thing and her character is played as a slightly cocky one.  So far I have enjoyed the acting as a whole, from the creepy and sinister Israeli spymaster Martin Kurtz, to the enigmatic sidekick Becker, who clearly has a very soft spot for the Little Drummer Girl which he must hold in check.


    But it is very, very dark, even more so than I remember. I don’t think I have ever read a book by Le Carré which has not left me feeling shaken and disturbed.


    This screenplay is such that I spent a very unsettled night after watching the first couple of episodes. Who are the good guys anyway? Who indeed are the bad guys? We are none too sure whether such black and white terms are suited to this novel or indeed its subject matter.


    From the first few episodes, the takeaway seem to be that the Middle East mess is the fault of the Brits who, in 1948, carved the modern state of Israel out of the Palestinian desert. So whose land was it anyway? Why should the Palestinians suddenly find themselves living in an Israeli state? Why shouldn’t the Jews, after the horrors of the Nazi gas chambers, get their own land? Who is maiming, killing and torturing who? And why?


    I don’t know. I don’t know the answers to any of these questions; the situation is as opaque as that of the Irish question, another British muck up. I wish they could all live in peace but they can’t. And we can’t seem to find any compromises or solutions.


    What is most noticeable about this drama is that we are never really sure where our loyalties lie. With the Israelis, persecuted for centuries by all and sundry? Some of the Israelis in this plot seem “nice guys” who seem to have the reasonable aim of preventing Jews getting blown up by terrorists.  Some of them seem total shits.


    And then the terrorists are portrayed. And, guess what? They are human too! Or are they freedom fighters? Because let’s face it Ben Gurion, Israel’s first Prime Minister, was once a terrorist too.


    Supposedly its all about spies but it’s far, far more than a spy novel. It’s about duplicity, split loyalties, the inability to separate “good” from “bad”.  Uncertainty, cruelty, absurdity and pointlessness.


    It’s a hunt for Palestinian terrorist Khalil.  The Little Drummer Girl, an English actress not wholly opposed to the Palestinian cause, is recruited by the dreadful Kurtz to infiltrate the network. There is murder and mayhem, committed by both sides and poor Little Drummer Girl suffers horribly somewhere in the middle.


    There is no right or wrong. Just shades of bestial behavior, murder and deception.  You will enjoy it, sure. But you won’t be left feeling very comfortable.


    Damned if I know how to sort the world out. Damned if Le Carré does either. If you can’t watch the film because it’s not out on Netflix or Amazon buy the book. But don’t expect to feel good.
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    We would put an animal down; surely we can offer the same courtesy to a human?


    I have become deeply shocked and saddened by recent conversations with one of my siblings who is involved with care of the elderly. The sheer inhumanity meted out to the elderly and those with dementia beggars belief, particularly if you end up in the wrong care home.


    My sister looked after my two elderly parents for almost a decade at their own home, during which my mother’s dementia became extreme. Eventually, dementia kills you since the brain is no longer able to process the autonomous functions which normally run the body.  My father, by no means so bad, nonetheless suffered a severe decline in his mental abilities and lived in fear. Unspecified, generalized fear. My mother too suffered periods of intense anxiety.


    At the end of my mother’s decade of dementia, the doctors said there was nothing they could do for her.  The recommendation was to stop feeding her or giving her liquids, since she no longer had the required functions to swallow and digest. At the end she was left, literally croaking out the last gasps of her life, aided, if I remember correctly, by a little morphine at the very end to easy her pain.  But only at the very, very end was she offered morphine.


    What kind of an end to life is that? How can we allow it? An animal would have been put down long before it got to the stage that it could not swallow food or drink. Surely my mother deserved the same mercy and yet anyone offering her that coup de grace would be imprisoned for the rest of their life.


    After my mother’s death, my father lasted another 6 months or so. He lived in abject fear of being left alone in a room and would shout and howl if you left him for more than a few minutes. His mental health had always been very fragile and at no time more so than in those last terrible months.


    My sister, her husband and their children looked after my parents night and day with great devotion and care and love. They were fed and watered and given every comfort and company they could want. They were taken out most days on outings.  I shall always be thankful and amazed by what my sister did and the care she gave.


    Imagine now, given those same disabilities, being abandoned by your family and being locked up in a care home.  That is the lot of so very many of the elderly and of course, many do not have family to care for them anyway.


    A typical story is as follows.


    An old lady is in tears. She has severe dementia. She is terrified and crying for her husband who has, in any event,  predeceased her by two decades.  She is in a care home where, with the best will in the world, it is hard to give the comfort and attention so badly needed by those with dementia. Or indeed, the aged in general.  She is isolated in her room with no one to visit her except my sister.  Staff can all too seldom spare the time to talk or comfort. She is given no sedatives, no anti depressants, nothing to easy her terror.


    She will live in abject misery and horror until her systems shut down and she dies from hunger and dehydration.  She is alone, deeply alone and in abject misery.  And deep , deep mental pain.


    That old lady is me, she is you. Her’s is the fate that awaits so very many of us. You may well end your life like this.


    Euthanasia, mercy killing is what most of us would want under such terrible circumstances and yet it is denied us. And so we are locked away to die. We are locked up, in a room, with little or no company until we can no longer swallow. Until we literally “croak” our last. And I use that word advisedly. The end for such people (for you and I maybe) is literally a “croak” from a burnt and parched throat.


    What kind of end is that?  Surely to god we have the same right as an animal to a peaceful and painless end to such suffering?
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    I believe that I am merely a “program” and that similar programs run every animal and living thing on earth.


    I have originated, like everything else, in a complex “program” not so very different conceptually from that on my computer which can evolve cellular automata: 


    “a set of units in a mathematical model which have simple rules governing their replication and destruction, used to model complex systems composed of simple units such as living things or parallel processors.”


    Buddhism has considered such deep philosophical questions for over two and a half millennia and science is beginning to lead us to the same conclusions as this ancient thought system.


    Put simply, to the Buddhists reality is an illusion and so is our sense of self. The concept is remarkably similar to Stephen Wolfram’s ideas. 


    The world and everything in it is mere deterministic cause and effect. An endless series of chemical reactions which has woven the fantastic complexity we see all around us from a few basic and simple rules. 


    The Buddha’s Anattalakkhana Sutta states: 


    “Every consciousness is to be seen as it actually is with right discernment as: ‘This is not mine. This is not my self. This is not what I am.’”


    Researchers in consciousness such as Giulio Tononi are coming to the conclusion that consciousness is simply what you get when something, some object is sufficiently complex.  His Integrated Information Theory seeks to measure such complexity.


    So I may feel that I am “me”. I may feel I have a soul, some separate existence from you or that rock over there. But evidence seems to be mounting that the only difference between myself and that lump of rock is complexity – the way “my” particular atoms are arranged. 


    And you and I? Similarly arranged atoms of sufficient complexity to have attained the ability to witness the universe. Perhaps Carl Jung’s concept of universal consciousness has legs after all.


    My conviction was emphasized recently when “my”personality changed dramatically and most definitively following the ingestion of medicine.   I had been on too high a dose and began to feel  an abnormal, generalized and most unusual fear.  I was a different person, its that simple. My consciousness was different, my outlook, views  on life, attitude to everything and everybody were, simply put, different.


    And then I cut back on the dose and its frequency and this other “person” disappeared and was replaced by a more recognizable persona.


    So there is little in me which is permanent or unchanging. Chemicals can re-arrange my consciousness and replace person A with person B. Probably permanently, given enough persistence, by re-arranging the “code”, the DNA, whatever.


    Quite clearly my subjective experience counts for very little except in my own mind. But for what it is worth, I am ever more convinced that we humans are merely collections of matter arranged and re-arranged programatically. As a matter of “faith”,  my belief is that as science advances we will be able to rearrange our matter and our program to become whoever or whatever we want. 


    I will leave aside questions of determinism and free will. We don’t seem to be much further forward on that question than we were in the times of the ancient Greek philosophers.  One day at a time?
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    I will never be able to resolve my unshakable disbelief in Christian dogma with the profound peace I find singing sacred classical music in an ancient English church with a good choir.


    I sang yesterday at the Christmas service at our local church, sitting up in the beautiful Victorian choir stalls, next to one of the regular members of the wonderful permanent choir. Having sung themselves out during advent, the organist had called for help as the regular choir (or most of them) took the day off.


    Needless to say I struggled with aspects of the service, in particular the awful passing of the peace, and as usual did not take part in the wine and biscuit binge. 


    And yet I could not help myself being moved by the sermon, beautifully constructed if rather gratingly delivered in a rasping American accent.


    It was about feeling the numinous, and was expressed by comparison to feeling a baby’s hand, vaguely and mysteriously, through the walls of a mothers womb.


    It was a simile I took to.   There is a wonder in the world and nowhere do I feel that more strongly than in an ancient church, however crappy I find the bizarre belief system. 


    That there is goodness in the world is never easier to believe than on Christmas day when I am far from thoughts of money (or rather of running out of it) and even further from words like “competition” and “business”.


    I can’t help it if I don’t believe in the birth on earth of the son of god, however beautiful the advent story.  I can’t help it if my belief aligns more with the Taoists than the Christians.


    The truly wise know that the same witness to the divine can be felt as easily by the Buddhist as by the Taoist or the Muslim.


    The tragedy is that so many feel the need to push their bigoted, narrow and doubtless erroneous views as to what they believe is truly out there.


    


    

      




    


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2018/12/26/joy-to-the-world/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Father and Son

		December 30, 2018

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    There comes a time in your life when, if you are lucky enough to have a son,  you recognize he has become a man. And of course to you, a very special one.


    It isn’t easy being a father, and it is no easier being a son during those long and often difficult years of childhood. Altercations and quarrels are a right of passage and the father is as often at fault as the son. The pressures of providing and paying the bills take a toll on the father, and the endless drudgery of preparation for that task on the son.


    And then suddenly he is 25 and on very special days you may be lucky enough to get him on his own for  a while so that you can do “stuff” together.


    “Stuff” is often enough a long walk and lunch out. It was all a bit more exotic when he was a youth and in those days it was likely enough a day in the mountains, walking or skiing, with lunch in some remote hut.


    But all seasons have their gentle pleasures, autumn and winter among them. And nowadays it’s a quiet walk along a wintry beach, listening to the gulls and watching the waves.  


    And yesterday was a glorious five mile plod along golden sands, at low tide, between Dickensian Broadstairs and plebeian Margate. Chalk cliffs laced with fine layers of flint, coves and bays and arches of chalk. Smugglers caves and deep chasms up which farmers used to cart seaweed on donkeys to spread on their fields.


    And Margate – who could resist it? The cold has banished the seaside postcards, candy floss and knotted handkerchiefs on reddened scalps. The wind howls and the waves crash against the harbour walls.  Antony Gormleys’s stark statue stands tall on the rocks  in front of the turner Gallery.


    Who is he, that metal man? A latter day Canute perhaps? Or simply Everyman, you and I facing the vicissitudes of a seemingly barren universe.  The cold North Sea and biting wind he faces are certainly that: austere in the extreme. At least in December.


    And lunch in a seafront cafe, what of that? More gentle banter and a day well spent.  There are some days in my life that have stood out so far above the common run of things I have never forgotten them. I suspect that yesterday will be one of them. 
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    The modern trope would have it that you are what you eat, but the metaphor needs taking further.


    It may be that such phrases need turning round the other way. Perhaps we eat what we eat because we are the way we are.


    I think I read what I read because of my character, my preferences and prejudices, my weltanschauung, if you will. 


    And yet sometimes what I read deeply affects what I am. Or what I feel at least. I am not talking about strong or destructive emotions but gentler, more thoughtful modes of being.


    I suppose actually I am talking about two sides of the same coin. Our character tends to be reflected in what we do, eat, think, say and read. But equally we receive flow back and re-reinforcement from those external influences and need to guard against intrusion by destructive forces.


     I was reading a chapter of Surface Detail yesterday, one of the Culture series by Iain M Banks.  All of his books deserve multiple re-reading but I think it was only the second time I have read this one.


    Chay is rescued from a high tech Hell (a simulated reality to deter bad behavior) and becomes a nun or devotee in a convent of sorts on a mesa in the middle of a desert.  The convent and mesa also exist in a simulated reality but for all we know our own “reality” is simulated anyway.


    She is not a believer in the deity she is required to worship and yet becomes soothed and healed by the daily routines she must pursue.


    The nuns copy manuscripts in a foreign language word by word into blank books and illustrate them in the manner of early Christians. These are traded for food and necessities with travelling merchants who come to the foot of the mesa each year.


    Other than that, the daily devotions involve singing. Lots of it. Despite her disbelief, the beauty and mesmeric quality of her life, and the melody and rhythm of the chants she must sing, heal Chay.  She eventually becomes Abbess and dies, to be made into an angel with the power to rescue souls from Hell. 


    Devotees will know that Banks was an atheist and yet here is this sublime chapter in a science fiction novel which soothes and heals not only Chay but the reader. I was with Chay in that lonely beautiful outpost on the edge of god knows where. I felt her daily life and the mesmerism of it. I was deeply attracted by its beauty and simplicity.


    So did this chapter seek me out? Or did I seek out this chapter?  Or a bit of both perhaps?


    I think what my experience does tell me is the way I would like to lead my life. Can lead my life, I suppose. 


    The trick is to surrender to beauty, to rhythm, to routine, beauty and music.  If you are one of the fortunate few able to escape from the hell that is the world. Perhaps that is what a medieval religious was doing: escaping from ugly brutality. 


    Is this cheating? Is it running away? Do I care? Should I?
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    How hilarious, the asinine snob,


    Mr. Collins, the pompous and obsequious clergyman from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Hyacinth Bucket of the BBC comedy series Keeping Up Appearances.


    According to Wikipedia, “snob” is a pejorative term for a person who believes there is a correlation between social status and human worth . Or indeed, we might add, financial status.


    You have to laugh at the stupidity of it all. We all emerged from a bunch of savages, five or six hundred of them apparently, who left Africa a few hundred thousand years ago to colonize the world as we know it. The “Out of Africa” hypothesis.


    We share most if not all of our DNA with mice, elephants and numerous other species. And of course we share all of our DNA with less privileged people who live in remote parts and have not yet caught up with baths, democracy, the English language and political correctness.


    Long before the jolly exodus from Africa, all life on earth from the jellyfish, to the human, to the toad had a singe common ancestor.


    How’s that? Lady Catherine de Bourgh and Hyacinth Bouquet are descended from primordial gloop? Yes, I fear so!


    And yet Mr Collins insists on sucking up to Lady Catherine because she has a big house and quite a few bob in her bank account. Mr Collins insists on believing that Lady Catherine is worth sucking up to.


    Who gives a tinker’s fart? I mean, really.


    Its not just the nobs we suck up to, although a vapid couple were recently heard to announce grandly that they had just come from “Highclere”. It’s politicians also, and grubby, tarnished Biznizz people. Chevening is dropped into the conversation, or Chequers. Anyone will do. Anyone with piles of filthy lucre and/or a media presence. Yes, royalty (minor or otherwise), the filthy rich, the vulgar, the famous.


    Grub, grub, up the greasy pole we climb.


    I wonder if snobs suck up to the Kardashians? I’m not too familiar with American snobbery but I assume they must have at least some sense of perspective? Perhaps they only suck up to wealthy Wasps and descendants of the Mayflower pilgrims?


    Does an American snob suck up to Trump? God forbid, but snobs are such fools you never know and after all, he is rich and famous whatever else he may be.


    So beware, be on guard lest you find yourself name dropping. Be on guard lest you find yourself “brown-nosing”. The trick has to be the exercise of constant vigilance. Stand always with a hat pin ready to hand, ready to deflate the preposterous pomposity and stupidity of all around you.


    And if you catch yourself dropping a name, god forbid, stick that pin right up your own bottom. It’s the only way.
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      I HAVE desired to go    
       Where springs not fail,    
 To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail    
     And a few lilies blow.    


      And I have asked to be            
   Where no storms come, 
Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,    
     And out of the swing of the sea. 


    


    I wonder how many of us feel like this? I am not alone, surely?


    The sub-title is “A Nun Takes the Veil” and although, even in these gender neutral days, I would be hard pushed to do that,  I have often envied the quiet of a monastic garden.  Peace and plenty, a place where the water does not dry up. Stillness and calm, safety from the storms of the sea.  Beauty: a field where a few lilies bloom.


    Yes, I would like all of that.  A place with no hailstorms. A haven where the terrifying green swell of a rough sea holds no sway. 


    One would guess that is what the poet yearned for as well, diagnosed as he has been, albeit posthumously and speculatively, with bi-polar disorder. Tragically, he never achieved heaven on earth, but then perhaps as a Jesuit priest, he did not expect to. Christians have ever been “jam tomorrow” people who, apparently, find contentment (or at least fulfillment?) in being as miserable as hell on earth since they are so certain that better is to come after their deaths.


    How damaging are such views, not so far removed from those of the Jihadist. How much more satisfying to make a heaven on earth and to achieve happiness in the here and now, rather than gamble on an uncertain and improbable future.


    I have reached a deeply satisfactory understanding, very recently, of the part that poetry can play in soothing the mind.  It seems to have its part to play in making a better place of the here and now.  It leads me on a dream, a pleasant and beautiful mind wander. Reading Heaven-Haven fills me with warmth; it puts me in such a place as Hopkins describes, where water does not fail and where lilies bloom.


    We live only partly in “reality” if at all. In a very real sense “reality” is what we make it. Think comforting and beautiful thoughts and in some sense those thoughts become your reality. Perhaps I am thinking of the extraordinary Dietrich Bonhoeffer who argued that Christians should act in the world rather than retreat from it, and who maintained calm and equanimity throughout his terrible treatment and eventual death at the hands of the Nazis.


    I strongly disagree with the necessity of sharing  “in the sufferings of God at the hands of a godless world” but Bonhoeffer’s stoicism was remarkable.


    I am, alas, an escapist. I seek Heaven-Haven in the here and now and a poem like this somehow points the way, in a tantalizing and not quite properly defined fashion.  In some sense I am deeply affected and moved by religious thought.


    And yet I do not believe we have to surrender ourselves to an unproven deity. I do not believe we have to resign ourselves to hell on earth,


    I do believe that this life, this here, this now could become what man has sought over the eons.  I do believe, very strongly, that we can pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps.  It will take a combination of philosophy and science.  It is in our hands to solve pain and hunger and to replace it with joy and plenty, not for the few but for the many.


    Gerard Manly Hopkins soothes my often troubled mind. I want that field where lilies bloom and somehow, reading this poem, I can almost touch it.


    Image: Tate Gallery


    Music:Heaven Haven by  Alexander Campkin, sung by the Fulham Camerata,
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    The Pig is really a most unfortunate combination of every absurdity known to modern man.


    For a start he is ill educated and stupid but does not appear to realize it.  The Pig seems to get through life by the twin weapons of bullying and dogged persistence.


    No sooner have you got his horrible, greedy snout removed from your front door than you discover he has gone round the back for a another attempt to swindle and bamboozle you with his ridiculous, pompous, self serving bullshit.


    The mailed fist is the only way to deal with the Pig. Metaphorically speaking of course.  Because the Pig is unable to understand rational argument.  Or if he has a glimmer that what you are saying might have the merest seed of truth, he will choose to ignore that truth.


    The Pig is a conman, a liar, a cheat. In a small, mean and chiseling way. He will engage in petty swindles wherever and whenever he can. He is “Dell Boy Trotter” without the charm.


    The Pig is also a terminal and petty snob. He bolsters his ego by mixing only with those he considers the great and the good. 


    He is also an arse licker of the first order, with a nose so brown you know exactly where it has been. 


    In more charitable moments one is tempted to ignore the Pig.  As long as your paths don’t cross that is an eminently possible and sensible solution.  Trouble is when you are forced to confront the Pig, he brings out the worst in you and makes meaningless your very best intentions.


    The New Testament tells us that the meek shall inherit the earth. We are told to turn the other cheek. When faced with the Pig we are ashamed to say all our good intentions fly out of the window. We are tempted to say “bollocks to the New Testament”.  Oh dear, we really wish we didn’t have to admit that.


    I wish I could behave myself better. I wish that I need not yield to the temptation of anger. Should I give in then? Should I let the Pig trample all over people? Victimize them with his petty swindles and larcenous ways?  Well, probably I should. But I am only human, alas.


    The only way to deal with the Pig is to wipe him out of your life as you would remove excrement from your shoe. If only it were that easy.
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    It seems so inordinately difficult to be a decent human being, unless you were born that way. 


    I suppose some people just are?  In fact I can think of one or two Goody Two Shoes who are genuinely nice people.  I have to assume they were born nice since I have never seen them behave other than with a complete absence of malice.


    Nice people exist and they are definitely not boring. They just don’t say horrid things and think horrid thoughts. By and large, anyway. 


    Why are some of us trouble makers and Wicked Pixies, even if we don’t really want to be?  I don’t really mean any ill but I get intensely irritated and obsessive about people who annoy me or who I consider to be bullies.


    If someone really pisses me off, they take over my mind.  It’s not that I wish them any harm but I seem to need to tell them in no uncertain manner that they are plonkers. Or worse. Pigs maybe? Smarmy salesmen? Snobs?


    But how objective am I being? Probably not very. By their own standards, those who annoy me in such ways are probably acting perfectly reasonably. 


    Is it SO terrible to suck up to people? Don’t we all perhaps do that, to some extent? Is it so terrible to to conduct minor swindles on your family, friends and neighbors? After all, evolution made this compulsory for those who are in the least bit worried about survival.  


    And frankly, lets face it, business is usually about swindling people.  Commerce as ritualized violence.  


    Perhaps such people are just “getting a good deal”? Or perhaps they are in fact taking only that to which they are justly entitled and we have misinterpreted the situation.


    The reality is that some of us should just hide ourselves away somewhere remote.  If, as I would like, I were to be tucked up in some cabin off grid, I wouldn’t have to worry about being nice to people or worrying that I have got it wrong. 


    And I certainly wouldn’t have to feel guilty about calling people bullies, snobs, smarmy salesmen and the like.  Unless I took against the local fauna and insulted a grisly or a wolf.


    Hey, I wonder if that’s what those desert madmen were all about? The nutters who lived on pinnacles of rock in the middle of deserts? Maybe they weren’t holy men at all? Maybe they were just miserable old shytes like me who didn’t like having neighbors?
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       Sunset and evening star,
      And one clear call for me!
And may there be no moaning of the bar,
      When I put out to sea,


    


    

      But such a tide as moving seems asleep,
      Too full for sound and foam,
When that which drew from out the boundless deep
      Turns again home.


    


    

      Twilight and evening bell,
      And after that the dark!
And may there be no sadness of farewell,
      When I embark;


    


    

      For tho’ from out our bourne of Time and Place
      The flood may bear me far,
I hope to see my Pilot face to face
      When I have crost the bar. 


    


    This is one of those rare poems which do not require great depth of thought or analysis to enjoy. No looking up of dull professors and their equally boring commentary. It is a piece of gentle beauty even you and I can understand.


    It is of course about the poet’s death. He wants calm at his death. He wants to cross the Styx, the Bar not in a storm, not with waves pounding on the metaphorical sandbar which separates life and death, but with quiet and peace.


    A deep, slow moving river is quiet and so with a deep, calm sea. “The boundless deep” should be a quiet place when we cross it, not full of “sound and foam”.


    Sunset, twilight and after that the dark.  And yet Tennyson clearly expects to meet his Pilot, his god – he does not seem to be expecting darkness at all but some sort of afterlife.  Hence there should be no sadness of farewell at his end. 


    He was, it is said, a deeply depressed man, our Alfred. Full of melancholy and anxiety. Perhaps he hoped for better in death. It is a cause for wonder that a man possessed of such melancholy managed to create such beauty, such music in words.


    He was also it is said, deeply unconvinced by conventional religion.   “There lives more faith in honest doubt, believe me, than in half the creeds.” 


    A modern man, a man of science who does not seem to have been taken in by an anthropomorphic god. He wanted explanations of his world, he wanted the physicists and the chemists to tell him what it was all about. He didn’t want to take it on “faith”.


    His idea of the divine was pantheistic, modern. A follower not of Moses but Spinoza. His god most certainly existed but was abstract and impersonal. Not the sort of fellow who chucked a few stone tablets at you down Mount Sinai.


    God and Nature as two names for the same reality : that is certainly a god I can happily live with. Indeed if that is my Pilot, I would happily meet him.


    I first came across this poem when singing a setting by Parry, our home grown Edwardian genius. I can’t remember where we sang it – it may have been at a charity concert in Corpus Christe college Oxford. 


    Whatever. I was, and remain, deeply affected both by the poem and the music.
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I lived in Davos-Kosters for years and loved the WEF.  


    For weeks before hand I savored that much loved ten days as I watched the well oiled preparations being made. Hundreds of riot police arrived, barbed wire gates and fences appeared.  I was stopped every time I went near the entrance to the town by police asking me my business and demanding to see my papers, while waving a sub machine gun ominously in my direction.


    The locals love it! They make the very great majority of their income during the conference, as they gleefully raise their prices tenfold.  And frankly, if you turn up at Samedan in a private jet what do you expect? A bargain break with breakfast thrown in? 


     Audi used to convert a field near the lake on the outskirts of the town into an ice rink and people with more money than sense raced around the track in vast, powerful black limmos.  Presumably it was worth Audi’s while?


    And did I attend all those fascinating “Key Note” addresses?  Did I give one myself perhaps? Was I busy in conferences with the great and the good, the pompous and the windbags?


    Was I wringing my hands with beautiful actresses over the state of the world poor or the global ecosystem? Or whatever the latest cause espoused by the Luvvies happened to be?


    Did I ponder matters of deep finance with the Masters of the Universe, the hugely important bankers and finance ministers, the great economic gurus?


    Did I gasp with wonder and love at our National Treasures like David Attenborough?


    Wow! World leaders in my home town!  The grandeur of it! The importance! The prestige!


    Did I marvel at “Strategic Oultlooks”? The prescience of these people!  The Duke of Cambridge! Wo! That genius and media star.  


    Did I attend Power Breakfasts and engage in Cocktail Networking?


    Odd to relate, no, I did none of these things. My sole interest was in the fact I had over 200 km of ski piste all to myself.


    The Great and the Good are, by and large, neither.  I have no interest at all in what any of them have to say. 


    But the skiing while they were busy pontificating (there was no room for ordinary tourists). Well that was pure heaven.
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    Does poetry have a purpose? If so, then what?


    I noticed today that by far the majority of WordPresss bloggers who have been kind enough to like or follow my blog are poets. It set me thinking.


    Why on earth would a poet want to read anything I write? Then I realized that perhaps my goal and that of a poet are in fact the same.  And that therefore there may not be so much difference between my prose and their poetry.


    My URL is “zenothestoic”. The title of my Blog is ” Weltanschauung ” – a Search for the Soul. According to Wikipedia:


    

       Weltanschauung is a concept fundamental to German philosophy and epistemology and refers to a wide world perception. Additionally, it refers to the framework of ideas and beliefs forming a global description through which an individual, group or culture watches and interprets the world and interacts with it. 


    


    In a sense I have been writing “poetry” or at least writing prose but in a style which resembles somewhat the style of poetry.


    So if I have been writing poetry, to what end? 


    Well I think the title of my Blog probably gives my game away. The purpose of my poetry (or prose, if you insist) is to help me understand the world and my place in it. Exactly the same purpose underlies my flirtatious dalliance with religion, art and music.


    And I suspect in essence poets (real poets) write poems for much the same reason. Including those who wrote the beautiful Book of Psalms.


    There is poetry even in science.  When I read Richard Dawkin’s “Unweaving the Rainbow” I saw his sense of wonder and compared it, strangely, with that of a mystic or a poet.


    Because Dawkins believes he deals with science. And he does. But from science he gets much the same sense of wonder, much the same sense of pantheistic mystery as I might get from reading the Psalms aloud in a windswept and empty Norman church in the middle of the Shires.


    Science is wonder. Yes, science seeks rather more practical applications for its answers but it nonetheless receives  a sense of awe from its subject matter – the universe, its origins and its “purpose”. Or its workings, in any event.


    So in a sense I see the same “use” and “purpose” in many different fields. 


    In my case, poetry helps me to see and experience wonder.  Even a war poem can help me to understand life, to broaden my horizons while confirming my view that life should not be about war. Or indeed hatred or any of our destructive emotions.


    My old Sweet etcetera is a case in point.  What an absurdity, that war; any war. And foolish relatives at home taking pride in their son’s death and misery in the trenches.


    So for me the purpose of poetry is both to free and to focus my mind, if that makes any sense to you. A poem can make my mind soar like a mystic to dance in the sheer beauty of creation. But at the same time it can reaffirm the absurdity of most of what we humans wrongly consider important.


    Without poetry, art and music we would be dead souls, condemned to wander in the dark.
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    Religion becomes a dark and dangerous tool in the wrong hands.


    I visited a website called  Do What’s Right today and was saddened by the reception to some comments I made.


    I believe, very strongly, in the better aspects of religion. I am interested in other points of view and although I am an atheist (or perhaps pantheist might be more accurate) religion has done much to soothe my soul. Assuming I have one of course.


    But what I do believe in, most strongly, is inclusivity. I read the Psalms now and then and attend church (occasionally!) for beauty and inspiration. I am currently practicing Vierne’s Messe Solennelle for a concert in March at a local Catholic Church (even though I was brought up as a Protestant in the Church of England).  The historical Jesus ( at least as reflected in the Christian Gospels) is my idea of a good egg. A very good egg.


    But I am also a modern man. A strong believer in science and looking forward. I do not believe it useful to look backwards to a non existent golden age. I do not believe in Jean Jacque Rousseaus Noble Savage.  Or was it Dryden’s? I do not believe in nonsensical dogma. The Fall! The Trinity! The Divinity of Christ! It was a very different era, first Century Rome. We should not be bound by the superstitions early Christians chose to amuse themselves with.


    Goodness, decency, right thinking yes. The Lake of Gehenna, The Fall, Eternal Damnation – get a life.


    I detest extremism in any form. Be it in Islam, Christianity or indeed in any sector of our fractured global society.


    I am disturbed by the exclusive nature of some  clergy. “We Christians” seems to be their attitude and they even use their own curious language, in that they attribute non standard meanings to many words they care to use in their sermons.   A wife has to “obey” a husband apparently – although the clergy argue that in their interpretation “obey” doesn’t mean “obey” at all. What then does it mean? Curiouser and curiouser cried Alice.


    The last of my comments was deleted by the over zealous website “pastor” but hey, that’s his privilege and his loss.


    AG


    My mission in life is to behave better and be kinder to those around me. I do not need an external god to do that nor do I need his approval or benediction. Nonetheless the sentiments expressed in religious writings can be of great use. The Book of Psalms for instance.


    Response:


    All that means is that you are an outsider to us


    AG


    I do not believe that any human is an outsider and nor did the historical Jesus. He managed to turn the other cheek and invite the outcast into his inner enclave. Many problems have resulted through religion and each particular faith’s exclusivity and determination that they and only they have the “Way”.


    The teachings of any half decent religion are identical once you discount the dogma and the requirement to believe in a supernatural entity.


    I too am a pastor in a sense but an inclusive one. In my “Book” any decent human being is welcome and entrance is denied to none. In my book nobody is an outsider – we all struggle with the same issues and the same existential and physical anxieties.


    Response


    This is not a forum for scholarly debate. You are mistaken about a great many things, missing the point on what Jesus actually said. He willingly died on the Cross because mankind is fallen and incapable of arriving at truth and God’s favor without God’s help. We are designed to know the truth, but we come into this life broken by the Curse of the Fall. The human reason is simply not up to the task. You remain an outsider until you accept the teachings of Jesus as they stand in the Bible. Your “historical Jesus” is a man-made lie.


    AG (but the following was deleted by the website owner)


    With the greatest of the respect, Jesus taught tolerance and inclusion. I am merely saying that I believe exclusion to be a misinterpretation of what the historical Jesus was all about. He was a good man, a great man and the Beatitudes are a fine framework on which to build one’s life. I believe the world has a very great need for tolerance, peace and understanding and this can only arise if all sects, all cults can come to understand each other and embrace each others views.


    I have studied religion for many years and happen to find the most peace, meaning and solace in Eastern religion. That does not mean that I do not appreciate Christian teachings even though I do not believe in the Christian God or the divinity of Jesus. “We are designed to know the truth” – with that I can concur. But we will find it in Teilhard de Chardin or Frank Tipler.


    Learning, wisdom, knowledge, sagacity and, importantly, science are what will bring a better world.  And there was no “fall” – merely an evolutionary process which has resulted in a very imperfect species of ape we call humanity. So please accept my comments in the spirit in which they are written – a spirit of helpfulness and inclusivity.  Christianity is all about tolerance and helping the lion to lie with the lamb. Or at least that is what many or even most modern Christians feel, including our English archbishop and our next British King – who describes himself as a defender of “Faiths”.
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    Without comment in any shape or form (lest I deviate from my new found resolve) I report the unhappy fall out from my mistaken attempt yesterday to engage with a religious extremist.


    Mea Culpa.


    May peace be with the poor fellow.


    

      How to Answer Fools


      I’m getting some minor harassment from someone who calls himself Zeno the Stoic. There is no reply to such men because they are driven by the same lies from Satan that got us into this fallen condition in the first place. Do not debate with such fools; let them serve their master, the Devil. However, there are things we can say that will help us understand in our own minds just how wrong such people are.


      Zeno, like his namesake, stands on the outside of faith and throws rocks. He cannot possibly understand faith because he mistakenly believes that his reason is the highest faculty of man. He trusts the one thing that by necessity rejects the Creator of all things. Intellect is fallen and hostile to God and the faith He pours into our souls.


      There can be no justification for faith on his level. Faith is the faculty that eclipses reason from above it; you either have it or you don’t. Zeno does not, so there is no possible dialog except to warn him that his epistemology is no better than any other failed false religion. Every one who surrenders to mere reason will insist their own logic is the universal default, refusing to understand that the whole range of Greek philosophy was a novel rejection of an epistemology that stood for thousands of years before the Greeks even had writing.


      I realize this sounds like a harsh counter-attack, but the whole point is to establish clearly for people like him that his evangelism on behalf of damnation is not welcome. He is driven to attack because he is excluded from us by his own lack of faith. You don’t have to be nice to people who hate everything that matters to you. It won’t matter how he imagines that he is being kind and reasonable; he’s on the way to Hell and wants to drag everyone down with him.


      Zeno, don’t come back until you accept the validity of faith as the foundation of an epistemology that is different from yours. We are glad to compare notes, but we will not be lectured and insulted by fools who refuse to understand. Ask questions and stop the condemnation, as if your approach is inherently superior. We won’t take you seriously until you return the favor. And please, stop assuming that we are part of the mainstream Christian religion you disparage. If you can’t take the time to investigate how different we are from them, you will continue to assume all kinds of nonsense about us. Either way, human reason is not the answer to anything that matters.


      Addenda: Jesus did not teach inclusion. He taught that the door of repentance was open to everyone. You are welcome to join us as penitents who confess just how wretched they are without Christ. Without owning your personal moral depravity and confessing sin, you exclude yourself from Christ. He told Nicodemas that without spiritual birth, it’s impossible to understand His teachings and miracles.
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    Given the basic needs of life and in the absence of physiological abnormality, the solution is fairly simple.  The trick is to keep applying it.


    Would that I were, or ever had been capable of taking and applying my own advice – but hey! We all have our blind spots. I will leave aside the usual crass (but nonetheless vital) banalities.  Yes, yes Dr Lederman I know: exercise, healthy food, the absence of harmful drugs and stimulants, a fulfilling occupation.


    Oops! The latter is by no means so simple in this shitty world we have created. And fulfilling occupations will become even more of a shibboleth as AI and Jeff Bezos lookalikes dominate our barren landscape.


    OK well leaving aside Bezos and the awfulness of capitalism, it is obvious we must negotiate the pleasure pain axis and go for the nicer end. So….and here at last I come to the point, if we think we know what gives pleasure, do we know how to avoid pain?


    No, I am not trying to be my usual deep, impenetrable, smug self here.  I am merely trying to learn my own lessons and to be better at applying them.  And I would say that one important element that stands at the pleasure end of the axis is “peace”, and its antithesis (which sits right at the opposite end of the pleasure -pain axis) is conflict.


    The absence of conflict, means, by and large that you will find yourself at peace. Peace is a surprisingly big word. Its not just for the sickly sweet god botherers (oops! conflict alert!) although we could all learn a lot from their source material.


    No, “Peace” is really big and grown up and important. And it exists.  It exists for some of us all too fleetingly, nonetheless once tasted we should be able to build “peace muscles” so that peace comes effortlessly to us.


    If I think about moments when I have felt true peace, it becomes obvious to me that those moments contained no conflict, internal or external.  Internal conflict is when your mind churns with one of humanity’s least attractive qualia: anger, envy, hatred, negativity for instance. External conflict (while the inevitable result of internal conflict) need not be full scale physical aggression to be harmful.


    So what happened yesterday? I took pointless issue with some self styled internet cult leader.  Did I get particularly upset? Was I thoroughly unpleasant and unnecessarily rude to this latter day “christian” nutter?  Well no, to any of those things, and yet I am only too well aware that I do tend to major in harmful polemic. How about my diatribe against the Pig, the Salesman and the Snob? Who happens incidentally to be a single bête noire who manages to roll into one awful golem all those characteristics.


    Well I really don’t like the guy’s behaviour and he has done a lot of harm Down Deal but is this the right way to treat him?  Certainly not from his point of view even though my polemic is probably objectively justified but, you know, why bother?


    So what should I do? What should any of us do? I think the answer must be to enter into conflict as seldom as humanly possible and only when utterly, completely unavoidable.  The Pig needed to be seen off but I did not need to write about him.  Conflict with the Pig is inevitable if you want to be left with a shirt on your back and shoes on your feet but that conflict should not be wallowed in, exaggerated or dwelt upon. Or written about.


    So I mustn’t do it anymore. He must be firmly slapped down every time he puts his awful snout in someone else’s trough but I must leave it at that. And how about Davos 2019? Was that conflict?  It was not meant to be and yet a friend took it as such. I thought humour, he thought polemic. I was indeed taking the piss out of the windbags who go there but I did not intend any particular malice and it did not wind me up; so perhaps the jury is out on that one.


    Where does this leave me? It leaves me sitting in a civilized study surrounded by antique furniture and books in one of the world’s most affluent cities.  Much to be grateful for.  That’s at the pleasure end of the axis. And there is a lot else I fill my life with which is also at the “good” end of that axis. Classical music, singing bass rather badly, writing, fiddling with arcane investment algorithms.  Poetry, art, walking, mountains, the sea.


    So, it is the pain end I need to work hard on. And apart from popping the occasional medicinal Magic Mushroom, that is best done by minding my own business and trying to write only positive things.  While ignoring all that, and all those,  which and who annoy me.


    There! And end to conflict will make me a happier human and it will do the same for you.


     


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/01/25/how-to-be-a-happy-human/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Internet Ain’t All Bad

		January 26, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    While there are indeed vast swathes of Kardashians, footballers wives and people who live in Chigwell you should avoid like the plague on the internet,  I would argue that the technology has immeasurably enriched our lives rather than debased it.


    I am sitting on a wintry Saturday afternoon in London. And I have been “surfing the net” – if that is the correct phrase. I have avoided Kim Kardashian’s website (much as I’m sure I would enjoy it). I have not been shopping for useless baubles. Nor have I frequented chat lines (lewd or otherwise) or Facebook.


    I have been reading poetry, not Keats or John Donne for a change but real live poets. and I have rather enjoyed it.


    They say that if you want to write seriously these days you must engage with your potential audience and what better way to do that but via the internet. The reach you have is truly staggering.  I have been reading “stuff” from all over the world. Some of it has been mind numbingly awful but there have been some wonderful surprises, such as a beautiful piece written by a prisoner incarcerated in some hell hole in the US.


    The net has given that young woman wings. And I am glad for her; she deserves to be heard whatever it is she has done.


    There are things I want to say and there are things I want to hear. There is no finer place to say them and to listen than the net. Did you know that there is research into how depression might be cured by microbes in the soil for instance? Well that certainly explains why I have always been a fan of Voltaire’s Candide: no wonder he returned to cultivate his garden.


    There is real purpose, real use here if you use and don’t abuse it.


    It is a power for the good. At least if we use it as such. It is an instrument of much needed revolution (peaceful, I hasten to add).


    If you want to change the world, where better to start than here?


    In many senses I have often felt my life’s work to be in vain. I would like to have done something bigger, better and above all more useful and fulfilling.  Whilst I have never had the desire to become Mother Teresa (even though in this transgender age I’m sure that would be eminently possible) there are things I would like to say about making the world a better place.  There are people’s lives I would like to cheer up. There are thoughts I would like to spread, even though those thoughts may be too eccentric for many tastes.


    The pen is mightier than the sword, especially now the quill pen has been supercharged and become a computer keyboard. Imagine what David could have achieved if he had a laptop and the net!  He could have taken on every tyrant in the ancient world after he had  done for Goliath.


    And that is what we should be doing. Tackling tyranny and abuse. Shaming the aggressors. Giving the meek a helping hand on their way to inheriting the world. And by the way I am a big fan of that Gillette ad. Good on ’em.


    Verbally speaking you can now kick the shit out of the school bully and Donald Trump. You can rail against the horrid abuses you see all around you. You can name and shame. You can topple regimes – pity the Arab spring was such a farce.


    Of course sometimes you will need anonymity but with skill, this too is available. Seek and ye shall find.


    So, mock it if you will but we don’t have to use the internet for porn or Instagram.


    We can and should use it as an instrument of reform and change.
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    Good on Gillette: it would be hard to deny that male aggression has played a vast and malignant role in our history.


    With a few notable exceptions, women are absent from the long list of torturers and tyrants who have blighted our society through the ages.


    Consider whether the following list sounds likely:


    Polly Pot


    Adolfe Hitler


    Karen Khan


    The Noreen Conquest.


    Fine, so we have had the occasional Lizzie Borden. And there were some pretty unattractive female guards in the Nazi concentration camps. But by and large violence and aggression is a male characteristic and it isn’t his fault. It’s in his genes. It’s called “evolution” and anyone with even a passing interest in the biological origins of animal behavior, should watch all the way through the superb lectures of Robert Sapolsky, Stanford Professor of Neurology and of Neurosurgery.


    I consider the Gillette Advertisement meet and right because unless we acknowledge and recognize the problem we can not deal with it.  Once we accept that this sort of behavior has been foisted on us by nature, the next task is to agree, as a society, and as individuals, that it is wrong. It is not just about bullying women (although that of course, as well as the question of female equality, needs addressing rapidly).


    The problem is far more basic. We need to acknowledge that aggression is wrong, whoever the victim is. Animal, vegetable or mineral. Or female. Once we (both men and women) universally condemn violence the next stage is to combat it. Laws are all well and good but psychological acceptance is equally if not more important. As individuals we must first accept such behavior as wrong and then stop it, in ourselves and in others.


    In the distant future it seems highly likely that we will be able to edit violence out of our genes. And in my opinion we should. If we accept we want to get rid of it we should start now.  At present its always going to be touch and go. Not everyone will accept that violence is wrong. But as violence becomes socially outlawed by education and other means such as the Gillette initiative, like smoking it should gradually die out. And should we ever be able to alter our genes, well then, perhaps we will all agree that we should.


    In general I am deeply skeptical of the capitalist economic model, even though I have no ideas as to how or with what we can replace it.  I do not like nine tenths of the planet being owned by Jeff Bezos but while it is, I applaud this effort by Gillette to reach towards a better world.  Being cynical I suppose they just want our dollars, but if so, then in my book they are at least asking for them in the right way.


    Bravo Gillette!
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    Would we spend so much time in hand wringing existential anxiety if we discovered the genetic code of the pain pleasure axis?


    I rather doubt it. Or if we did, the questions which philosophy has traditionally sought to address would become much less important to us. I was enjoying a discussion on “materialism” on Steven Yate’s enjoyable website Lost Generation Philosopher and thought to make one or two comments on his latest musings on “Materialism” as set out below.


    Maybe it’s just me but I worry about “philosophy” far less (if at all) when “happy”. I am deeply interested in the nature of human consciousness and can not help but think that an understanding of the “pain pleasure” axis on a scientific basis, coupled with the ability to shift our position on that axis, would solve many of our problems. War, aggression, poverty and oppression might look rather more manageable if we could overcome our genetic inheritance and steer our species along a more productive and happy path.


    Long live the Abolitionist Project.


    

      “All we are is dust in the wind.”


      Or chemical scum as Stephen Hawkings put it. I wonder whether life need be so very complex as your posts suggest? I wonder if beneath your philosophical musing you may be able to wring great simplicity out of great complexity?


      After all String Theorists would have us believe that all matter, all energy is at bottom a “mere” collection of one dimensional strings of energy.


      I wonder whether humans might do better by seeking the way to manipulate the pain pleasure axis than spend an eternity wondering about questions which are, for the foreseeable future, unanswerable.


      At heart, it seems probable to me that there is no “meaning” other than that we create in this arguably pantheistic universe.


      You, me and everyone else has various basic needs. Perhaps society should work on satisfying those first and at the same time make universal happiness the goal since that, I believe, must be what drives us all in the end. Even if most of us do not realise it.


      Frankly after a lifetime of search the sort of philosophy promoted by David Pearce is all that interests me. And research into qualia and the pain pleasure axis. If we get that right, my belief is we would find existential anxiety to be a mere symptom of deep rooted human fear and unhappiness.


      Incidentally non of what I say is criticism. I like your post very much and agree with the vast majority of what you say. My own website is subtitled “Weltanschauung – a search for the Soul”. Even though like you I am a man of science and therefor use the term metaphorically.


      My comments are therefor not flippant, nor meant to be. And I am serious about David Pearce and the abolitionist project.


      I do not believe that we will find absolutes in the universe other than the physical laws that you describe. But we must not forget the many worlds theory which may yet prove to have found the winning formula in which case physical laws are not absolutes but will differ from universe to universe.


      Science and philosophy are all that we have, practically speaking, to lead us forward. And indeed all that we should have now that the man of reason has disposed of god and his ilk.


      So we may as well use science and reason to make ourselves happy. There may be no up and no down in the universe. No left and no right. Equally therefore no “right” and no “wrong”.


      Therefore perhaps happiness is the only worthy pursuit. Yes we may argue that Pol Pot’s happiness or Stalin’s may be in torture, ethnic cleansing and murder but my suspicion would be that were these men truly “happy” and at peace with themselves they would not find the need to make a hell of the lives of their compatriots.
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    I am deeply disturbed to discover what a search on the word “consciousness” produces when you sift through WordPress websites.


    Over 90% of the entries reveal websites which can only be described as embarrassing, superstitious and pathetically inadequate.  You would have thought that in the 21st Century most of us in the civilized and educated West would have ditched charlatanism in favour of reason and science. And, yes, philosophy. Which of course has had to change much over the centuries as old superstitions were revealed to be humbug and utter hogwash.


    Surely to god we are grown up enough to ditch faith healing nutters, snakeoil salesmen and gurus? Even the Buddhists (god bless their yellow robed non-existent atman) are embracing modern science and co-operating with neurosurgeons to establish the neural correlates of the meditative state.


    And yet here are some of the headlines and articles to be found on WordPress:


    “You are inherently and innately programmed to thrive on all levels of your being” – yeah right, man. Flower power, airy fairy crap. Give me a pill any day. Tell me how qualia work in precise physical terms and how I can move from one end of the pleasure pain axis to the other.


    “There is always a counter to the negative. Call them spiritually and technologically advanced ETs, Angels, Ascended Masters etc. “. Yep, well there are fairies at the bottom of my garden and I’m not talking about LGBT+++ neighbors. I mean grow up you lunatic.


    “There is a different path of healing, a path, that keeps the balance, a path, that enhances intuition, re ignites love, my answer to this is touch massage….” Great well I’ll just check that out with my GP. Hey, I’m all for meditation and yoga. I’m all for anything, even magic mushrooms, if it works. But I’d like to skip the semi religious twaddle thanks. Metaphor is fine but if I’m feeling like a dead wet hamster in a washing machine I’d like something a little more efficacious than “touch massage” to make me feel better.


    Ooh – hang on a minute! I wonder what she is offering? Nah, I’m way too old for all that stuff.


    Oh dear. As usual this is turning into polemic so I must stop myself right away.


    I have no doubt most (but certainly not all) of these internet messiah’s honestly believe they have found “The Way”.  And I love metaphor and poetry and music and art and…..blah blah.  And yes sometimes it improves my mood.


    But if I want to read about consciousness I want to read Dennet, Chalmers, Tononi. I want to hear it from the neuro-scientists. The Blue Brain Project. Sure even my sagacious GP, if he feels he has anything to say.  I do not wish to hear from a bunch of deluded nutcases who can not see from one end of their  “chakra” to their waste pipe.


    The answer is simple of course: ignore them and move on to wiser counsel without causing offense and upset.
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    If you are feeling bad and want to feel a lot worse, I recommend a trip to your local government hospital.


    Don’t get me wrong: I would be very pleased to be there if I was in serious pain or at death’s door but I’m not. I’m here for something rather mundane. Thankfully.


    Also I’m a big fan of national health services. No country can be called civilized which lacks a free and freely available health service. And the people who work there are by and large good people. Doing a good job under trying circumstances.


    But if you feel neither ill nor depressed you are sure to feel one or the other as you enter those dire portals.


    It’s not quite “Arbeit Macht Frei”. Perhaps just “Abandon Hope all ye who Enter Here”.


    Almost everyone looks grim. Or just plain bloody awful. Perhaps it’s the long wait which exaggerates all this. Whichever department you wait in, you will be surrounded by the damned. Aged old birds with dementia dribbling on the floor or worse; sometimes much worse. Or hopeless old men with lost, watery eyes and pale, sickly demeanor which marks them out for imminent decline and fall.


    To complete my gloom this morning some old love had incontinence and the waiting room floor bore testimony to her condition.  Right in front of the only unoccupied seat.


    I am reminded, as always on such visits, of Jean Paul Sartre and Huis Clos in particular. There we all are. No way out. And the realization slowly dawns that we are all dead. Or soon will be. Three damned souls are brought to the same waiting room in Hell and locked inside by a mysterious valet, trapped there forever.


    And then, lo! Sunshine suddenly burst through the grimy, unwashed n-th floor windows and my name was called, my number was up. In a manner of speaking.


    Salvation had arrived in the form of the lovely Danielle, an exceptionally attractive young Australian doctor from Sydney. The clouds were lifted, rent even by her lovely young smile and the optimism of her glorious youth.


    Even the spirits of a curmudgeonly old misery can be lifted in such circumstances. Even in Huis Clos. Long live youth, may it last forever.
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    Why is so much of the internet “told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing”?


    OK, so I admit I got out of bed the wrong side this morning. My wife has the intensely irritating habit of leaving her smartphone on all night, with the volume turned up full in case our son or one of her numerous relatives calls in the middle of the night. Sound asleep, I will suddenly be shaken awake at ungodly hours expecting the worst, only to discover that one of her relatives from Australia has sent a picture of intense disinterest to me at 4 o clock in the morning.. And to make matters worse, having got a new phone, a simple “ping” does not suffice. Each message, however inconsequential, is accompanied by a different cacophony of sound.


    Having got that off my chest, I am sitting reading news and views from the blogosphere.  I am beset by problems and minor illnesses; grumpiness and angst being among the foremost of my ailments. The world is beset by problems, some more serious than mine.  What I need, what the world needs is solutions to those problems.


    My attention was drawn this morning to an interview on a website called Closer to Truth on the subject of “transcendence”.  There are some exceptionally able speakers featured on the website, including some eminent and interesting philosophers specializing in consciousness – perhaps the most important un-solved mystery we have.  But the article I was directed to was inconsequential and vague drivel.


    I have no problem with the concept of transcendence. My favorite author Ian Banks called it sublimation.  The escape to another realm from the dull and often dangerous physical reality in which we find ourselves trapped. Like flies in aspic or the Tar Baby of Uncle Remus. But what the world needs is a road-map of how to get there not some half baked diatribe on synchronicity, an insane dialogue with a non -existent deity or vapid, limp New Age bollux.


    I am not saying there is no room for imagination, poetic license, and metaphor.  These can and do soothe and pacify.  But such have existed for countless millennia and have never been known to bring world peace, freedom from anxiety or an escape from the dreadful condition we humans find ourselves in.


    What we need is hard science. If an alternate reality exists, if we are living on a plane just next door to some forbidden utopia our senses can’t quite grasp, well then lets go find it. Let’s not wallow in useless woo woo and crappy non existent chakras.  I can accept that there is “stuff” out there which our limited senses can not contact. Most frequencies along the light spectrum for instance.


    But if there is some “heaven” awaiting us we are not going to discover it by sitting on our collective rear ends talking piously about finding ourselves through faith healing, touch massage, poetry or  religion. We invented the wheel, penicillin, crop rotation and all manner of useful things. We may be on the cusp of trans-humanism – science fiction today, maybe science fact tomorrow.  So it if exists, lets go and find transcendence now so we can all enjoy it!


    We want cures and we want them now. If you think magic mushrooms will cure depression well, try it out. Don’t expect some Druid nutcase to wave his wand over you and make it better.  As I have so often repeated our twin saviors will be philosophy and science as they always have been. Philosophers to come up with the ideas, scientists to test them out and put it into practice.  Often they are one and the same person.


    There is “stuff” out there which actually works so let us concentrate on finding more of that and ditch the wishful thinking crap so many engage in.
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    The state of depression is easy enough to describe but it is doubtful whether mere words manage to convey the depth of the misery to one who has never suffered from it.


    States of mere sadness, boredom or lethargy are very common but the depths of depression go much further. It is a state where no pleasure is to be found, no happiness. It is a state where no sky is blue, no sunlight dappled or golden. It is a state where cynicism is the overriding emotion felt and every aspect of life seems absurd and futile. It is a state where taste and smell lose their meaning, where things ordinarily enjoyed become pointless and sterile.


    Enough. There are some of you who will be only too well aware of what I am talking about. Others who will mistakenly imagine that their occasional sadness gives them an understanding of the condition.


    It is all too tempting when in the grip of such a state of mind to go to ground. To cut off. Not to write or read. Or eat or drink. Certainly there will be little pleasure in any such activity.


    And yet perhaps these are exactly the times one should write, and think. Not to drag others down into the grey abyss of your mood but to reflect, constructively, on what depression means and whether there might be a way out. A cure.


    What is “mind”? The answer is not at all obviousness. We have very little idea what consciousness is, how it arose, or how it relates to physics and what we believe to be the laws of nature.  In days gone by, dualism was all the rage.  Rene Descartes and his followers believed (and some still believe) that mind and body are entirely separate.  That the mind (the soul some would call it) is merely housed in the physical body but does not result from it. Does not arise or emerge from mere physical phenomena or laws.


    Monists believe that mind and matter are all one, but there is a “hard problem” with such a view as pointed out by philosopher David Chalmers and others.  Exactly how is it that mental properties can arise out of complex relationships between physical matter? Can consciousness arise from matter? How?


    The panpsychists believe that consciousness is a law of nature. Like gravity or the weak nuclear force or electricity. It just “is”. It exists in all matter in varying states of sophistication, of which the human brain is at the top of the heap. So far as we know. Consciousness in human terms arises where sufficient complexity exists and the human brain is nothing if not complex. Rocks and nematode worms have consciousness but of a lesser form than we humans.


    Some scientists believe that consciousness, the “mind”, emerges from physics. That physics and physics alone can explain mind; that there is nothing else. Other scientists and philosophers believe that the basic physical constituents of the universe have mental properties – in other words that consciousness just “is” as already mentioned.


    How does any of this help the poor fool stuck at the bottom of the abyss?


    Well in my view it does not really matter whether you believe in “emergence” or panpsychism. One day no doubt we will ascertain which view is correct; or than the answer lays somewhere else entirely.


    And one day we will be able to adjust our moods with precision. Not with the blunt instrument of drugs but by genetic engineering. We will be able to shift our place along the pain pleasure axis by accurate and sure design.


    In the meantime it is all trial and error. You won’t be able to think your way out of the abyss. You can tell yourself that it does not exist but that will be of little help when you are stuck down at the bottom.  What you can do is to acknowledge it and to acknowledge that the mood is transient, even if chronic. It will not always be that intense. It will pass. And there is some merit in argument – along the lines “my life is fine, I have no reason to feel this way”.  CBT some call it. Meditation – well it may help some a little. As might exercise.


    But of course none of these “remedies” are an instant or permanent cure.


    Over the years I have managed to develop a more philosophical approach.  In earlier days before I even recognised what the mood was, I assumed it was entirely due to external circumstances and could be eradicated by physical and external means.  Hence I moved from job to job and from country to country in search of happiness. In search of the philosopher’s stone, the “Way”, the “answer”, No 42.


    These days I have to try and put my head down. To recognise that this state of mind merely exists. That unless medical or genetic research gets its skates on I’m stuck with it.  At least I am lucky enough to be in a position to let it pass, to let it flow over me. It would be wholly impossible for me to do a “job” or to lead a life which any would consider “normal”.  I have had the good luck to avoid “jobs” and people for almost 30 years and intend to do so for the next 30.


    This is not a matter of pride but of necessity. And my life has not been entirely useless or entirely wasted.  There is value in thought and in expressing thought. There is value in writing and in comparing notes with others.


    So yes, these days I usually simply take the day off when the Black Dog barks at my door. Or the week. Or the month. I realise that none of it is my “fault”. That the state of mind we call depression just “is” and that for the moment all one can really is to hang on by one’s fingernails.


    But that will change. A way will be found to alter our minds, wherever or whatever those minds spring from.  And there is no harm in experimenting with the latest techniques or thinking about ways the answer will emerge.


    Today is a bad day. It has been a bad week. And yet one part of my mind is still functioning and lucid. And telling me to write these past few days off. And the next few days if necessary. And to keep studying and thinking even from the bottom of the pit.
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    Well not mine actually – its just that I liked the headline. The Guardian’s article Me and My Vulva gave me pause for thought. And for the first time in a while encouraged me to put pen to paper.


    Photographer Laura Dodsworth, in a book and accompanying film for Channel 4, tells the stories of 100 women and gender non-conforming people through portraits of their vulvas. How you can be “gender non-conforming” while in possession of a vulva is left unexplained. Perhaps because it is un-explainable?


    Anyway it’s all very jolly and lest you are unclear exactly what a vulva is, fear not – many of the 100 vulvas so expertly photographed by Ms Dodsworth are displayed for all to see in the article.  Bunched together, the group portrait looks rather like a Persian rug – all very geometric.  And I shall resist the temptation to make the obvious jokes about rugs.


    One of the motivations for the study appears to be that vulvas are not easy to look at. In the words of Ms Dodsworth “Let’s be honest, it’s tricky to witness our vulvas for ourselves, legs awkwardly astride pocket mirrors, bums shuffled up close to full-length mirrors, or taking a selfie with the unflattering lens of a smartphone.”


    Much the same could be said of one’s bottom. Presumably she will be making a gender non-conforming follow up: “Me and My Rectum”? And perhaps a gender non-conforming male could make something similar?  Although if he (it?) is gender non-conforming perhaps he could not be said to be male? How confusing! But just imagine the fun – you could have a quiz show and get prizes for guessing which rectum photos came from a non gender-conforming male and which from a non-gender conforming female.


    Better still, Ms Dodsworth has collected “vulva stories” to accompany the photographs, some of which are reproduced in the Guardian.


    I am shocked by none of this. Certainly not! Perhaps mildly amused best describes how I feel about this latest contribution to 21st century culture.  Good old Guardian eh? Its not all communism and Cold War these days.


     Womanhood: The Bare Reality is published by Pinter & Martin on 21 February; 100 Vaginas will air on Channel 4 on 19 February.
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    If you are going to church, go alone and go when it is empty.


    And preferably locked, so that you have to knock on some ancient’s door to borrow the huge old keys to the locks.  Make sure it’s old – quietly ringing with a thousand years’ of contemplation and quiet voices.  And it should have books – musty, sacred, old  books containing arcane prayers in a language you barely understand. And best if it is remote and utterly still and quiet except for a few rooks in the churchyard.


    Then you sit and you listen. Perhaps you look at some ancient prayers, not as an act of obeisance to some deity you were taught about in childhood, but to plumb the very depth of the human condition. To put you in touch with who you are and who we all are. Our common concerns and joys, our hopes and our fears.


    And yes, perhaps to access some sense of the “divine”, however you may interpret that word, that feeling. The intuition that something is out there, even if that something is a mere echo of the human spirit itself.  That is divine enough – consciousness is itself miraculous. The arising of feelings and mind from mere matter. Out of carbon and oxygen and hydrogen arose some spirit, some entity which could contemplate the universe and the very matter from which it arose. Special enough to produce a sense of the numinous.


    “Stand in awe…… : commune with your own heart, and in your chamber, and be still.”


    How apt, these ancient words and how beautiful. And how many such phrases can you find, combing through those musty old books. Reject what you will, take what you will. You drift, in and out of consciousness, in that quiet place. You pick a few words here and there and think about them. You  close your eyes, you drift into a mild trance.


    Somehow all seems right at such times. The watery sun peers through the stained glass and casts its glow on brass and wood and hewed stone. Yes, all seems right with the world. All will be well and all manner of things will be well.


    It isn’t a religious thing.  You are not looking for benediction or grace, for help or the defeat of your enemies.  You do not seek to be saved, you are not looking for reward or an after life.  You are looking for this life, here and now.  You are seeking your own essence, your own meaning and purpose.


    And sometimes you think you have found it. Sometimes, during that half hour of quiet contemplation, on that dusty old pew in the middle of nowhere, you have grasped at some truth, you have found some measure of true peace, equanimity.  Presumably thousands have found likewise over hundreds of years in that place of peace and sanctity.


    You aren’t looking for thanks, or wealth or health. You aren’t seeking advancement or gain or praise.


    You seek yourself. You seek truth, meaning, solace.


    And alone in a pew I usually find those things.
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    I am frightened of homeless people.  They remind me how all too easy it is in this world to fall between the cracks.


    In a prosperous town in the South of England, one of the wealthiest countries in the world, a woman sat this afternoon in filthy clothing and a sleeping bag in an alcove outside a derelict shop.  I had heard that the best thing you can do for the homeless is to talk to them. Make them feel that they are not an outcast, a leper. Find out what their problems are and why they find themselves on the street on a freezing winter’s day.


    Its not something I have done very often – speak to such a person. Give them the common courtesy of acknowledging their normality, their humanity. And it is not because I do not care. It is because I am terrified of ending up in the same condition and I look the other way. Irrational, foolish, selfish. What do words cost? Why not look at life as it is, face up to the horrors suffered by all too many?


    I walked by her. I carried on up the street towards chocolate, diet pepsi, a cup of hot tea.  A beautiful little cottage with heating, a lovely garden and dinner out in a seaside pub. But god knows how, I made myself turn. I wanted to know her story, I wanted to see whether I could add anything. I wanted her to feel like a normal person, not an outcast.


    “Nowhere to go?” was my inane and tactless opening line. She was lucid, intelligent. She was not a wino; nor was she a drug addict. Her story was simple and sad. Her husband had died and she had been evicted from her accommodation (presumably for not paying the rent).  She suffered from epilepsy but it appears she managed to control this illness since in better days she had worked, with enjoyment and pride, at several nursing homes. She felt she would be welcomed back there as she had a good work record but could not approach them in a filthy state. If she was going to work at a care home she needed to bath every day and feed herself.


    And this is where it became truly scary. She had literally fallen between the cracks. She had no bank account and no formal identity and so the Benefits Office would not pay her what was due to her. She was being helped, thank god, by a charity called Torchlight and a doctor had offered her a letter of identity once she had been on his roster for two months. She still has a month and a half to go. Then, hopefully, the damn fools at the benefits office will pay her what she is due and she can get accommodation and food.


    Shame on those Benefits people. Shame on the whole damn stupid system. Shame on me, shame on the whole damn human race for leaving people starving on the streets in the middle of winter. Here was a woman who, god knows, needed and deserved help. And yet the damn fools would not give it her because apparently she had no “identity”. Is not a body identity enough? Is not a starving mouth and a freezing cold woman an “identity”?  Does a piece of paper from a bank, or a doctor, or some hateful government agency somehow make an “identity” whereas real  flesh and blood does not?


    Thank god some kind local had taken her in at nights and hopefully this will last until she gets her “identity” and her benefits. And, I hope, her job at the care home. In the meantime she has to sit huddled in the streets during the day, begging for her food.


    There but for the grace of god go I. It could happen to any of us. It does happen to many.


    We must stop this; we must act. Not just here in this privileged island, but everywhere. These people are not animals.  The homeless, the starving and the destitute – they are you, they are me.


    Surely to god we can do better than this?
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    Whether or not you win a conflict, something will have been lost.


    I have written a series of articles about a Pig, a Salesman and a Snob. Who happens to be one and the same person. He is also a bully who needs to get his own way at all costs.  The bully has been thwarted but he keeps on coming back for more. Like a punch drunk boxer he is determined to remain in the ring, determined to keep punching despite the pointlessness of his endeavors.


    He has been held at bay. His bullying has lead him nowhere except to destroy relationships all around him.  And do the “victors” feel any better?


    There are no victors in conflict. No victory can be obtained in this petty conflict nor the Armageddon of nations at war. Ruined lives are the inevitable result of conflict.  There has to be a better way of resolving our differences than anger. Anger can so easily and so often does escalate into physical violence.


    In petty domestic situations, the police may eventually have to be called upon to stop the Pig harassing his neighbors.  In international politics, disagreement usually leads to missiles, tanks and occasionally poisoned gas if you happen to be an unlucky Marsh Arab.  Or Jew.


    How can we behave better? How can we bring ourselves back from the brink?


    In the case of the petty dispute between two of my neighbors, I am suggesting arbitration. Passing the whole sorry matter over to a third party and letting them decide the rights and wrongs. But of course both sides will have to agree to be bound by the decision and to enter arbitration proceedings in the first place.  Let us hope that the Pig sees the good sense in this solution.


    It matters not who “wins” and who “loses” since lives will have been wrecked or lost in the process of the battle.  In the international arena, six million Jews will have been wiped out, or a race of Marsh Arabs. In the domestic setting, two sisters have been torn apart and seem unlikely to speak again.


    It doesn’t really matter who is at fault. People suffer. The Pig is suffering too. Grossly overweight and bombastic, he has a weak constitution. He is a veteran of war with neighbors, he wields his mighty cosh with pride. But win or lose, the Pig has caused devastation all around him.  His mighty will has been challenged and he stands on the top of his heap issuing hollow threats.


    If the Pig finally admits defeat what then? Will anyone feel any better? Will the world be a better place? Will either sister feel any happier? Will anything worthwhile have been achieved?


    I would venture that the answers to all of the above are “no”.


    Or perhaps I have no Viking blood? Perhaps some still worship Thor and the gods of war? Perhaps to some conflict is glorious and victory, Pyrrhic or otherwise, is worth the sacrifices involved?


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/02/19/all-victories-are-pyrrhic/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		William West, 1st Lord Delawarr

		March 4, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    The somewhat brutal face and the arrogant pose of William West, 1st Lord Delawarr, reassures us that human nature has not changed much over the centuries.


    This portrait hangs in the 1540 Gallery at Tate Britain on Millbank, London, near the Palace of Westminster. The aggressive pose is similar to that used by Hans Holbein in his portraits of the English tyrant Henry VIII and at one time this portrait was attributed to Holbein. These days, it is confessed that the artist is unknown and that the portrait was painted sometime later in the 16th Century.


    The sitter has not actually been confirmed. But it is amusing to think that it may indeed have been the thoroughly unpleasant William West, since this portrait indicates that the sitter was perhaps not an altogether pleasant character. Born c.1519, William West was  the nephew of the 9th Lord De La Warre, whom he tried to poison in order to gain his title and estates.


    Despite much exquisite beauty in the Tudor period, these were turbulent and brutal times.  Alongside the sublime music of Taverner, William Byrd and John Downland the period revelled in barbaric practices such as hanging, drawing and quartering.  The magnificence and lavishness of the architecture (Christ Church Oxford for instance) sits ill beside the abject poverty and misery of the masses.


    These days I try to be pretty methodical when I “do” art. I like to spend an hour or so in a single gallery and look at every painting in detail, read a little about each and then hone in for some more detailed research on those that particularly appeal to me. Any more than and my mind wanders.  The Tate Gallery’s website is a fabulous resource and thanks to my smartphone I can do a little research while I am in situ.  The technical details of the work involved in the attempt to date and verify artist and sitter are fascinating and well worth the effort to absorb.


    But primarily, as ever, what interests me is the psychology, the “meaning”, the “why”.  What does this painting tell me about human nature, about myself perhaps? Why do we humans behave as we do and what drives us?


    Much of the world today is no better than it was in Tudor England. Vicious savages entirely the equal of Henry VIII (or worse) rule much of the third world. Brutal dictators in Africa and other man made hellholes, rip off their people and squirrel away their winnings in Swiss Bank accounts. Rivals are murdered and whole populations “ethnically cleansed”.


    The Trumps of this world and the Corbyns are not altogether pleasant either..


    Animals are brutal. We are animals. William West was an animal.  Perhaps it is the fault of evolution. Perhaps we can not help ourselves but we have a duty to try.
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    The painting warns the viewer of the soul’s vulnerability to the vanities of the world.


    It strikes me as a sort of 16th Century morality comic book.  It’s a bit like a Tudor version of The Beano, where Dennis The Menace and Gnasher are tempting the saintly and wet  Lord Snooty with all sorts of naughty stuff.


    Mostly I find Christian art difficult to appreciate. All those grisly bodies full of arrows, the dripping bloody men on the cross, the insipid looking adorers standing at the feet of god. I don’t care how skillful the artist may have been; Titian, Rembrandt, Reubens all had their good points but the heavy religious plug is not for me.


    There are exceptions and oddly I find art related to the Old Testament a lot easier to tolerate. Such wonderful, grim and bloody stories painted in oil on canvas. Belshazzar’s Feast being a great example.  It doesn’t come much spookier than the “Writing on the Wall”. What a bounder he was; not surprising someone ticked  him off and wrote threats all over his wall.


    But the Allegory of Man is in a wholly different category. If you discount the ridiculously anthropomorphic god hovering above the tempted mortal and consider him more metaphor than divinity, then I believe the picture can speak to us. The horrid devils and skeletons and assorted beasties are trying to tempt the poor mortal to commit terrible sins. Covetousness, sloth, greed, lechery and more –  all the human failings. And then of course the painting lists the Christian virtues in more little bubbles in this lovely comic strip.


    ‘BE SOBER THEREFORE & WATCH FOR ¦ THOW KNOWEST NEITHER THE DAY NOR ¦ THE HOWRE.’


    Love it and I’m not making fun. All joking aside, there is something profound and magisterial about these words. Sometimes when I’m up in the mountains far from light pollution, or down at our little cottage on the Kent coast, I go out into the garden and lay marveling at the sheer immensity of what is out there.  And the sheer insignificance of our tiny world and our silly stupid cruelties and petty concerns. So yes, I do appreciate this picture.  I do wholeheartedly subscribe to what it is trying to tell me.


    It hangs in the Tate Gallery in London if you want to see it. The painter is not known, nor the “purpose” of the painting, Nor where it originally hung.


    I don’t need a god to tell me what to do. I can decide right and wrong for myself. But I do appreciate the message. It is meet and right even if it is a bit preachy.
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    No, it didn’t quite work out like that, it never does.


    However Arcadian the setting, we humans will wreck it and fill it with the same petty miseries you find the world over.  My biggest problem living up in the mountains for 8 years was probably Mr Mc Fukka.  I was trying to help out a friend with her divorce since her husband (Dell Boy of the Alps) was trying to swindle her. Dell Boy had shagged Thai tarts for years and god knows what or who else. His wife even had an uncomfortable suspicion that he may have had it off with Gay Helmut, a terminally depressed local doctor.


    Anyway Mc Fukka banged on my door one night and started shouting at me. I was to stop causing trouble and on no account was I to encourage the wife to continue her hunt for her husband’s “black money”.  This beautiful spot is in a land notorius for black money, black everything. World capital of money laundering and skulduggery. Everyone is on the take and those who don’t do “black” are deemed deviant.


    Anyway, Mc Fukka had had property dealings with Dell Boy and our Dell, when he sold a property, would take a big slug under the table to avoid the local tax collectors. Mc Fukka had bought from Dell and it was generally reckoned Mc Fukka had probably pushed the customary slab of used notes at Dell Boy under the table. Therefore he didn’t want anybody helping Dell Boy’s wife tracking the illicit slush.


    I never really spoke to Mc Fukka after that and the local lawyers hired by Mrs Dell did a lousy job. Probably deliberately. Its a male dominated society which only recently and reluctantly gave women the vote.


    Mrs Dell was a right laugh and my source of all the local gossip. We were having dinner one night in a cafe up in town and she looked at me darkly as the owner approached to take our order: “Did you know his wife hung herself upstairs?”.  Well I didn’t actually and suffice to say it rather spoilt my appetite.  I never went there again.


    And so it went on. The local plumber and his wife were sex maniacs. Apparently one only had to go into the plumbing shop looking for a bath plug and Mrs Plumber would have her hands all over you. I managed to rush out undamaged after buying a non slip bath mat following a knee operation at the local hospital. Mr Plumber would similarly offer all sorts of plumbing and non plumbing services to all and sundry in the village.


    Other than Mrs Dell, my greatest buddy was a dear old American who had taught maths for many years to undeserving children in Stuttgart and retired up to the mountains.  His wife had recently died and he and I would walk all summer and ski all winter. God knows how many miles we covered or how many restaurants we ate at.


    I’m back there now, visiting the dear old chap (he is 83) and Mrs Dell. My schoolteacher chum is one of those all too rare people who is just “good”. No other way to describe him. Never says a horrid word about anyone. But he is probably in a very small minority in this particular town.  Or indeed any town.


    Ten years on since I lived here and the locals haven’t changed one iota. A farmer friend’s lovely wife has left him and the mountains now their children have grown up.  Farmer boy has apparently spent much of his adult life knobbing anything and everything he can get his hands on.  Seems to be the thing to do up in the mountains. Many of them order take-away’s from Thailand and ditch their wives for a new model. Dell Boy did this before ditching his wife.  He lavishes money on Ting Tong Thai Bride after swindling his wife, and has built Miss Tong three houses in Thailand apparently, where he now spends much of his life.  Mrs Dell says Ting Tong was originally a prostitute, but she would say that I suppose.


    Actually there is a very nice ex-prostitute at the cash till at the local supermarket. She says being the catalog bride of a local rogue is better than selling her body back home. Good luck to her I say. But doubtless behind it lies yet another broken marriage.


    So you see you can’t escape human nature even in the remotest spots. We humans will shag and swindle (and worse) wherever we go. It will doubtless always be thus.
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    I have always been faintly amused by the idea of earnest Christian converts sliding down a giant birth canal into a pool of holy water. Or whatever it is they actually do.


    According to Wikipedia “individuals who profess to be “born again” often state that they have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.”  Yeah, right, well I had something slightly different in mind as I was wandering slowly through the snow covered mountains today.


    More like that equally improbable concept of a “New Year’s Resolution”. Turning over a new leaf. Starting again. Doing things differently.


    I’m not often too bothered about being born again but recently the concept of turning my back on my past has taken on a new importance.


    Before I left for the mountains, I had been through a particularly difficult few weeks with somebody I have rather ignobly and perhaps harshly called the Pig.  I don’t have any personal axe to grind with the Pig other than my distaste for illiteracy, a lack of erudition and boorish stupidity.  No doubt were I a decent Christian (god forbid) or (slightly more tolerable) a proper Buddhist I would take a more tolerant attitude.


    But I am neither and the Pig  has really got under my skin. Before leaving London I had an unfortunate incident whereby I was so enraged by the behavior of Mr and Mrs Pig that I was frogmarched to the doctor who was ordered to get me to change my ways.


    And indeed I should. Hence on the eve of my return to that no longer “Green and Pleasant Land” I find myself resolved to turn over a new leaf. I think I have tried this a number of times before but this time it’s quite urgent.


    So what will my re-birthed existence look like? Post birth canal, it will certainly entail ignoring Pigs which means I will no longer be able to contact most of my siblings. Mercifully.


    It will also mean not giving a toss about anything very much. And quite honestly that’s about all you can do at an age when friends and relatives are dropping like flies around you and Shakespeare’s words take on an ever more poignant urgency:


    

      All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players:

They have their exits and their entrances;

And one man in his time plays many parts,

His acts being seven ages.


    


    Worry is absurd. I’ll do a lot less of that. People: I don’t think I will bother.   With the odd and very rare exception.  Meditation – I must do a lot more of that. Must try harder as the dullard’s head master might say.  Gardening, walking along beaches, mooching in country churches, singing. My wife, my son, such family as I have left I must concentrate on.


    Life is to be lived. Enjoy it while you can.
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    In the featured image, Leni Riefenstahl and a camera crew stand in front of Hitler’s car during the 1934 rally in Nuremberg.  Note the eerie order in the street, the crowd carefully controlled in the gutters to express their awe of the military behemoth.


    Earlier, in 1927, Fritz Lang had produced the unsettling film  Metropolis, where wealthy industrialists and business magnates and their top employees reign from high-rise towers, while underground-dwelling workers toil to operate the great machines that power the city.  And lo, a few years later……


    It struck me today while travelling from Zurich to London by air, that the way our society is now organised lays us wide open to dystopia in the not too distant future.


    Airports, airplanes and their employees seem to be closely related to the prison services.  The secret police. We are dehumanized and humiliated while in their clutches. We are frogmarched, searched  and sometimes seized and stripped. We become numbers; lumps of meat. Our society has created monsters in the wings waiting to enchain and enslave us when commanded so to do by the Hitler or Stalin of the modern age.


    Faceless men and woman roam at will with guns.  They keep us in line, push us shuffling towards what today might laughingly be called “transport” but could tomorrow so easily become the gas chamber.  Hundreds if not thousands of faceless officials are in support of those toting guns. Humor is strictly discouraged and a minor infraction of some petty rule will have you marched, arm twisted behind your back, to a dark guardroom and interrogation. 


    If you attempt modern air travel, you will so easily understand why Hitler’s Germany was run by  clerks. Ordinary people who became institutionalized into monsters.  The station masters and train guards who transported the victims to the camps. The police who rounded up Jews and dissidents. The ordinary people, you and me, our neighbors who gave rise to the phrase “the banality of evil”: we are turning ourselves into Hitler’s railway clerks.  His Blackshirts. His Gestapo.


    The descent into totalitarianism is made so easy by modern technology.  What would Hitler have given for CCTV.  For a digitised society where our every move can be traced and tracked and minuted by automated software and replayed at whim whenever we are caught in some infidelity towards the hydra state.


    Am I exaggerating? Am I just feeling particularly down after a hateful day? I think not. The monolith I witnessed today could so easily be pressed into more sinister service. The common response of the common man after the Second World War was that there was nothing he could have done to stop the terror.


    And how right was that common man. Picture a group of strong men in control of modern media, the army, transport, banking. Our societies are so centralized, our freedoms so restricted that a gang of half determined thugs could walk all over us and we, the common men, could do nothing to resist them.


    Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/03/15/processed-for-the-slaughterhouse/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		There Comes a Time

		March 19, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Retirement means different things to different people.  The hermit has always been retired – or at least hidden away.  Retired in the sense of withdrawn from the world. The mendicant has withdrawn from conventional life and travels the land begging for his sustenance in return for preaching or serving the poor.


    Such simplicity sounds so attractive.  Dispense with the internet, mobile telephones and offices.  Tell your boss exactly where to put his job and Jeff Bezos where to stuff Amazon. Give materialism a swerve and hit the open road like Thelma and Louise.


    In a sense that is the very essence of Buddhism. I was contemplating meditation at  the Wat Buddhapadipa in London and revisiting the basics of Buddhism this morning, something I can’t have done for 20 odd years.  I was once more overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the teachings and wondered why I had not put them into practice.


    The Christian equivalent is “treat others like yourself and live like a lillie in the field”.


    

      And why take ye thought for raiment?  Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow;  they toil not, neither do they spin.


    


    Long my favorite verse in the New Testament.


    Buddhism goes further and is more satisfying to the inquiring mind. It is about piercing the veil of reality and seeing ourselves for what we really are.  The self is an illusion. Everything is impermanent and we have no soul; from dust we arose and to dust we shall return.


    It sounds negative but it is not. To achieve release from suffering we must see through the illusion and accept impermanence.  Our consciousness is temporary, transient. We must not cling to life, to the material – to do so will only end in distress.


    It doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy life – just that we should see it for what it is.  It is so closely allied to other strains of Eastern thought – Taoism in particular. The Flow, the realization that the “ten thousand things” do not require our attention.


    I don’t think it means you have to don a funny robe, shave your head and spend the day shaking a tambourine.  And I’m not sure you have to use organic lavatories, wear Jesus sandals or dress as a hippie. I think it does require effort and insight though. I think it requires adopting a mental attitude and trying to live your life very, very differently.


    There is always a danger of quietism. Death, in a sense. Of becoming so withdrawn you could no longer be said to be alive.


    I think you have to use the philosophy not to abandon life, but on the contrary to embrace it. Albeit in a different form.


    I won’t be found sitting on Putney Bridge with a begging bowl anytime soon.  But I will be trying to dissolve my ego and to embrace change.
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      The hour was late and Mr Bear was tired. But he could not sleep – however he tried and wherever he tried.

Snore, snore went Mrs Bear.

Tick-tock, tick-tock went the clock.

Would he never get to sleep?


    


    I know just how Mr Bear felt but very occasionally one gets a glimpse of peace and today was one of those all too rare days.


    I had spent two weeks stomping around the mountains in Switzerland but my customary joy in the beauty of the landscape seemed to elude me.  Surroundings and activity can certainly help. Distressing surroundings and activities will destroy you. But on this occasion, something just seemed missing. Peace.


    What was different about today? What triggered that precious calm? That feeling that all is right with the world?


    Difficult to tell – mood is so erratic, so unpredictable. And while moods must have causes, those causes are even more elusive than the moods themselves.  Causation there must be, but to track it down? Ah, that is something altogether different.  It is never so very clear to me why I can feel a sense of deep peace on one day and on another be mired in a pit of existential gloom. Chemicals perhaps.  Almost assuredly so. Faulty wiring.


    Which brings me to the point.  In an attempt to radically alter my personality I had been fooling around with micro dosing. Go ahead and look it up, it’s all the rage.  Read Michael Pollan’s excellent book on psychedelics to get a feel for what it is all about. Google the phrase – the web is full of ecstatic reports of miraculous transformations.  All of which you should take with a pinch of salt. And as to the scientists, when have clinical trials ever been of much help in the matter?


    No, in matters of mood, the rational, intelligent individual must take matters into his own hands.  It is long past the time when I would be in any danger – no longer a callow youth, the days of bingeing are long, long past.   And this stuff is not addictive.  Nor indeed damaging.


    I had imagined that micro dosing psilocybin or LSD would transform my often all too black worldview into one filled with roses. And happiness, beauty and peace. After three months that happy day has still not arrived.


    And yet it has changed me, of that I am sure. It is difficult to tell you exactly how. I think in a way I have become more distanced from myself, from my moods. I am more inclined to put my head up and think “who gives a fuck”.   I seem more able to see the moods for what they are (disturbing but transient) and while emotions such as fear and pessimism are still profoundly unpleasant, I have a certain sense of “oh well, I guess I am stuck with it for now”.


    Today I went a little further. I transgressed the boundaries of the micro dose in favour of something more substantial.  Not enough to see aliens or the walls moving. Not enough to see fractals or to open the doors of perception in a way that William Blake would have recognized.


    But enough to make a difference. Enough to achieve great clarity. Enough to achieve a sense of profound peace. And that really is something to celebrate. There is nothing “recreational” or immoral or reckless about it. It is a measured and calculated course of action to see whether one can change one’s brain for the better.


    And I spent the day with my son. Kicked out of the house by my wife who was having a ghastly ladies’ lunch, my son and I met at a beautiful club and ate and talked. And walked and talked some more.


    What an intense joy after all the difficult years years of childhood.


    So what was cause and what the effect? Where the chicken and where the egg? The horse, the carriage?


    Time will tell.  But a day with my son is always special to me. Perhaps that is enough by way of explanation.
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    What I ought to have bought was a mobility cart and a year’s pass to the Bingo Hall. What I ended up with was a 320 brake horse power monster I am too terrified to drive.


    My father in law has long had a sneaky liking for my ridiculous cars but has never been that upfront about it.  To my face he has always recommended the Morris Minor and I am sure he would have been very happy had I bought the mobility cart.


    When he saw the ridiculous effort I eventually settled on he told me gleefully that Sadiq Khan will be running me out of town within two years. Not only that, he lugubriously told me it would be my last car. Whether he has some weird foresight of my imminent demise or whether (in his usual way) he is working on some obscure actuarial principals, I know not.


    Cheers Grandpa.


    I suppose he thought I should be putting it into savings for an old folk’s home. Perhaps he was right.


    The question only came to mind today because I had to open the bonnet. I hadn’t done so before and when I saw the gleaming pile of sophisticated technology it revealed I did wonder what in god’s name I had done. And why.


    I drive everywhere in London at about 20 miles an hour. I will often tootle along a motorway quite happily at 60. So quite why I deemed it necessary or advisable to buy something which does almost 3 times the legal speed limit and heads off at traffic lights like a dragster is beyond me.


    Normally it is my son who eggs me on into such absurdities. I can not blame him for this one. I had started out looking at a Smart car as a run around for our minuscule cottage in Kent.  I seem to recall one could buy something very pleasant for little more than the mobility carts favored by all and sundry in our little seaside town.


    Then for some reason, which now escapes me, I got it into my head that the thing I ended up buying was a bargain. It was a year old with low mileage and the super duper version was £x less than the brand spanking new one.


    When I mentioned this to my father in law he told me that £x ( my apparent “saving”) would actually have bought me the brand new Morris Minor of my dreams anyway.  Why do I never listen to the old boy?


    Leaving aside the question of reckless and stupid expense there is also the equally serious matter of crass hypocrisy.


    Why bleat about the world poor and the homeless if you are just going to hose money down the drain on some foolish bauble?


    God knows. I can only say that I unashamedly do not practice what I preach and despite being very upset indeed about the billions of poor sods living in abject misery I seem incapable of reining in my baser impulses.


    As a Buddhist sympathizer perhaps I will be re-born as a worm next time round. Serve me right.
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    Rarely have I felt such intensity as when singing Vierne’s Messe Solennelle with Fulham Camerata last Saturday.


    It was one of those peak experiences so frequently read about and so mysterious as to be almost impossible to describe.


    Our conductor himself (Harry Castle) is intense and intensely expressive.  It was fascinating to watch his face as he conducted the Kyrie, a heavy, brooding magnificent setting of those hallowed words preceded by equally heavy and expressive organ music.


    The performance was greatly lifted by drafting in singers from Genesis Sixteen as well as our own choral scholars who are kind enough to put up with the rest of us. And we had a wonderful organist.


    Harry’s face during the Kyrie was a joy to behold. After weeks of trying to persuade a recalcitrant and belligerent bunch to actually look at him, on this occasion I believe we all did so. And it really counted. Harry was clearly enjoying at least this part of the performance as much as I did.  I’m sure others must have noticed the flow, the sheer magic of this opening movement where for one of those all too rare occasions, we seemed to have got the picture. It was like riding a wave, an experience I will not forget.


    Life does not get much better than this.
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    I do not believe that the concepts of “god” and science are incompatible. Provided we accept that we have created the concept of “god” in the first place and that through science we have the means to become godlike.


    Qualiacomputing is run by people with the impressive aim of discovering what triggers our feelings, our emotions, our “qualia”.   These people believe that qualia have a mathematical, scientific basis and hence can be re-created and manipulated. That qualia represent certain brain states – those of harmony (in the case of pleasant states) and disharmony in states of malaise and pain.


    I follow their website with interest. Like their friend the fascinating philosopher  David Pearce, they wish to save the world through science. To make us happy and good, well and altruistic through altering our genetic make up.


    I responded as follows to a recent post:


    

      My own worldview seems to accord mostly with your own. Of course I have no scientific basis for my view, merely intuition and disconnected theorizing. Nonetheless for what it is worth my conclusion is that everything we conscious entities feel, suffer or enjoy is, at bottom, a quale. Spirituality is, for example, the quale we “enjoy” when certain external factors put our mind into a certain state.


      By way of example ritual (church music, incense, incantation, intonation of the psalms) can put me into a state where I feel at one with the world and seem to be connected to some sense of the numinous.  And I am an atheist or at best agnostic.


      How does this come about? And does it suggest that there is a deity “out there” or perhaps at least some pantheistic or Jungian uber consciousness?


      My belief is that it comes about through electrical and chemical reactions in my brain which smell, music and rhythm cause. Call this reductionist if you will. Hence I do not believe that a deity is “out there”. Nonetheless like Pascal, I believe we should act as if there was.


      I believe in a sense that we make our own deity and certainly our own meaning. But at heart we do so through the basic laws of physics. To use your own terminology through “harmony”, by creating certain states of rhythm and harmony in our brains which cause us to feel in a certain way. To experience certain qualia.


      And we “should” feel those qualia for the world to evolve in a better and kinder way.  We “need” to feel those qualia. To manufacture, bring about and encourage those qualia. Hence I firmly believe in the sort of project you are aiming at: to alter our qualia for the better, to raise our hedonic set point.


      I believe that to do so makes for a better world. I believe that the application of science through the methods you have suggested (genetic engineering for instance) will enable us to create what the religious has never been able to create – a heaven on earth.


      Is that spirituality? Or is it reductionist and bare, feeling-less science?  I do not believe you should separate the two. If “god is within” as so many of the world’s religions postulate, then surely we should use science to amend and adjust the “within” to achieve the bliss, beauty and love we so sadly lack. We created “god” in our own image. It is we who now have the chance to become godlike – perhaps in the way that Frank Tipler envisaged. Or, in a slightly more traditional and religious way, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.
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    She was an archetype. The Good Aunt.  Few enough good people around but she was one of them.


    There have been few such people in my life.  I’m not exactly bad but I am most certainly not good; not in that sense anyway. I cursed and struggled and swore and fought every time we had to make the grueling journey beyond the wall to visit her and her equally Good Husband.


    But once we were there it was to enter a different world. An enchanted one.  They can only be described as people of the utmost naive and wonderful simplicity. And decency and goodness.


    Of how many couples can you say you never heard them speak a bad word. Or utter a bad thought. She bustled as soon as you arrived. It was Mrs Tiggywinkle, off to put the kettle on the hob. Or Mrs Beaver from Narnia busying around to put good things on the table for lunch. And he? A lovely, kind old man; Mr Beaver pottering around the dam doing the things good beavers do.


    What made them so unique that couple.  Their house such a haven of peace. Kindness; yes that must be it.  A place where you knew you could let your mind wander; barely aware of the glorious Tiggywinkles pottering around and talking of wonderful Tiggywinklish things.


    Why do we not live for the day. Why do we not cherish what we have when we have it. Well life was ever thus I suppose. More easily lived backwards. Easier by far to be wise after the event.


    And yet those times were special. With those special people.  Perhaps we should have given more. Been better guests, better hosts.


    Have they really gone. Perhaps not. Perhaps after all such spirits live on as their religion taught them. Who am I to know or to judge.


    The world is a poorer place without them.  I shall miss them dearly.  That I do know.


    Requiescat in Pace.
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    There is something deeply satisfying about a communion service at an ancient Anglican church in the Shires on Easter Sunday. Loudly singing Jesus Christ Has Risen Today.  A bohemian 14th Century hymn, written originally in Latin, and set to familiar and stirring music by …was it Wesley? I’m not sure.


    Even if you don’t believe he rose today or on any other day.  Even if you suspect the fact he has not returned as promised during the past 2000 years is an indication that he may not be be back at all.


    The sense of community was comforting. A traditionally dressed priest, the verger, sidesmen and so on.  Tradition, familiarity, continuity. Much appreciated in a universe where entropy ensures that change is the only constant.


    To my surprise, the reading from Corinthians talked of overthrowing governments and authority. Never having bothered to read (or perhaps I mean absorb) the Acts and Epistles, the anarchy came as a pleasant and amusing surprise. J.C. after all was a chap who believed in holding goods communally, in living like the lily of the field. Although he denied he wanted to overthrow Rome. Perhaps his followers held a different point of view.


    How curious then that a tyrannical church edifice sprang from these egalitarian, anti authoritarian and simple beginnings.  What would those early Christians have thought of the might of the Roman Church? The vast wealth of the medieval monasteries and their taste for trade in relics?


    All and sundry were there. The scions of a couple of grand local families, a local doctor, an organist and a small choir. My brother in law passed the peace with his usual abandon; my sister, wife, son and I remained quiet and bashful.


    I go along with it because they get life right, those people. In general terms. Peace and goodness to all. An end to strife. Although the sermon did pass a slightly partisan reference to the Muslims – something about extremist views on the fire at Notre Dame.  Some, it appears, hold that the fire represents the demise of Christianity and a new ascendancy for Islam.  What hogwash all round but there we go.


    But the core of the service and the sermon held much that is good, in a metaphorical sense. The joint symbols of the phoenix and the resurrection. Notre Dame and the Christian god rising from the ashes. Renewal, recovery from disaster. Good coming from bad. The triumph of rebirth – the seasons coming round time and time again.


    After death in winter comes renewed life in the spring and the eventual harvest in autumn, which will tide the world over once again through the bad times.


    There is pleasure to be had in reciting the hallowed and familiar words of the service (even if the language was some modern desecration of the beautiful 16th original). There is quiet reflection, music and beauty.


    Jesus Christ may not have risen today but something certainly did.
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    The world is full of annoyance and “noise” in the statistical sense.  Meaningless “stuff”, which in the bigger picture it is best to ignore. To shrug,walk away from. Forget.


    Charged by angry bullocks on a local footpath I inquired as to the landowner, thinking to make, if not a complaint exactly, then at least a quiet remonstration lest others might not escape so lightly.


    I asked a fellow walker and discovered the owner was none other than a local big-shot intent on desecrating this beautiful area by building 4,000 houses in the middle of nowhere.


    Perhaps the fellow needs a new Bentley? A second fur coat for his wife? A servant to put toothpaste on his toothbrush? Who knows. It is odd he should want to piss on his own doorstep (the dreaded new town is but a stone’s throw from his ancient and beautiful walled estate).  Perhaps he intends to collect his lottery winnings and go and ruin some other part of the country and somebody else’s life.


    The kind lady told me she and her husband are members of the Green Party, which is one of a number of organisations campaigning against the monstrosity, and I was briefly haunted by old thoughts, dead ambitions.


    Join Greenpeace and Amnesty International. Take up the banners, fight for what I believe in.  Combat greed and greedy people. Help the poor. Feed the needy, free the oppressed.


    And then I was struck by the futility of such action. Human nature will not change. Greed will always be our prime motive and if it means shitting on your neighbor or his doorstep, well if you don’t do it, someone else certainly will.


    If that sounds unconstructive and selfish, if that sounds defeatist and destructive then have yourself a Carl Sagan moment. A Pale Blue Dot sartori. Think of this tiny, insular, silly little planet stuck in the middle of nowhere in a possibly infinite multiverse.  Does any of it really matter?


    99% of all species which ever existed here are now extinct. We too shall pass. So will Mr Big Shot and all the other Big Shots. So will the poor and the oppressed and the needy.


    You are watching a huge, slow moving river flow. The river of time. There are horrors, injustices. There is poverty and hunger. Torture and murder.


    In that context is it really worth getting excited about a new housing estate? Is it really worth getting fussed about anything at all?


    Thousands of years of philosophy and religion, some good, some bad, have tried to make a dent, an impression. To turn the tide, to create a Utopia. Or a hell, a dystopia.


    I am reminded of Harry Lime looking down from the Ferris Wheel in post war Vienna. Would it really matter if those distant dots on the ground “stopped moving forever”?


    Well I am not selling penicillin and I don’t want those dots to stop moving. I don’t want beauty spoiled, the rich to inherit the earth or the poor to be oppressed.


    But it will all happen with or without anything I may do. Or not do.


    So on reflection, I will let it pass. I will wish well to those who have the strength to fight against the tide. But I will let the “ten thousand things” move on without me.  I will listen to the white noise, the cosmic radiation background and move on.


    I will recognize that we are all mere noise.  And so is everything we do.
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    Why do the cretinous like numbered lists? And why do they annoy me so much?


    I was asked to write a chapter for a book on investment a while ago along with people who, unlike myself, knew what they were talking about.


    The publisher asked me to write about my 10 investing rules. Piqued by the absurdity of the  idea I wrote 8 rules instead but I could just as easily have chosen 1 or 15.


    For some reason I have a bee in my bonnet at the moment about Jordan Peterson who opines that there are 12 Rules For Life.  Perhaps it is just that I am jealous of his success? There again probably not – it must be exhausting to be in demand.


    This particular clinical psychologist offers books, “podcasts” (whatever they are) and general existentialist thoughts on every aspect of life and the universe. Or do I mean 13 aspects? Or 5 1/2?


    As a shrink perhaps Jordan could tell me why there are 12 Rules for Life? Or did his publisher just think the title was catchy and there were 12 apostles? Or was it 11 because that rotter Judas doesn’t count?


    Why 40 days in the wilderness? Surely 10 would have done the job?


    A cursory look at Google produces the following equally banal lists:


    

      	30 Ways to Die


      	12 Ways to Get to 11


      	7 Ways to Maximize Misery


      	7 Ways to Maximise a Fart


      	130 Ways to Fill a Notebook


      	16 Ways to Kill a Vampire at McDonalds


    


    Note that I have used a list! This is my “6 ways to point out the absurdity of numbered lists”.


    Is there a point to all this? Am I going anywhere or just driveling?


    Well I think there must be a point somewhere, if only I can find it. I’ll have a shot.


    We humans need certainty. We need codification. We like to explain the universe in terms of mathematics, and indeed that is the only way so to do.


    By writing a chapter containing 8 investment Rules I am giving people the certainty they crave. I am telling them that if they employ exactly 8 Rules in their investment strategy (my rules) they will achieve success.  What nonsense; how misleading.


    And so back to Dr Peterson. His theory is that just as there were 12 (or 11) apostles, there are 12 (or is it 13?) “Rules for Life”.  It makes people think there really are 12 Rules and that following them will lead to everlasting Joy And Happiness.


    Take the Kabbalah. It’s all about numbers. The mysticism of numbers. In numbers we will find our answers. 42 is the Answer to the Meaning of Life the Universe and Everything!


    Or take Buddhism: it has a Noble 8-Fold Path. Not 7 fold or 6. Or 5 1/2 but 8. Get a decimal point wrong and you will fall from the path and fail to reach Nibbana. Oh – and there are 4 Noble Truths!


    There is a place for the certitude of numbers and it is in the scientific endeavor.  The number of atoms in helium or strontium. The age of the universe. The rotations of the earth around our sun.


    There is no place for numbers in the messy and chaotic world of human behavior.


    So the next time some clever clogs tells you there are “12 Ways to Wipe Your Butt” the correct response is:


    “Bollox”.
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    There is a season for learning and a season to realize you know enough.


    I recently came across Jordan Peterson and swiftly realized that for me at least it was another day, another guru.


    I seem to have reached a period of deep contentment and I really have no need of any more grand theories of everything.  Nor do I wish to be told how to run my life.


    There is a whole long list of things I don’t need. And things I don’t need to know. There is much that I would like to know but in my already long life, I have come to realize that I will never know such things. Perhaps because they are unknowable.


    So contentment is walking along a sunlit beach on the scruffy coast of East Kent. Contentment is not giving a damn what you look like or what you possess. Listening to psalms or to the divine music of a 16th Century catholic priest.


    Contentment is doing simple things, in simple ways. Bumbling along growing “stuff” in a garden.


    Hearing the unearthly squeal of  buzzards overhead, watching a cormorant dive or a seal pop its head above the water.


    The honest truth is that deep down I have never much cared for anything except such simplicity, such quiet and profound moments of peace as are to be found minding one’s own business and trundling along life’s path.


    I was gently accused of nihilism in my last post but I am guilty of the desire not to destroy or to negate but simply to ignore.


    There is not much I am fussed about, that is all. I don’t care what the busy fools in parliament are saying and I certainly don’t care about anyone or anything one might find discussed in the Financial Times.


    Strange to relate I am more interested in catching glimpses of the ineffable than filling my mind with another’s thoughts or worrying about the state of the nation.


    To every thing there is a season.
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    I was listening to some cross legged Russian windbag this morning pontificating on why micro-dosing psychedelics was bad news. It was not, he said, a short cut to god or anything else.


    I should have realized the fellow was going to irritate me when he waited a full minute before answering the question posed by the serious young woman interviewing him. For dramatic effect and presumably to emphasize his great holiness, wisdom and gravitas he remained silent in the lotus position while we mere mortals waited for his pearls of wisdom.


    What  a tosser. He proceeded to um and ah about various eastern concepts using the usual mumbo jumbo phrases about “mantric, tantric, chakra” filled bollux before ticking us off roundly about short cuts to heaven.


    I remember some years ago my wife and a sister having the hots for some old dear called Shine who wrote books on auric eggs or something. Anyway our Betty had supernatural powers or better and could see people’s auras. Or was it chakras? Or bottoms? I can’t recall.


    And so it goes, as Billy Joel so charmingly put to music. Another day another guru.


    Let me first tell you in no uncertain terms I am no Guru. I can not direct you to a stairway to heaven, nor have I traveled such route myself.


    But what I might just be able to do is to save you a bit of time and money by warning you against windbag, guru nutters. And also save you a bit of heartache and disappointment.


    I have been what I would call a “searcher” all my life.  I have looked in every nook and cranny and under every blade of grass for the Stone. The Philosopher’s Stone. The answer to Life the Universe and Everything.


    And I have read some shatteringly bad books and listened to some truly stupid people. It is not that I consider myself all wise: merely that I know humbug when I come across it.


    Why are we mere mortals fooled by Gurus?  Why do we listen to gurus? Seek them out, sit at their feet, worship them and suck up their bullshit?


    It is because we live in a fearful and in some respects terrifying and “bad” world full of danger and that most awful of animals – our fellow man.


    We crave gurus as we crave god: to answer our problems, to provide meaning to our life, to help us in our struggles. To answer our prayers, to save us from the hand of our enemies. To grant us eternal life and in the interim happiness and plenty on earth.


    Please don’t get me wrong: I would like all those things. But I do not need the advice of windbag self appointed gurus to achieve them.


    I have sought and in a sense I have found.


    There have been tracts, texts and indeed people I have found helpful along the way but mostly I have had to beat my own path to the doors of perception. I have followed Dorothy and found the Wizard of Oz; the winds of Kansas did me a favor and showed me there is no external savior and that all our emperors have no clothes.


    Lest that sounds bleak, it is not. I have found some help along the path. Cardinal Hume’s wonderful books for instance. The Abbot of Worth and his TV appearances. The simpler explanations of Eastern philosophy.  The Rules of St Benedict. The Tao.


    But in essence you will have to do all the work yourself.  No one is going to save you, transform your life, rapture you. No seller of books or vitamins, no merchant of dreams will save your soul or give you the “12 Steps to Happiness and Fulfillment”.


    If anyone promises so to do, run. And lock your wallet. Tighten your purse strings.


    The answer lies within. You and you alone hold the key to your own happiness and peace. And if you are temperamentally a miserable sod as I am you may need a little chemical help along the way.


    Which brings me right back to where I started and the Russian windbag grumbling about entheogens.


    What I can tell you is that entheogens have helped me. Have I seen the face of god? Probably not but he feels somewhere quite close by, even if he is not quite what I thought he was.


    What I can also tell you is I am moderately hopeful that judicial and cautious use of psilocybin may be on its way to curing a life long tendency to consider the glass half empty.


    Perhaps the Russian windbag is right in his own case. An entheogen may not be for him. But make your own mind up. Tune out, turn off the windbags.
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      Like as the hart desireth the water-brooks, so longeth my soul after thee O God.


    


    Thank god for England, and for English country churches. For their jolly vicars, the kindly church wardens and those who “do” the flowers and dust the flagstone floors.


    For the organists and choirs and the village ladies in their funny hats and sensible shoes. England, this England.


    We shall miss it when it has gone, all this. When our heritage has been stolen by the greedy developers and our churches have been converted to flats, or worse, bingo halls.


    Get there while you still can. While the barbarians yet beat at our doors, held off but by the thinnest of lines; go and sit in a quiet shrine and contemplate the infinite. Or, if you prefer, the cosmos and our place in it. Or any manner of things. But go while it lasts and pick up a book of Psalms.


    Better still, read it out loud while there is nobody about on a blustery May day and see how our ancestors lamented, wailed and gnashed their teeth in oh, so modern a fashion.


    

      Why are you so full of heaviness, O my soul, and why are you so disquieted within me?


    


    Like all the Psalms of David, this quiet and beautiful piece of poetry has been recited in synagogue and church for thousands of years. It has been chanted in plainsong, it has been sung in magnificent polyphony. It has been accompanied by the organ and the orchestra. It has been set to music by Felix Mendelssohn and many others.


    

      Wie der Hirsch schreit….Was betrübst du dich, meine Seele?


    


    How modern is the writer’s lament. Help me, do not desert me in my hour of need. Why is my heart so heavy, my soul so burdened. Who was he this poet? Where was he?


    A Jew in a foreign land it is said, unable to worship his god in the temple in Jerusalem. Exiled perhaps. Wandering aimlessly in sadness, a captive or slave longing for his freedom and his home. By the rivers of Babylon.


    Am I a closet believer a friend asked me today? No I don’t think so. I just appreciate sentiment, beauty wherever it is to be found. And performance, yes that too. To speak these verses as they were meant, to bring out their meaning. To sing the psalm to the glorious setting by Mendelssohn.


    And yet some part of me shares those sentiments. Those longings.


    Where is Now Thy God?
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    The anger I felt after a set-to a week ago was a futile exercise in self harm.


    I had a problem with two people. One I shall call Psycho and for her I feel deep pity and sadness. The other I shall call the Buffoon and for him I feel (I am sorry to say) contempt.


    I should have known better than to answer Psycho’s call. I have been trying to help for many years but she knows the lot and is incapable of listening or being wrong. Every time I have had contact in recent years, the poor thing has lit some touch paper inside me and left me feeling angry, guilty, irritable and sad in equal parts for many days after.


    Unfortunately when crossed, Psycho likes to let the world know and will make trouble on an epic scale. Countless parties will be copied in on trouble making emails, cc’d to friends, family, lawyers, the Archbishop of Ulam Bator  and Uncle Tom Cobbley.  The object seems to be to cause massive buggeration all round.


    Tittle tattle, gossip and venom are poured out in equal measure and the Buffoon (one of the lucky recipients) saw an opportunity to join battle, sending his own batch of vitriolic nonsense to various of the parties.  You would feel pity also for the Buffoon if he were not a self important, ill educated and stupid windbag intent on nothing but his own aggrandizement and self interest.


    But look who is working himself up…which brings me back to the point. At last.  Whether I am on the moral high ground or, more probably, not, I am self harming by allowing anger to surface. For me anger is rather like agent orange; or dogshit on the bottom of my shoes. I just can’t scrape it off. It festers, smells and builds for days until my blood pressure rises, and another trip to the doctor is called for.


    I am sure that if you are a saintly cove like the dear old Dalai Wotsit, you don’t get angry in the first place. Years of sitting cross legged and saying “Ommmm” must have made him immune to vulgar, common or garden anger. And what of the self help Gurus like Choppy Deepak and Eggsplurt Tolla? Such great men claim to live in the now and are presumably immune to the Seven Deadly Sins.


    Sadly I am a lowly mortal and when I get pissed off I really do have a massive Bad Hair day. Well quite a few Bad Hair days really.  I am impossibly irritable and bad tempered, I drive dangerously, I do not sleep at night. My irritation with Psycho and the arselicking Buffoon courses through my veins.


    But guess what? It can all be avoided by the simple tactic of avoiding poor old Pyscho and the absurd Buffoon. Don’t read their emails, don’t pick up the phone. Baton down all hatches, close the blackout curtains.  Recognize that wherever the fault lies, all parties are suffering and no purpose is being served.


    I guess it isn’t always possible to cut people out of your life. Or there again, perhaps it is, with a bit of effort. Providing you don’t lose your rag you could change jobs, wives, husbands, countries, town or villages. Sexes even. Flee.  It would be a bit presumptuous to expect them to flee but as long as one party does, your purpose is served.


    I wish I were not so easily riled. I wish I were not such a bad tempered old fucker but there you go, I am.


    The serious point is that anger helps nobody and does immeasurable harm. Lives can be ruined, lost even. My own solution going forward will be to avoid danger, if at all possible. Make sure my paths do not cross with those who trigger my wrath. It’s the only way.


    Because Dalai Wotsit I am most definitely not!
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    “The unexamined life is not worth living” said Socrates and few would doubt the wisdom of his belief. But is self awareness enough?


    What good is self awareness without change? And can we change? Does the brain have true plasticity and if so do we have the free will necessary to change who we are and how we behave?


    Well I can not answer these deep questions and nor it seems can our brightest scientists or philosophers. They have beliefs, that is true, but they have no “proof”. No way of experimenting on themselves – or at least no way of proving that such change which may occur has done so by virtue of free will rather than the dead hand of determinism.


    Why am I perplexed and troubled by this question this evening? Partly because I am always troubled by my own motives, behavior, actions and thoughts and partly because I was reading some philosopher’s view that morals are relative and not absolute. I don’t care what the professor says or believes. I believe that morals are absolute and that we are grasping our way towards a better society. Hard as that may be to believe sometimes.


    But it all comes back to the personal eventually. And indeed what is society if not a collection of persons?  And if those persons are not self aware we have one problem: they will undoubtedly pursue one or more (perhaps all) of the seven deadly sins and not realize they are being naughty boys.  They may not realize that morals are most assuredly not relativistic and that their behavior therefor sucks and they should change it.


    Ah, but therein the rub. Can we change even if we realize and accept that we ought to?  I can only speak personally and subjectively – and I suspect that is all any of us can do.


    And I can come to no firm conclusion. I know what I ought to be. I know how I ought to behave. I know what I ought to do. And in general I make the attempt to follow the conclusions of my self analysis and my view on morality.


    But I am not at all sure I have ever managed to wreak real or lasting change. I am irritable. I do not wish anyone any real harm but I tend towards petty loathings ( see Pig, Salesmen) which I can’t seem to shake. Some people may indeed be loathsome but why not just let them get on with it and walk the other way? And there are many other things I would like to change about my behavior and my life.


    Oh well – at least I am self aware!  Perhaps that is better than nothing. Tries hard said the headmaster.
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    If so, how can we learn about it?  Or is the whole idea of a universal morality misguided? A post on Self Aware Patterns raised the question and I felt moved to answer it.


    No I do not agree with Jason Mckenzie Alexander (Professor in Philosophy at the London School of Economics) that “morality is a social technology, one that goes out of date and frequently needs to be upgraded.”


    Morality is not personal preference. Morality is not subjective. And I don’t give a damn about game theory. Yes, we have evolved chaotically, in a Darwinian sense. We have evolved to fight and kill and maim to ensure that we survive and to do the next man out of his food and his shelter. The more hideous elements of capitalist society and politics continue to live this way and presumably see nothing wrong with their conduct. And it is certainly true that different societies over the ages have developed different moral standards, biased no doubt by their survival needs.


    My own “belief” however (for it is of course only a belief) is that there is an absolute morality but we are only beginning to grope our way towards it.


    I keep going back to that kindly old buffer at the recent royal wedding: love he said. Love is all. And I believe that, very firmly. That we are groping our way towards it seems indicated by the fact that in general we are becoming better behaved towards each other.


    I will tell you a funny tale. I was having a drink with an ancient colonel one night at his house down in Kent. He was talking about Africans, black Africans. Can’t remember in which country on that sad continent but this mad old buffer was talking about “blacks” and how the only way to keep them in their place was to shoot them. Or a few of them anyway. Few people think like that from later generations; hopefully anyway.


    Yes, different ages have different standards, different morals. Read the books of John Buchan to see how things have changed in the past hundred years. But I like to think we are changing for the better and not just for utilitarian purposes. I am afraid that like Teilhard de Chardin I see us heading towards the Omega point.


    But that is mere belief. And wishful thinking no doubt. Nonetheless the kindly old African American at the Royal Wedding had it right. Love. That is the essential and immutable moral from which all else should flow.
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    While many may disagree, my own belief is that love is a primary and immutable moral imperative and is not subjective or relative to any particular age or society.  We are only just beginning to discover its true nature.


    But what is “love” and can it exist in a universe without sentience?


    First of all, what love is not.


    I do not care to define love in a washy washy sentimental fashion such as you might find in a Charles Schultz Snoopy cartoon or on the back of some ghastly greetings card.


    Nor, despite my constant reference to Bishop Michael Curry, would I wish it defined in a conventional religious sense.


    What is sentience and can love exist without it?


    We do not know what consciousness is nor do we know its prevalence in the universe. Personally, I favor the pan-psychic flavor – that consciousness exists very broadly and in different degrees throughout the universe.  That consciousness is a matter of sufficient complexity in matter. Perhaps rocks have it but almost certainly individual “strings” as in String Theory do not. Nor, presumably, atoms or sub atomic particles. You need more complexity than such basic arrangements of matter provide. See Tononi’s Integrated Information Theory.


    Assuming my supposition is correct I would then define “love” as the abolition of suffering among sentient beings.  And the active promotion of a high hedonic set point.


    And yes, I do believe that this moral goal is imperative. And absolute. And existing with or without humanity. People speak of the difficulties involved and indeed these are great. How to you treat aggression? Should you abort a fetus which will lead, if seen to full term, to a being suffering agonies? Such questions go on, endlessly. But with science we will conquer and cure. Improve and amend.


    Has the Christian interpretation of love always been a good one? What of the tough love meted out over centuries of abuse and bestiality?


    Ignorance, self interest, a failure to appreciate the true meaning. No, the Christian interpretation has not always been a good one, in some hands at least. But that does not mean it is wrong. Merely wrongly applied.


    Sentience comes with its burden as well as its benefits. Its burden is to grow up. Its burden is the responsibility to abandon narrow self interest and work towards the abolition of suffering. For all sentient beings, animal, mineral or vegetable.


    Perhaps there is a universal consciousness. Perhaps Carl Jung was right and that his mysticism is a window on ultimate reality. If so, then that is perhaps where the absolute moral standard of “love ” originates.


    My personal best in the realm of philosophy is Davis Pearce and The Abolitionist Project.


    There is my moral imperative. And if it is not already yours, you should make it so.
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    In the absence of conscious beings with free will, morality can not exist.  Picture a universe of infinite violence such as our own with no sentient life.  Is the extreme destruction of a super nova evil? Is a tsunami evil, or an earthquake? Surely not.


    Now assume a universe with consciousness and beings able to cause acts of violence and cruelty.


    Destruction of itself can not, presumably, be deemed evil (even if caused by sentient beings) unless other sentient beings suffer. And even then intent must be shown. Accidental destruction causing suffering can not be evil. There must have been an intent to cause suffering. Or callous carelessness without regard to the consequences.


    We know that consciousness exists even if we do not understand what it is. I think, therefore I am.


    We do not know whether free will exists. Without free will there can be no intent to cause harm and suffering. Nor indeed to cause good or happiness.


    But we must act as if free will does exist. We must believe free will exists. Not to do so makes all our thoughts, words and deeds pointless.


    So on those assumptions does evil exist? Does good exist? Are there any moral imperatives or are we free to interpret morality as we desire?


    I argue very strongly that moral imperatives do exist in a universe with sentience and free will.


    The most important moral imperative is to abolish suffering. To refrain from causing suffering to conscious beings. I can not, will not accept, as I have seen argued recently, that good and evil are subject to change and interpretation by different societies in different ages.


    This has absolutely nothing to do with a belief or disbelief in a deity. We do not need a deity to explain to us what suffering is and to tell us it is wrong.


    And please, please do not tell me that society of any age or geography genuinely believed that the barbarity handed out to their fellow men was justified. Was not “evil”. If they did so believe then very clearly they were wrong. Good and evil do very obviously exist in our universe and it is our duty to espouse the former and eschew the latter.


    We are not robots, surely? And on that assumption our duty is to prevent suffering.


    I recently sang in a Passion by the contemporary English composer Howard Goodall.


    The lyrics were profound (even if the music was not destined to become one of my personal favorites).


    In his Lamentations are found the words of William Wilberforce, spoken in the House of Commons on 18th April 1791, “You may choose to look the other way but you can never say again that you did not know”.


    Please do not tell me that among sentient beings with free will, morals are relative.
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    In the mental world, in our interior “reality” we can find whatever we want. Whatever we are looking for.


    For us this may appear to be reality. And indeed this is “our” reality. But it would be a great mistake to assume that others share that reality.  It would be an even greater mistake to impose our “reality” on theirs.


    If you are seeking “god” you are likely to find him. Or her or…it…or some cross gender thingummy-bob. If you are seeking meaning in emptiness as do those in the East, again you are likely to find it.


    If you seek to deny meaning, yours will be a frightening reality but you will find it nonetheless.  You will find empty, barren nothingness if that is your wont. Perhaps that is what depression is.


    I would not care to dispute the meaning which people have found. Just so long as they can accept that it is their meaning and that while some others may share it, it is almost certainly not any sort of universal truth.


    I do believe in certain absolutes but again I must probably accept that these things just appear to me as absolutes.  And that others will deny their applicability.  Good and evil – what are these except stories we have told ourselves? Do they really exist in the material universe? Well I believe so, but I wager you will find an equal number who do not.  Perhaps good and evil exist only in the mind. In the absence of sentience good and evil can surely have no meaning?


    I have quoted love and the abolition of suffering as moral imperatives. Many will ridicule such an assertion, and, who knows, perhaps rightly. Perhaps they are absolutes merely in the minds of those who seek them.


    For those of us with minds which are not too damaged (mine probably just about qualifies) we will find what we want to find. I seek peace, in a metaphorical as well as literal sense. In all shades of meaning. Quiet, absence of conflict, a place “Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,  And out of the swing of the sea”.


    And to a large extent I have found it.


    Others seek turmoil and conquest, noise and battle (commercial or physical). And that is no so difficult to find; it is around every corner.


    Universally applicable or not, subjective or objective, the internal machinations of our mind leak out into the exterior world. Our thoughts become words. Our words become deeds.


    I don’t suppose my detractors would find such a statement too controversial.


    And so if my mind believes in the nothing, in the meaningless of all things, then it is not just my life which will become meaningless. People may read what I write, my family will notice my behavior and my actions, as will everyone I come into contact with.  They will be affected (and badly) by my infectious pessimism.


    And so yes, from thought great good and appalling evil, or even simple banality, arises.  Especially if we are the sort of energetic fool who insists on proselytizing our internal states to the world at large. Personally, I have neither the energy nor the charisma. Let alone the desire.


    But for those who do, the logos becomes reality writ large. What starts as a quiet thought in a single mind, what starts as a cankered and twisted desire can all too soon become not only the reality of the mind which created it, but that of countless others as well.


    In the beggining was the word (or thought). Seek and you shall find.


    Eventually. Whatever it is you are looking for.  But let everyone seek and find for themselves.
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    I am interested in expressing my own thoughts and reading the original thoughts of others. But too often writers feel obliged to offer up a digest or synthesis of what they have read rather than contributing anything new or original.


    I am well aware that my own thoughts have been deeply informed by others. I am often unconscious of that fact when expressing myself. Yet I try to voice feelings and opinions which are genuinely my own.


    What use if I merely quote Liebnitz or any of my other favorites? Better that than Trump or any of the other boorish ignoramuses of our time, but less of a contribution to society than something fresh.


    It is far from easy to dig deep into one’s psyche and to offer anything new. Indeed, if you were to believe Ecclesiastes, you would come to the conclusion that there is nothing new.


    And yet there assuredly is and from time to time a philosophy or view will pop out which is genuinely and alarmingly fresh.


    Often as not the new will usher in something every bit as dystopian as the new of old, but just occasionally something genuinely useful and peaceful but also revolutionary may emerge.


    Or that is my hope. I was reading through blogs on counter culture this morning. Whatever that expression means. I often consider anarchy, socialism, religious thought and even occasionally conventional centrist politics.  Without much satisfaction.


    There must be some good to be had somewhere. This morning I was reading an article from Sue Stevenson at Discombobula.


    Whether she was joking or not, she suggested that politicians in Australia be served magic mushrooms on toast.


    

      Researchers announced a few years ago that the psilocybin in magic mushrooms has the ability to foster “sustained changes in outlook and political perspective” for people suffering depression. Even better, those changes are “in the direction of increased nature relatedness and decreased authoritarianism.”


    


    Now there is an original thought, although I imagine a few of the Flower Power mob back in the 60’s felt much the same way. Which, according to lore, was why psychedelics were banned back in the day. Some say because the newly awakened young were refusing to enlist for the Vietnam war following their psychedelic enlightenment.


    But wait. Do not pass go, do not shut me down in fury and derision. For our Sue has a serious point whether she meant it or not.


    Let me explain. We are the slaves of our Darwinian origins, our evolution. Even the mildest of us will fight tooth and nail for our own survival, when push comes to shove.  We will trample over people on our way to the lifeboats on the Titanic, we will kill and maim and abuse any who stand in our way.


    I am unable to suppress often felt irritation over all manner of things. Which is all very well when I am locked away in my hermetic recreation of Skellig Michael. Faced more closely with my fellow man, I am prone to behave less charitably than I would like. And I am no Ghengis Khan, no Donald Trump. I have no desire to dominate or conquer. I just want to be left alone, as Garbo is reputed to have said.


    My point is that we need to recreate ourselves.  We need to escape from our origins or no amount of good thought or deed will make for a better or kinder world.


    We have had good religious thought for as long as man has existed and when you strip away the claptrap of belief, much of it has something useful to say about how to live in peace with each other.


    But we can not. We did not evolve to live in peace with each other or our planet. We were bred, like the rest of the animal kingdom, for survival – ours – at the expense of everybody else’s.


    And so back to Sue.


    The out of the box, the unusual, the un-thought of.  That is what interests me. Re-engineering our genome, altering our emotions for the better. Increasing our good qualia and reducing our bad.


    Good on you Sue. I agree with you.
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    Reading of the demise of renowned fund manager Neil Woodford, I was reminded of my deep capacity for destructive cynicism.


    The fellow had had a good run for many years but like all gurus, investment or otherwise, he eventually proved to have feet of clay like the rest of us.


    But cynicism and its close relative schadenfreude are undoubtedly not the correct way to “greet” the news.


    Cynicism seems to be one of my default settings and it is not a healthy one. It strikes most vehemently after a bad night’s sleep when I am feeling (just for a change) irritable and grumpy.


    It is  my view that active fund managers succeed more by luck than skill (however intelligent they may be, or otherwise). They also prosper by good marketing. Fund managers are by definition “Andy Average” and the stars, over the long term, revert to the mean.


    While that may be true, the correct response to such a decline such as that suffered by this long successful manager should be quiet understanding of the laws of the market which humble us all eventually.


    My natural temptation on bad hair days is to crow. To say “I told you so”. But this is not helpful. He, along with all the other fallen stars, have presumably done a good and honest job as stewards of our pensions and savings over many years.


    It is entirely our own fault, not his, if we believed the hype which inevitably follows such people on their rise towards what (inevitably) turns out to be their zenith. If we were so convinced that such stars are eventually pulled by gravity to their nadir then so be it, we were right all along. But so what?


    If we believe in fairy tales we will eventually be disappointed, but we have to believe in something or we will not get through the day, let alone life.


    Cynicism is such an easy and yet self destructive trap to fall into.


    Instead of commenting on such things (or even noticing their occurrence) we should be quietly promoting views which we consider to be more appropriate.


    To concentrate on the positive and to ignore the negative.


    This post is not intended to be about my investment views. But I should concentrate on the positive; I should tell people about what I consider the “correct” and more durable approach to investing.


    Negativity serves no purpose whatsoever.
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    I watched an episode of Season 2 of Billions last night and was left with an unaccustomed feeling of repulsion.


    According to Wikipedia:


    

      The series is loosely based on the activities of Preet Bharara, the former U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York, and his legal battles with hedge fund manager Steve Cohen of S.A.C. Capital Advisors.


    


    I had watched the first series with much pleasure but perhaps since that time I have grown older and wiser. And not a little more philosophic.


    Every character in the show is repulsive from the vulgar checkbook waving wife of Bobby Axelrod, to the driven and unpleasant district attorney who seeks to make his mark by crucifying the hedge fund king.


    What particularly struck me last night was the the awfulness of the motivational speeches. If your work life is driven by these, then no wonder we live in the paradise we have created for ourselves.


    Everyone is the show is portrayed as ruthless and horrible, greedy and venal. Surely such characterization  has to be parody?


    The great glory of the show, in visual terms, has to be Maggie Siff as Wendy Rhoades. Wow! What a beautiful woman. She is the sexy in-house coach at Axe Capital, and rather unfortunately married to the vicious district attorney out to crucify her boss.


    She may be beautiful but what she has to say is brutal and tiresome. And vulgar. There is talk of Viagra and stiffness, both of which are needed, apparently, to succeed in the hedge fund world. Same with Bobby’s speeches – if ever there was an exposition of the sublimated violence in business and capital, you need look no further than Bobby.


    Its all savage, violent, sexy, drug fueled and (surprise!) materialistic.


    How must it be when your every waking thought is the urge to conquer? When money is all you seek? When culture, erudition, philosophy, if used at all, are used merely in the pursuit of the material.


    Its all show, showtime, vulgarity. Art is to hang on the wall, never mind its meaning. Beauty is to be pressed into service, used, not for any intrinsic quality, but in the pursuance of more.


    Of course this is all fiction – or so I assume. People are not that ghastly, tasteless and gross in the real world.  They do not, surely, talk like that, speak like that, think like that? Or do they?


    Perhaps it is because I lurch towards the end of my life that my thoughts turn to the intangible. Perhaps, way back, I had ambitions to be Bobby. Perhaps once upon a time, way back, when I found myself miscast (dramatically so) as an investment banker, I sought to emulate Bobby.


    If so, then age is not without its advantages. As drama, as entertainment its a good romp. I’m not at all sure I can stomach too many more episodes though.
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    How small and insignificant I felt, grovelling at the foot of this seventh wonder of the world.


    Huge, massive, unreal, apocalyptic even. Vast power hammers sending vibrations through the ground like earth tremors, cranes reaching to the sky, swinging manically in all directions.  Men in hard hats scrabbling like ants over a forest ant hill.


    The original architecture, the central power house is even more frightening, if anything, than the Malaysian funded luxury sprouting up all around it.


    Built at the height of the Soviet Union, the Art Deco monstrosity reminded me of nothing less than a Stakhanovite campaign. This behemoth ate coal and spun mysterious electro magnetic forces in it interior. It belched poison into the atmosphere through its 4 upturned table legs.


    Human workers shoveling coal and mending turbines were cogs in a vast wheel of production, which would have fitted all too well into one of Comrade Joseph’s 5 Year Plans.


    Is it capitalism or communism? Is there a difference? Both are monolithic, uncaring structures where the few dominate the many. There may be humans at the top, but at the bottom it feels nothing but a vast machine, churning and burning, eating and consuming.  Inhuman, dystopian.


    The vastness and indifference of the universe is one thing. There, no guiding hand other than cold mathematics spins the fate of galaxies. There, the nuclear force of stars belches energy untroubled by intellect or human emotion.


    A vast collective enterprise like Battersea Power Station feels very different.  And yet in some ways eerily similar. It was “caused”. Unlike the universe. It was designed and built by human will, human intelligence.


    And yet the result feels not dissimilar.  There is something distinctly inhuman about an industrial enterprise on this scale. The individual becomes irrelevant, mere fodder or fuel to the greater purpose. Alexey Stakhanov indeed.


    And what of the new Battersea Power station? Now that workers build luxury and wealth for mysterious Malaysian overlords, does this eater of workers, this leviathan of the deep have a different feel to it?


    I would argue not. An enterprise so vast is difficult to comprehend. The investors or residents who buy the egg box flats are perhaps the new workers. Instead of shoveling coal and crawling around inside turbines, they slave in offices to pay their mortgages so that the mysterious owners can reap energy from the project. Not electro-magnetic force these days – just money. Equally powerful in our human world.


    So yes, shock and awe. There is no doubt a steely, industrial beauty here. But it is still, and will remain, an ants nest with an overlord. A queen bee, a politariat. The purchasers of the new urban luxury may not be the slaves of old, but slaves they are nonetheless.  They feed their mortgages, their banks rather than the coal boilers.


    A great seething mass of frenetic activity. A vast consumption, a huge turnover of growth and GDP and resources.


    Are we better off for it? Or are we still Stakhanovites feeding some giant collective delusion?


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/06/07/shock-and-awe-battersea-power-station/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Game of Thrones 8

		June 14, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    If you think it’s all about sex, dragons and slaughter you might just be wrong.  It’s also about apocalypse and that I find rather fascinating.


    I watched the whole of Series 8 in a few short days and remained gripped throughout. And not just because of a pretty girl and her pet dragons.


    It is bloody, gory and pointless slaughter all the way but perhaps that is the whole point. Perhaps that is what life, human and otherwise, has always been and perhaps that is why apocalypse is rather attractive.


    Attractive because it means it’s all over. The world has come to an end, everyone is dead or dying. And in a very strong sense that can come through as an enormous and cathartic release. The struggle is over. It is all finished, no one left to kill . The meteor which put paid to the dinosaurs has struck again and we are all wiped out.


    No more bills, tax collectors or trips to the Co-op. No more crushing dullness. Does the phoenix rise from the ashes? Do we want it to? And if it does will in usher in more of the same or some brave new world? Sadly, as likely as not, the former.  More violence, greed and struggle for existence.  More bills, more tax men and more entreprenooooors thrusting useless junk down consumerist throats.


    But that is why I find apocalypse attractive – at least in celluloid. Or is it now digitoid? It always seems a huge relief when the monsters take over, the aliens land. The immense, turgid, dull routine is swept away and as a member of a group of bedraggled survivors I can trudge off to some mountain hideaway and huddle up in a cave never to visit the Co-op again.  Never to have to see or see some fool politician’s face or that of Philip Green who did so well for BHS’s pensioners.


    Never to hear any bad news because there is no internet and no newspaper. And probably no news anyway.


    But of course the “Noble Savage” is merely a dream. There never was a time when the hunter gatherers went about their vegan way, nibbling nuts and glugging palm oil.  In peace and harmony.


    But watching those dragons breathing fiery death, just for a moment, you think it all might be different next time.
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    In days gone by, a daemon was a reality, a physical presence that could come and grab you and drag you down to to Dante’s Inferno or the Lake of Gehenna.


    As the Catholics might say:


    

      “Exi ergo, transgressor. Exi, seductor, plene omni dolo et fallacia, virtutis inimici, innocentium persecutor.”


    


    These days they probably use English:


    

      “Depart therefore, thou transgressor. Depart, thou seducer, totally filled with cunning and deceit, O thou enemy of virtue, thou persecutor of the innocent.”


    


    Most of us with a more modern mind recognize that the Daemon, while very real, is nonetheless from the internal rather than external landscape.


    Happily, I self diagnose myself as normal; while prone to pessimism and black moods, psychotic I am not, nor have I ever been.  Whether any sane physician would share my view, who knows, but it suffices for my purposes.


    I can not imagine what the prison of psychosis must be like, although Dante and Bosch give us a pretty good idea. Maybe a more modern setting would have us in the grip of aliens, in the brig of a spaceship in a far flung and evil empire. Who knows.


    But on the assumption you have control over your own mind (which happily most of us seem to) much can be done by facing fear head on.


    As my hero Franklin D. Roosevelt said in his inaugural address:


    

      So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is…fear itself — nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.


    


    Why today do I find myself contemplating daemons?


    Largely as a result of a return to the philosophy of the East, to the Tao in particular. Sparked perhaps by lunch with an elderly Japanese lady and a recent re-reading of the works of Alan Watts.  And Shintoism of course – all those wonderful spirits in woods and trees, in lakes and seas and rivers. How very Tolkien, how Narnian.


    To go with the flow, to face reality, to accept that to attempt to alter the Tao is futile and will lead to failure and self harm.


    To face daemons is to accept them as part of the landscape. To look them in the face. To face up to them as you must face a school bully. And when you do, those of us of reasonably sound mind find the fear disappears.


    Buddhism, the East – it is about acceptance of what is. It is about the illusion of self.  If we ourselves, our “ego”, are mere chimera, how then should we imagine daemons to be anything but a deception of the senses?


    And so after my usual rambling preamble, to the point.  If you can acquire the skill and discipline of letting go, letting pass, it all disappears, crumbles into the mist, ends like an Indonesian puppet theater.


    Your concerns are revealed as shadows cast by light on a curtain of cloth.  We are a physical process, little different conceptually to growing grass or the trees.  But arguably “cursed” with consciousness – an evolutionary sleight of hand to ensure survival.


    Yesterday I was visited by “daemons” as I partook of an ancient sacrament. With closed eyes, fearsome devils rushed towards me. Snakes appeared, many headed with fangs and hissing breath. Color exploded  and all of it daemonic. How so? My usual fare is Gothic arches and stained glass, quiet and ordered geometric pattern, the visual equivalent of transcendent and haunting Renaissance polyphony.


    Well it was just my day for something different.


    But faced with equanimity, with amusement even, these devils bothered me but little. A show of fireworks, beauty even. A part of my soul, my psyche. We are a flow of good and bad, beauty and ugliness. Well, I am anyway.


    If you see the Tao (or if you are a more modern and less prone to flights of fancy, physics perhaps) you can ride it. Shrug it off. See its beauty, yin and yang.


    Facing daemons is facing life in all its bizarre, unknowable and yet perhaps at heart simple flow.


    Well that’s my take anyway. I’ll vote for FDR any day.
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    One of the advantages of living in Middle Earth is observing the locals at work and play.


    I was wandering around looking for a golden ring I had lost and thought to drift into their local place of worship. Do they worship Ents? Tom Bombadil? Gandalf the Grey? I am never sure but no matter, their music seems good.


    Today I was lucky enough to barge in on a neophyte, female, Hobbit organ student strutting her stuff. Unusually for a Hobbit she was wearing shoes, but I understand this is just so she can reach the pedals.


    This tubby little soul is a close relative of Sam Gamgee and a keen member of the local gardening society. She has only just moved to the area (an immigrant from Bree) but is already busy baking cakes, growing vegetables, chatting to all and sundry and generally bumbling around.


    Therein perhaps lies the clue to a happy life. Engagement and simple pleasures. Playing the organ at the village church, chatting to the ladies arranging flowers for the wedding later in the day, mowing the lawn, cooking in the kitchen.


    Those of us who have led busier lives, wielding our picks and shovels at the coalface of finance, might learn from the Hobbits.
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    If you are going to talk to people at all, make sure they are people you do not know and are foreign as regards your class, tribe or social milieu.


    Michael Mosely ran an excellent program on BBC about the benefits of doing new things. Even buttering your toast on a different side to the marmalade counts, so sitting outside Waitrose waiting for my Fulham hausfrau this morning made an ideal opportunity to dash into the unknown.


    I detest socializing. I hate parties. There is nothing worse than the shallow cocktail party, swapping inanities with fools you don’t want to see and in whom you have an interest of less than zero.  Ditto dinner parties. Yuk. Small talk is such crap.


    But the chance encounter with a stranger, ah, that is something to relish. To enjoy, to benefit from.


    Whether your counterpart feels equal benefit, I am not qualified to say. I hope so, but who knows? It may well be that I bore the a**s off such unfortunates, who run home to tell their wives, partners, girlfriends, dogs, and children about this horrendous nutter who accosted them on the train/bus/pavement this morning.


    No matter, it does me good and I will generously hope likewise for my victims.


    I go out of my way these days to court the unusual. I find most benefit when at first glance I feel some measure of distaste or disapproval for my target. I am always aware that such distaste is entirely unjustified and so it inevitably proves to be.  The shifty looking foreigner on the awful tube journey from City airport, who shames me by offering some old bird a seat, while I jealousy guard my treasured spot. The smelly youth with a woolly hairdo (and equally awful dirty woolen hat) who performs some gratuitous kindness to some unfortunate in his path.


    So this morning, sitting on the courtesy seats outside Waitrose, there trundles out of the store a bloke in a wheelchair. Laden with shopping, a Waitrose helper deposits him at a table on the pavement, where he re-arranges his purchases around convenient spots in and on his chariot of fire.


    And out dashes a shop-lifter pursued and shouted at by one of the staff. Followed by some curious lady begging for mercy of some sort. An accomplice perhaps, intent on a free chop for her supper.  The poor woman was clearly not “all there”. She looked normal enough – cleanly and reasonably dressed in jeans and a pleasant top.  But she was a few sandwiches short of the full picnic. A burnished button on the blazer. One of the blunter knives in the draw.


    I felt drawn to help her.  To speak to her at least, to try to calm her ravings. Happily the Waitrose staff treated her well and sent her on her way.  Perhaps she was not an accomplice after all.


    And then the “Man in the Wheelchair” and I strike up discourse, both equally alarmed by the fracas and its meaning (if any). By any reasonable measure, the poor fellow had been well and truly dumped on by life.


    A gay choirboy in some remote northern province, he had been interfered with by the choirmaster. Later in life he became a successful chartered accountant before being struck down by HIV some 30 years ago. He had recently had his leg chopped off at the knee (for reasons I failed to ascertain) and had suffered mental health issues apparently at the hands of a devious and manipulative partner (life, not business).


    There was a mania about him, an edge to his voice, his demeanor. As if, like the accomplice shoplifter, he lived somewhere just on the very borders of sanity.


    And my role in all this? My attitude? The benefits of the conversation? Well for one I hope I was kind to him, I hope I offered him a little normality, a no strings conversation in a world which for him had become increasingly isolated.


    For me? He was new, different. He had a story to tell, his life a coracle on the rough and brutal reality we live in.   I felt gratitude, about all sorts of things. I had made a connection with a fellow human, where neither of us had any angle. No gain was to be made (certainly not financial). A chance meeting with a random stranger who seemed grateful to tell his story to somebody who was ready to listen.


    My day has been made all the better for it.  I recommend you accost a total stranger somewhere near you today. You will both benefit, I promise.
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    A visit to the Bronze Age Boat gallery today brought home very forcibly the sheer terror I would have felt as one of our early human ancestors.


    The picture above is of a bronze age boat, thought to date back 3,600 years. It was found in 1992 in Dover, a busy seaside port on the South East English coastline.


    I haven’t been to a museum for years, but happily my son took me along as part of a visit to a young cousin’s pub in Dover. I suppose it was all stuff I was peripherally aware of, but the gap since my childhood education now being rather lengthy, pre-history has become for me just that. Pre-historic. Out of mind and sight.


    I was reminded that modern man emerged perhaps half a million years ago, that England once housed woolly mammoths and hippos, saber toothed tigers and lions; and was at various times was covered in ice while at others with tropical vegetation.


    What shook me most was the reminder (or was it the first time I had been told?) that aborigines are thought to have traveled to colonize what is now Australia in skin covered coracles 40,000 years ago.  They must have been rather like frog spawn or tadpoles: most must have died in the attempt for a very few to survive and prosper. What sheer terror: a coracle floating on a vast and unforgiving ocean, out of site of land, with no idea where or when or if a landfall would be ever be made.  Behemoths and krakens their only companions.


    Even the bronze age boat (modern by comparison) comes as a shock: it predates Moses and the Pharaohs.


    I was spooked, no other word for it. Moved, shocked, taken aback. Horrified by the thought of what these early peoples must have experienced and suffered.


    There is a re-construction of a bronze age hut. Thought to consist of tree branches and mud. Early farmers huddled around a central fire dressed in odd looking rags.  What strange looking Muppets!


    As ever, my mind turned to what these people were thinking. What their beliefs were. Whether they were angry or sad, happy or sheer bloody terrified.


    Imagine living in a mud hut in the god forsaken middle of nowhere. With your head stuffed full of madcap ideas about why the world is the way it is. You saw spirits in the trees and rivers, terrifying supernatural enemies or gods who threw hail and rain at you, thunderbolts and lightening, pestilence and plague. And filthy, horrible plundering neighbors intent on kicking the shit out of you and yours and making it theirs. Or dispatching you to whatever heaven or hell such people believed they went to .


    Sheer, unadulterated existential terror.  The questions “why?”, “how?” “where?” and “WTF?” must surely have loomed large in those ancient minds.  What did those people know about their world? Where they had come from and why? Where they were going to?


    And then back to modernity and an ice cream on the beach, in the sun. Boats chugging in an out of the harbor. Modern life.


    My son hit me with a terrible and profound truth: we are really not much further forward than those ancient savages.  In every relevant sense we know as little as they do, except the scale differs. While they did not know what was over the next hill, we now know (or think we know) about the big bang. But not what happened before that.  And yes, we have modern medicine thank god. In particular pain killers and antibiotics.


    But while we no longer believe in water sprites or Neptune, daemons or gods we still have absolutely no idea about the deepest questions we need answered.


    Why are we here? An accident of evolution we assume but we have little idea of how that came about let alone why. Except that there very probably is no “why”.  What was there before our universe, if anything? Will it all end in a bang or a whimper? What would there be if our universe did not exist? What else could there be? What caused the Big Bang (assuming it happened)?


    And while early man’s horizon was the next hill, ours is not so much further away. We realize the universe is vast, infinite perhaps. But we have no idea whether there is anything out there we would call meaningful. Life? Intelligence? Or just an infinity of cold, cruel ice and devastating fire? Does it even have an end?


    The scale of what we can see has changed. But still we have no answers to those questions which are so profound and so deeply important they haunt every one of us at some time or another in our lives. Each and every one of us, then and now, has yearned for, craved those answers.


    In some very real sense, we are still living in absolute darkness. What a scary thought.
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    The Margate of my youth was a poorer place without Ms Emin and her revealing artwork (an example of which can be seen above) but I am nonetheless delighted to say the working class seaside atmosphere remains, despite the arrival of Bohemia and East London.


    My son and I had a thoughtful morning at the Turner Gallery to view an exhibition “Seaside: Photographed“.


    While I can not claim Cleopatra’s immunity to age, the sloughing off of most commercial ties has led me to a new vitality. I find myself increasingly moved by art.


    This was art with deep personal relevance.  I had a grandmother in the seaside town of Ramsgate, whose ancient and musty dwelling was full of old black and white photographs of her siblings and stern forbears.  Women in severe black dresses of the Victorian age, men in mutton chop whiskers and heavy suits.  She lived but a few yards from the harbor and seafront where great glories were to be found. Donkeys on the beach on which my sister and I had our pictures taken, a smelly old harbor with fish stalls and tarred wooden cobbles, cockles and whelks, egg and chip cafes, the “Merrie England” funfair.


    Our summer home was in Birchington, a rather posher enclave in those days, but Margate was a mere 4 miles away and supper was often had in the long gone seafront cafe “Longhis”.  So many Italians in those days, some of whom survive. Morelli, Pelosis, Marchesi: they all ran ice cream parlors and old fashioned, delightful seaside restaurants around the Thanet coast.


    One day when we sat in Longhis we were treated to a vicious battle on the sands. The Mods vs the Rockers. One of said gangs even brandished a shotgun outside the window where we ate dinner. The roar of motorcycles, the sinister swish of chains wielded in battle. The blue uniformed police trying to control the tide of vicious rivalry.


    But there were calmer days. Old couples sat in deckchairs on the beach, fully clothed in town outfits, though sometimes with knotted handkerchiefs on the head to ward off the summer sun.  Kids splashed in the sea or the boating pool, young women revealed a dash of  cleavage.


    My great grandmother used to ship her 500 girls down from her garment factory in Walthamstow for their annual summer treat. She had a splendid old summer house herself just around the coast.


    And so the exhibition was a big treat. A nostalgia trip but also a pleasant reminder that it is all still going on. The young lovers, the drug crazed raves, the sedate old couples.


    There is and was poverty and grime in these old seaside towns – Thomas Cook and his ilk took away their glory days. There are boarded up shops on the seafront, the amusement arcades suffer from internet gambling. And all of it suffers from the horrible English weather.


    But it survives. Blackpool is still there. Graham Greene could still write Brighton Rock. The funfairs struggle on.


    Lap it up, enjoy it. Long may Margate survive, with or without Minge and trendy artists.
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    There can be few callings which I hold is such low esteem as that of the “Influencer”.


    Apparently, an influencer is “an individual who has the power to affect the purchase decisions of others because of his/her authority, knowledge, position or relationship with his/her audience”.


    I picture the male influencer as a man of around 40, sporting a brown and overly wide chalk stripe suit. On his feet are likely to be found a pair of grey basket work winkle-pickers.  He will have a orange tinted face, a perma-tan, mined presumably from some tub of ointment or procured from that most bizarre of salons, the tanning shop.


    His voice will be unctuous and over friendly – for he is the close relative of the “Salesman”. He will appear over confident, bumptious and very probably ignorant. His education will have been from the University of Life, since conventional universities do not yet offer education or training in “Influencing”. No doubt that shortcoming will end soon. At some college near you, a three year degree course in “influencing” will soon become available.


    It’s all to do with Social Media apparently.


    They say that “influencers” fall into the following categories:


    

      	Celebrities


      	Industry experts and thought leaders


      	Bloggers and content creators


      	Micro Influencers


    


    What the hell is a “thought leader”? You got me there. No idea I’m afraid. Perhaps it’s some horrible new invention by the US Military or the CIA. Brainwashing?


    And “celebrities”? Women with enhanced breasts and huge buttocks married to swarthy gentlemen wearing gold chains who drive large white Rolls Royces? Yes, I think that must be it.


    Anyway, these awful people blog and vlog. Vlogging is apparently blogging but making it doubly ghastly by videoing their message.


    Men in their brown suits and women with their protruding exuberance will stare out at you and unashamedly try to convince you to part with cash for loathsome tat you have no need for and don’t want in the first place.


    ICOs (International Coin Offerings) represent my earliest memory of the “influencer”. An over zealous little puppet was recommending that we should buy entirely useless tokens and altcoins which would crash and burn shortly after launch. The odious little shark was getting paid by the issuers to push their useless junk and thanks to “fomo” (yuk!) his horrible tactics proved most efficacious.


    So there you have it. The “Influencer”.   All you need to know really. If you recognize one switch the blighter off immediately. Smash your “smartfone”, abandon the internet (or at least use it for something useful).


    The “Influencer” turns out to be nothing but a modern interpretation of the grubby, odious salesman.
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    Dream on Paul of Tarsus. Who are you kidding?


    As I sat in a church in Barnes this afternoon, I listened in my usual distracted fashion to the sermon given at a wedding.  I pondered sadly, or perhaps soberly, on the chances of survival of a marriage, any marriage. It ain’t easy; that at least the preacher man admitted.


    I had been invited to sing at the service as part of a small choir and had accepted the chance with much enthusiasm. After mugging up on the divine music for a few days, while down on the rugged cliffs of north Devon, today was the big day. Works by Finzi and the glorious 15th Century composer Juan de Anchieta were sung, side by side with Handel and Welsh hymns.


    As is not uncustomary, the young couple were exhorted to take to heart the wise words of St Paul and to live by those words in their marriage.


    Love.


    Love is all. The couple should be kind to each other, they should not envy.  They should not be rude, selfish; they should think no evil.  Hold no grudges, no fear.


    Behave, in other words, in a way no human has ever done either before or after these words were written.


    And to give him his due, the pastor reckoned such behavior was most unlikely. And then of course the crunch line. J.C. did behave like this; he was a great and good guy and came down to earth to save us all. He behaved perfectly and then pushed off for a couple of thousand years, hoping we would all be lead by his exemplary behavior.


    Right. I’ll do the jokes.


    Oddly enough, the sermon drew me back to my musings on Buddhism, which in general I find more to my taste than the sickly, sweet sugar of Acts.


    My strong suspicion is that reincarnation and enlightenment are about as likely as  leprechauns and the parousia, but at least re-incarnation would give us a chance to get it right next time round. And a bit better the time after that. Provided of course we had not been so naughty we were turned into a worm or a dog.


    You see despite the fact our Jewish chum Paul appears to have wasted his time, he was nonetheless cruising along the right lines.


    Even though none of us manage to behave well the whole time, that should not stop us trying. And it should not stop the Juju men from trying to keep us on the right track.


    So yes, on occasion I am inclined to sigh with exasperation at the naivety of the religious, and yet without them there would be few to advance the ideal as something we should strive for.


    1 Corinthians 13 is a magnificent piece of writing and a noble goal. I applaud that ancient Jew.  My belief however is that until we re-engineer the human genome, such piety will remain pie in the sky. Until we can release ourselves from the shackles of our evolutionary inheritance, St Paul can whistle in the wind.


    

      1 Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love I am only a resounding gong or clanging cymbal resounding in the wind.


      2 And though I have the gift of prophecy, and can understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have faith, that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.


      3 And though I give all I possess to the poor, and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.


      4 Love is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up;


      5 does not behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil;


      6 does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the truth;


      7 bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.


      8 Love has no fear; it does not worry; love keeps no records of wrongs; never fails. But whether there are prophecies, they will fail; whether there are tongues, they will cease; whether there is knowledge, it will vanish away.


      9 For we know in part and we prophesy in part.


      10 But when that which is perfect has come, then that which is in part will be done away.


      11 When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things.


      12 For now we see in a mirror, darkly, but then face to face. Now I know in part, but then I shall know just as I also am known.


      13 And now abide faith, hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.
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    Human interactions and relationships will never be without their difficulties. Should sore points be discussed and settled in the open or  buried in the hope they will go away?


    The mature and adult option is undoubtedly to discuss any issues freely and to resolve them. One way or another. Perhaps all parties will then be satisfied with what has been decided. Perhaps not but at least everybody knows where they stand.


    The key is to avoid bitterness, recrimination and anger. To leave a grievance to fester is likely, over the years to destroy a relationship.  To discuss areas of concern in an atmosphere of understanding and kindness may lead to a different sort of relationship, or to no relationship at all.  But it will hopefully not result in anger or misunderstanding.


    All too often we misunderstand each other. Or approach each other in the wrong way.  All too often we refuse to acknowledge a problem and bury it until it becomes a bigger problem.


    As we get older, some of us become more philosophical. We are ruffled by less and less. We leave well alone in many cases. The daily news: who cares? Human nature as it stands requires endless conflict almost by definition. Evolution has ensured that all life on earth struggles to survive, usually at the cost of of other life which surrounds it.  Why bother to read about conflict let alone engage in it?


    We eat plants and animals. We kill them to survive. We seek pleasure in an effort to find meaning, not realizing that we will never be satisfied.  We survey, enviously, greener pastures and are often tempted to stray.


    What we should be doing is to wean ourselves away from such unthinking behavior. Assuming our chemical and algorithmic drives will permit us to do this. Assuming we have free will and are not robots.


    Above all we should avoid damage to those around us. But damage can be caused both by action and inaction. It is a fine balance. Will less harm result from burying an issue or in raising it? My suspicion is that the greater good will come from informed and kind discussion.


    We bury too much. Mental health has long been taboo and we are only just beginning to stand up and admit when we have a problem. And to seek help, even though such help as is available is pitifully inadequate – our science is not yet up to it.


    And so with all problems – bring them out into the open.  Do I have anger issues? Am I happy in my job? In my career? Is a relationship fulfilling and all it can be? Are their problems?


    No good can come from hiding issues in the dark and building up resentment. Much good can come from open discussion and from planning a route forward.
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    Objectively, as a mere means of reproduction, it is hard to see how sex can be considered disgusting. And yet many humans consider it so.


    We are driven by many natural impulses. Chemical reactions tell us when we need to refuel with drink or food. Further chemical reactions create the physical urge to eject waste.  Many find the ejection part unpalatable, and perhaps understandably so. We are reason, we are thoughts, ideas and lofty ideals. Yet even the Queen must pee and poo – albeit it in a gold plated bog.


    Eating and drinking, and waste disposal are essential for the preservation of an existing life. Sex is essential for the continuance of many species.  Why should we not enjoy it?


    I suspect more people find sex repellent than going to the lavatory.


    Objectively then, is sex disgusting? Should we feel ridden by guilt and wracked by existential anxiety because we enjoy a good bonk? Or the reverse? Should we feel guilty because we avoid sex like the plague and consider it embarrassing and disgusting?


    I don’t think it is a simple question and under or over indulgence can each play their part in wrecking a relationship.


    But I do find it pitiable and absurd that society as a whole has always (or mostly always) surrounded and smothered sex with taboo.  The Victorians were outwardly so prudish they covered the legs of their pianos with cotton doilies; and yet under the covers many led lives as steamy as the most enlightened free love hippy of the 1960s.


    Much hypocrisy  surrounds and has always surrounded the enjoyment of sex. Children may be taught by their parents that sex is dirty and to be avoided – or to be done occasionally and furtively in the dark for the purposes of reproduction only.  Religion has played its guilty role – traditionally many religious societies have made it mandatory to despise and avoid sex. And to indulge in self flagellation and cold baths to defeat the evil impulse.


    And yet how damaging this perverted attitude has been over the centuries. Such impulses are not expunged but merely driven underground. A more open and encouraging attitude to the enjoyment of regular sex among consenting adults might have done much to prevent the horrors and perversions we have seen in recent years.


    The Victorians liked to sweep such smut under the carpet but under the surface, whatever their pious exterior, their natural impulses would out.


    And what of pornography and brothels? Provided they entail no under age sex and no forced participation (no sex slaves) then undoubtedly these can cause no harm. Except of course to sex starved nutters who have some warped sense of moral outrage.  Indeed they can achieve much good.


    Many a marriage might benefit where one or other of the partners feels disgust – the other could pop off and have a bit of fun without harm being done to the relationship.  As one dear old Grannie put it “Its only sex, dear”.


    Indeed brothels and pornography are an important outlet – freely available sex would do much to counter the horrible and secretive abuse so common in society. Even the awful Jimmy Saville might have been able to slake his thirst in a less harmful way in some sanitized and legal brothel.


    It is no more perverted to enjoy sex than it is to deny its wholesomeness. Sex is no dirtier than emptying your bowels or your bladder. And anyway some people find even those natural actions quite enjoyable.


    It may not be highbrow, it may not have the finesse of the more intellectual areas of human endeavor.


    But those who find it disgusting should not impose their feelings on those who do not. My advice is to get out there and have some harmless fun.


    “It’s only sex dear”!


     


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/08/16/is-sex-dirty/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		To be a Prisoner

		September 27, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    I spent the week incarcerated in Calais. It lead me to contemplate the unimaginable horror of prison life.


    I must not exaggerate.  My mother in law had broken her hip on the first day of her holiday and was taken by ambulance to the Centre Hospitalier in Calais.  She is 88 and my father in law 90.  We took a vastly expensive last minute fare on the Eurotunnel to offer such assistance as our limited command of the French language permitted. We remained binned up in the Holiday Inn in Calais for a week, while operations were undertaken by the highly proficient French surgeon and excellent nursing care provided to the point where the poor lady was fit to be repatriated by ambulance.


    The incarceration was by dint of the fact the elderly lady needed constant visits to bolster her moral. Not of strong mind in recent years and with no short term memory, she was very fearful and, frankly, was lucky to survive such was her state.


    So we trundled the four miles to the hospital and back from the seafront hostelry four or five times a day. We barely saw daylight or felt the wind on our faces. the food became monotonous as did, needless to say, the hospital.


    I looked up all the dismal French plays I had studied in my school years. Les Chaises was probably the most apt, closely matched by Huis Clos.  Oh and let’s not forget Waiting for Godot. Satre, Ionesco, Brecht, Beckett…and the dismal Camus.  What cheer the thought of that lot brought to my week. Sitting in a windowless room for eternity only to discover, eventually, that I was dead.


    We were released today and both suddenly asked what it must be like for those banged up in jail.


    Our week was luxury indeed by comparison, a mere walk in the park. Real chokey is not a laughing matter.


    A few days before our unexpected holiday treat, I had been chatting to the fellow who came to mend our fridge. His wife works as a nurse in a Category B prison on the Isle of Sheppey.  The island itself represents nothing if not a prison, never mind the bars. Fans of Charles Dickens may remember Abel Magwich who did time on a prison hulk a few miles up river from Sheppey.  What a place for a prison – like Dartmoor it is a place for the damned, a veritable hell on earth. Flat, grey, windswept, sitting in a miserable river estuary.  Suitable only for birds of the feathered variety, although god knows how even they can put up with the place.


    But I digress. The nurse was presented on her first day, a few years back, with a vision out of Dante’s Inferno. A real life scene from Hieronymus Bosch.  One lag had committed a cardinal sin – he had nicked a packet of cigarettes.  His reward was to be sliced under the arm pits and hung up on the wall by a coat hanger put through his neck. That punishment turned out to be mild – violence orders of magnitude worse is apparently meted out with terrible regularity. One long term prisoner was released from jail after a particularly savage beating. It was a mercy release – he was beaten so badly he did not have long to live. He was crippled so severely they just let the poor fellow go. In his condition he was a threat to nobody.


    The trouble with me is I am a sucker for reform. I can not join in the almost universal condemnation of the criminal fraternity, however psychopathic and, some would argue, “evil” they may be.  Or some of them at any rate.


    I remember seeing a TV program on psychopaths. Their brains are wired differently. Violence would mean nothing to them. They are amoral in that they are simply unable to appreciate their behavior is wrong or harmful. Funnily enough the presenter himself was a relative of Lizzie Borden and discovered on scanning that he had a psychopath’s brain. Happily, in his case, the condition had not been triggered. His family must have been much relieved not to be chopped up by Lizzie’s relative.


    The depression, misery and frustration I felt this last week put me in mind of the prisoners and their dilemma.  I was tied. Unable to go home, unable to walk on the beach, fiddle with my computer, sing or dance or …….whatever.


    Imagine being banged up in the Isle Of Sheppey. Or the Scrubbs. Or Dartmoor or any of those other hells on earth.


    Is it any surprise that their is no redemption to be had? Is it any surprise that the rate of re-offence is so high? Such peoples’ minds must be turned, corrupted, destroyed by their incarceration.


    Of course many of them were not pleasant people to begin with. Their violence on the outside the mirror image of their savagery when put behind bars.


    But those of us who have considered such matters as determinism might question whether the criminals’ behavior is actually their “fault” in the first place. Many a reputed scientist, including the late lamented Stephen Hawking, believe that we are mere robots with no free will or culpability for our actions.


    We humans are in general not a pleasant species but I believe that it is very largely not our fault. Leaving aside the question of free will, my own normally fairly reasonable behavior was badly affected by the circumstances of the past week. Feeling trapped and imprisoned, I became deeply disoriented, bad tempered and depressed. Although I managed to restrain myself from chopping anyone up or hanging them up with a coat hanger through the neck. Much as I may have been tempted.


    But picture the destitute kids from the worst slums. Consider the conditions they live in,  the futures to which they must look forward. Is it any surprise that they embark on a career of crime and violence. There but for the grace of god…..


    Our society is broken. Our species in broken. We are mere an animals who have evolved to kill and maim to survive. It is high time we realized this.  The time will come when we may be able to eradicate violence. To alter our behavior through genetic engineering.


    Until such time perhaps we could make a more genuine effort to help the criminal, the destitute, the untermensch.


    I realize I am a bleeding heart liberal, a wishy washy Guardian sympathizer.  But I do wish there was a better way to treat the outlaws, the violent, the inadequate.
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    “What Am I” is the most important question we can ask and yet the answer may have to be discovered not by reasoning but by experience.


    I was thumbing through back issues of John’s Consciousness, struck by his often beautiful reflections on existence. They seem to have taken a rather melancholy turn of late and I was reminded of Tennyson’s poem “Crossing the Bar” by his most recent post The Fading of The Light.


    “Professional” philosophy is so often full of pompous and jargon filled junk.  As John pointed out, philosophy steps in where science is unable to tread and hence need not be dominated by those who make a living from it. You, me, any of us are as likely to come up with a plausible answer to the question “Why” as the most earnest professional bore.  And indeed we should do just that – there are few if any answers or facts provided by science as to where we come from or why we exist, so we are all as qualified to speculate as the most prominent physicist.  And probably better qualified than the armchair pseuds who talk in riddles and get paid for it.


    It seems to me that we may be stuck, metaphorically speaking, inside a fish bowl.  Even the brightest fish with the most advanced consciousness would have difficulty in conceiving what life on dry land is like (the “experience” of life on dry land) since he is unable to visit it. We by contrast, while not amphibian, are nonetheless able to conceive in our imaginations what life as a fish might be like since we can splash around in the sea. We can put on breathing equipment, we can descend to the depths, we can embrace the silence and the currents. We can swim with the fish.


    And so it is with consciousness.  We are stuck within our own brains, we can see only what our sensory equipment will let us see. What our limited brains let us imagine.


    Take the concept of dimensions in space and time.  Is it string theory which tells us there may be eleven dimensions and not the four we are used to?  Our brains have difficulty in letting us sense the meaning of eleven dimensions. From our four dimensional fish bowl we do not have the experience or indeed the equipment to visualize or fully engage in the experience of eleven dimensions.


    I have always yearned for a sense of transcendence.  I have always wanted it described to me, or,  better to experience it.  To some extent we have all glimpsed it. It can sometimes be felt in the gaps; in silence, in beauty. In peace.


    Certainly that is why I have always been so engaged with the more intelligent examples of science fiction and faerie stories.


    Where exactly do the civilizations of Iain M Banks sublime to? What do they sublime to? What was Tom Bombadil or Gandalf and where did their powers come from?


    Banks and Tolkien describe places and states we would like to enter. And of course so do the truly awful and destructive religions of the world.  I suppose you have to give some understanding to the religious nutters who commit foul atrocities  – but quite why they think they will be rewarded for so doing by houris and paradise is beyond me.  But the motive is perhaps the same – the seeking of transcendence.  Transcendence through murder and unspeakable cruelty in the service of a monstrous and non existent deity.


    I can not rationally envisage infinity. I can not reason my way around the concept of what is out there from my absurdly small mole hill by the sea side on a crumbling planet in a wispy spiral of the Milky Way.


    Perhaps therefor there is something to be said for expanding our consciousness in the way generations of mystics have done for countless aeons.  We are told that the Buddha achieved enlightenment and omniscience through meditation. Christian nutcases seem to have achieved the same through starvation, isolation and general physical misery.  Although given that they came up with very different interpretations of reality, one side must have got it wrong.


    Where does that leave the modern seeker? How best should we peer through the doors of perception?


    For those of us with enough patience and time perhaps meditation is the answer. It seems to have done the trick for tubby old Siddhartha.  Better his route than that of the miserable followers of the one god. I never did go for flagellation and misery.


    Or perhaps the answers lie in psychoactive drugs. Whoever wrote Revelations had to have been high on something. Mind you, if ever there was an accurate definition of a “bad trip”, there you have it.


    Joking aside, truth may well be found in getting “out of our skulls”.  By altering our minds we may perhaps be able to break out of the fishbowl. To live in the 11th Dimension. I really don’t see any other way.
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    A kind friend sent me what I took to be a flyer for ChristianMingle.com, which appears to be a sex and dating site for Christians.


    Apparently my friend believes I lack both god and sex and he is right on both counts, so I am most grateful for his kind solicitations.


    There is even a movie based on the website.


    According to Wikipedia:


    

      Christian Mingle was launched in 2001 by Spark Networks. The site has over 16 million members. In July 2016, Christian Mingle began accommodating gay men and women.


    


    Ah, so that’s OK then. But apparently there are over 11 genders now, so perhaps ChristianMingle has some catching up to do.


    You will doubtless be pleased to hear that:


    Spark Networks  is a leading global dating company with a widening portfolio of premium & freemium apps. Listed on the New York Stock Exchange under the ticker symbol ‘LOV’”.


    Intrigued and attracted by the joint idea of god and free sex I signed up for the UK version. Sadly, given my advanced age, I was presented with a motley selection of  ugly old ducks who were doubtless also having problems with both sex and god. Although some had worn better than others and would perhaps offer an interesting evening out with extras.


    Those with a non conventional Christian or other background will  be pleased to hear that Spark offers succor to Jews, Latter Day Saint Singles and Christian Adventists.


    I was most disappointed to discover Spark does not offer “Muslim Mingle” or “Taliban Mingle” but perhaps these committed American capitalists will reach out to other sex starved religious devotees in due course. Buddhist Mingle, Sikh Mingle, Atheist Mingle. I’d better put out a buy recommendation on the stock.
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    It is easy enough to empathize with addicts if, for large chunks of your existence, you have had an overwhelming need to get out of your own head.


    Out of your head and off your head come to much the same thing for the cognoscenti.


    There is a vast gulf between what your intellect tells you and what your emotions crave. Or should we call them qualia. Not that anybody knows of course; what qualia are or what consciousness is. But you certainly know when they and it have gone wrong.


    Your intellect may tell you that objectively nothing is wrong. You have a roof over your head, food, companionship. And yet you ride an emotional roller coaster, coming up for breath occasionally only to scream as you descend into the depths once again.


    Is it any wonder that many turn to drink or drugs to rid the demon from their head.


    I have been meeting up regularly with a friend who feels the need, more often than otherwise, for what he calls “space”. Headspace.


    Many an ex soldier is trapped inside enemy territory long after he has left the field of conflict. Thanks to the physiological mess inside his head, he is trapped in an endless loop of destructive, corrosive thoughts and emotions.


    In the case of a soldier, it may well be that he is now “safe”. The conflict is over, the battle won or lost. And yet years later it will still be raging inside his head even though he has lived as a civilian for decades.


    And it not just the soldier who craves space in his head. Nor just those who have been through trauma. There are people whose lives seem enviable, successful even, who harbor such trauma within that they too long to escape from their own head.


    And so to addiction. The addict wants to alter his consciousness. He wants to avoid pain and to bring about, if not pleasure, then at least the cessation of misery.


    It can’t be done of course. Or at least not with most substances currently at our disposal. For all the talk of miracles brought about by modern science, we do not understand ourselves well enough to cure a condition which has plagued us since the dawn of time and killed millions.


    The ultimate out of your head experience is one that many eventually resort to. Some extinguish life slowly through alcohol or opiates. Wittingly or unwittingly. Others opt out altogether and exit their heads rapidly and permanently.


    Should you embrace the absurd as Camus suggested? Like Sisyphus should you endlessly roll a stone up a hill, for it to roll down again each time. Or should you exit the stage altogether and choose oblivion rather than endless torture.


    We must leave aside the view of some that a crime or sin would result from a permanent exit.  We may reasonably assume that such people do not suffer from the need to escape from themselves and should thus have no voice in the matter.


    But perhaps there is light after all?


    Medical research from the likes of John Hopkins Hospital in the US, Imperial College in London and a whole trail of others is suggesting that to get out of your head is just what you need.


    The lucky few who have participated in their trials in recent years have, quite literally, left their own heads. Left their troublesome consciousness at the door and joined in union with an ego-less universe.   Courtesy of a huge dose of psychedelic drugs.


    A real exit (for a time) without finality. A break in existence. A chance for the tangled neural pathways to melt and re-form in new and less painful configurations.


    Who knows, after that, how we might approach the Absurd? Perhaps after all we may find life less so.


    Perhaps more of us should get off our heads. Or out of them. Wotteva.
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    I found myself ranting on LinkedOut about the absurd World Economic Conference at Davos.


    Do we need economic growth? I find myself answering “no”.


    What we need is a fairer distribution of what we have already got. We should achieve this not by taking away from the rich and giving to the poor but by cutting population radically so that we can make do with what we have rather than  consuming ever more.  Although there is no doubt that we have no need of fat cats and robber barons. The planet would be a far nicer pace without such psychopaths.


    Who needs 7 billion mostly greedy, nasty humans on this otherwise beautiful rock in the middle of nowhere?


    Not the rest of the rapidly diminishing flora and fauna, that’s for sure.  In days gone by a good plague would sort it out. War and ethnic cleansing also played its part. The Norman conquest wiped out much of the population in Northern Britain.  The Black Death reduced the world population from around 475m to 350m. And look what a well aimed meteor did to the dinosaurs.


    Why do we need “growth”? What is the purpose in economic growth? What we need instead is a rapid and massive population decrease instead and a return to nature and beauty.


    What we need is food, medicine and shelter. What we do not need  is an ever expanding population of motor cars. Or airplanes, oil tankers and tower blocks.


    Get rid of 90% of the world’s population and return 90% of the planet to nature. Plow up the roads and the airports.  Knock down the tower blocks and the petrol stations. Plant forests…everywhere. Plant flowers and encourage birds and beasts to roam where once they did.


    My waffle on cynicism proved a great step forward in firming up my worldview. Yes, Diogenes and his ancient mates got it right. The rest of us got it wrong.


    We don’t need Davos and the Kardashians. We certainly don’t need Trump Towers or the Trump Casino. What we do need is a return to nature, a move away from vanity and the pursuit of the material. Dust to dust is a phrase we should have on the tip of our tongues every day.


    I’m not wanting to become a Noble Savage. They never existed. Lives were and remain nasty brutish and short.  Well, nasty and brutish anyway.


    I’m all for science, all for medicine and improvements in our health, mental and physical. And don’t tell me economic growth is necessary for its continuance. It is not. Activity is necessary, yes. And work. But work should not be slavery, should not entail drudgery in the dark satanic mills we have become imprisoned in.


    We need a whole new paradigm. Work as fun, work as satisfaction. Work as beneficial rather than a rip off ponzi scheme. Work as trees and plants and flowers and beauty.


    Not work as desecration of beauty but as the creation of beauty. Create beautiful homes but fewer of them for a smaller population. Concentrate on what makes humans happy, not rich and bloated.


    My hero Vermin Supreme promises voters a pony for every family. I must find a suitable sized Wellington Boot, place it on my head, and run for high office.  I will campaign for Utopia and a forest for every family.
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    What makes a cynic? Reason and experience in life or the cold hand of genetic inheritance?


    Are cynics just born? Or do they become imbued with cynicism as they travel through life and become convinced by absurdity?


    According to Wikipedia, a contemporary cynic has an attitude characterized by a general distrust of others’ motives. “A cynic may have a general lack of faith or hope in the human species or people motivated by ambition, desire, greed, gratification, materialism, goals, and opinions that a cynic perceives as vain, unobtainable, or ultimately meaningless and therefore deserving of ridicule or admonishment.”


    In ancient Greece, where the term originated, Diogenes lived in a barrel on the streets of ancient Athens.  Again as per Wikipedia, ancient cynics believed “people can gain happiness by rigorous training and by living in a way which is natural for themselves, rejecting all conventional desires for wealth, power, sex, and fame. Instead, they were to lead a simple life free from all possessions”.


    The cynic should be using LinkedOut, not LinkedIn.  I was browsing LinkedIn this morning and my immediate and strong emotion was one of cynicism.


    Behavior in life is truly fractal. We all spring from the same simple cells which first divided to form life millions of years ago; and so it is of little surprise perhaps that the behavior of life is fractal from the smallest microbe upwards.  Life fights to the death. Bacteria struggles to overcome and dominate. The fungi battle against competing species to achieve dominance so they can fruit and spread their spores. The fox kills and eats the chicken to survive and spread his selfish gene and so on up to the level of the human race.


    Business is a battleground. In some countries of the world, life is still largely physical and hence violence is too.  The rule of law is such in many of the world’s ghastly corners that humans can still behave like the fox or the jackal. Or indeed like bacteria or fungi. They club and fight and kill for land and possessions so that they too can pass on their unworthy genes. And so on into the next unworthy and unpleasant generation.


    In the more “civilized” West, fractal violence has had to adapt to a better enforced and more sophisticated rule of law.


    Social media has become the latest battleground where, instead of clubbing your fellow man to steal his food, shelter and wife you have to convince him to part with all three without violence.


    Commerce is the new violence. In the beginning was the mouth and the tooth and the claw. In the beginning was physical violence. And since behavior is fractal, for most species on earth outside of humanity, violence is still the means to survive and prosper.


    Think of cancer cells.


    But oh so clever man with his gift (or curse?) of consciousness now uses business to conquer and survive. Where he can, man will still use genuine violence in business. He seeks to ruin his competitor and drive him out of business. He seeks to convince the hapless and foolish consumer that his goods or services have value and more value than those of his competitors.


    Nowhere is Darwinism more evident than in the world of finance. The tooth and the claw have been replaced by marketing and sales.  The bookies and the forex dealers, the stock brokers and the sellers of investment systems must at one level know that they are selling poison and destruction but they don’t give a damn. If they did they would not survive.


    How can any man in good conscience sell bets or betting services when he knows that ruin is the outcome for the consumer? How can men sell endless seminars promising to teach fools to trade when they must know they are selling moonshine and bullshit?


    How can the forex broker and execution only stock broker fill his website with useless trading tips and promises when he knows (or ought to know) that he is selling snake-oil with the intention of transferring wealth (and hence Darwinian survival) from the punters’ pockets to his own?


    Someone quite rightly recently admonished me by pointing out that there are good things happening in the world.


    I must scour LinkedOut for good people doing good things. They must be there.
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    I found myself transported back to the time of Cardinal Newman this evening, sitting in a glum old seaman’s church on the coast at Walmer.


    Neo Gothic and built in 1848, it sits opposite the sea where for hundreds of years the locals took supplies out to ships sheltering in the Downs.


    Once one of the biggest ports in the country, nearby Deal housed Nelson and Lady Hamilton on occasion, as the British fleet was anchored offshore, protected in a sheltered channel between the shingle shore and the legendary Goodwin Sands.


    The evening glowered; the light was poor and the rain drizzled down on the grey, cold and lifeless seafront.


    And yet.


    And yet there was calm, beauty even. I love dour Victorian churches with their fake Gothic arches and their heavily coloured (and equally heavily didactic) stained glass windows. The folk seemed from another time too. I was reminded of my fierce old Baptist grandmother, born at the end of the 19th Century, who lived in nearby Ramsgate.  She was present somehow, amidst these local townspeople, a part of them.


    Similar class, similar trade I guess and these people too reminded me of nothing short of Victorian shopkeepers. Was it my imagination or did I see mutton chop whiskers and frock coats? Who knows, the light played tricks on me perhaps.


    Apart from one youthful member of the Choir, I seemed to be one of the younger participants.  A not uncommon occurrence if one has a passion for sung evensong, in a format which has remained little changed since the days of Henry Tudor.


    As is my wont, I turned up early for a few minutes of peace and reflection and while the choir practiced I thumbed through the race card.


    I have often sung versions of Cardinal Newman’s beautiful poem but tonight the words struck me with more than usual poignancy.  We were to sing it as one of the hymns.


    

      “Lead, kindly light, amid the encircling gloom,

Lead thou me on;

The night is dark, and I am far from home;

Lead thou me on;

Keep thou my feet; I do not ask to see

The distant scene: one step enough for me.”


    


    I felt a mixture of emotions. A fish out of water perhaps, despite my unmistakable Englishness.  It’s been a long time since I sat in my grandmother’s modest children’s clothing shop in Ramsgate, filching Victorian pennies out of the ancient wooden till.  With permission from the old dear, I hasten to add.


    The other side of the family was different altogether – wealthy, vulgar perhaps, with hindsight. And the years since childhood have taken me so far from Ramsgate and little shops in provincial high streets. More is the pity maybe.


    Glamour, travel, expensive hotels and, well, some degree of wealth I suppose. For all that that means.


    So it is grounding, I guess, sitting in this church. Back to my humble roots perhaps, or those of my grandmother.


    And those wonderful words of Newman – let someone else worry. Look not where your path might lead. The night was indeed dark and although I was not far from home, I felt it. Emotionally, physically.  I am all too often amidst encircling gloom and pride certainly ruled my will. Probably still does.


    To have the childlike faith Newman talks of – what a wonder that must be.


    

      So long Thy power hath blest me, sure it still

Will lead me on.

O’er moor and fen, o’er crag and torrent, till

The night is gone,

And with the morn those angel faces smile,

Which I have loved long since, and lost awhile!


    


    But, you know, with or without conventional faith there is a lot in the teaching. The code of behavior – modesty, kindness, lack of show. The idea that you should just plug on and let it all happen. And let someone else worry about it.


    The whole experience left me feeling quiet, contemplative and satisfied. Cut out the god stuff and those Christians have got much of it spot on.
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     There are few greater attractions than the country railway station.


    Full of promise, of excitement. Was it not from an English country railway station that the Pevensie children disappeared on one of their adventures into Narnia?


    I am sitting on one now. More is the pity that I am on my way to St Pancras and not the reverse, but the attraction is still there, even if I would prefer to be en route to Cair Paravel. Or deepest Wales.


    Airports are no fun nowadays. You could almost feel you were on the way to a gulag or a death camp. Over zealous petty officials surround you, armed with rubber gloves to probe places that should remain forever private. Little wonder that Hitler’s atrocities were committed on a day to day level by the little people. Small people emboldened and given a taste of power by means of their small minded uniforms and their charter to threaten and terrify.


    But the English country railway station: there you have an altogether more friendly beast. The old dear locked up in the staff room was most jolly, even if she was not available to sell me a ticket. And the ticket machine was broken; obs.


    Never mind I shall bluff my way through somehow, hoping to avoid railway police and the magistrates court. I bought and paid for a ticket of course (online) but petty officialdom will hold you liable no doubt for the failure of its own technology.


    Most people are charming. Lovely even if you approach them in the right way. And thus the conductor proved; understanding and helpful.


    Others take rather more careful handling. There is nothing more dangerous than the small time official with a chip and a modicum of power. God help you if you cross him. Or her.


    I had the misfortune of attending a speed awareness course recently and intentionally or otherwise was made to feel small, dirty and bad.


    I was an offender, a criminal given the chance to redeem himself by attending a few hours of ritual humiliation. I was warned of all the dire consequences which would follow any infraction of the draconian rules of the gruelling four hour course. Magistrates courts were mentioned regularly and we all gasped in terror at the prospect of finding ourselves up in front of Judge Jeffries. The infamous Hanging Judge. The course instructors of course were paragons of modern society and the finest drivers on the road. Although humour and criticism were not encouraged. We the prisoners, they the camp guards. Allowed to crack their truly awful jokes and god help those who didn’t titter.


    But I digress. That I loathe society will be self evident to any who have had the misfortune of reading my increasingly fevered ramblings.


    There is a point to my drivelling, I suppose.


    It all takes me back to the attraction of ritual, churches and make believe.


    While lacking a shred of belief I nonetheless get great comfort from the arcane and ancient rituals of the Anglican church. It and they transport me to a better place. I can put aside my cynicism for an hour and bathe in music and smells and bells which transport me from mundanity to an altogether more attrative realm.


    And so with half an hour spent on a country railway station. Where is the harm in revelling in the mild and childish excitement of a short and pleasant journey?


    Where is the harm indeed in putting yourself in the shoes of the Pevensie kids and travelling in your imagination into Archenland, or to the Lantern in the snowy woods to meet the White Witch Jadis.


    Stories are good for us. And in a sense they are true. Or can be made to be true. So you don’t believe in the Christian God? Or even the Buddha. Made up stories to soothe the existential howling, the black hole at the heart of our psyche. But imagine the benefit of behaving as if your favourite faery story were true.


    How much better might we behave, how much better might we feel, if we maintained the fiction that Father Christmas were true and that Aslan’s land was just the other side of the Wardrobe.


    Am I talking of Pascal’s Wager? No, not at all. I live in the 21st Century. But I try to take his advice not because I believe in heaven and hell but because trying to be reasonably pleasant (as far as my perennial black moods and cynicism allow) makes me feel better.


    And I read beautiful faery stories and attend beautiful rituals because, in a sense, it does actually alter my reality. It makes a better world for me and, I hope, for those I might come into contact with.


    And there you have the importance of the humble country railway station. Give it a go. It might transport you to some surprising places.
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    For the miserable, moody and mercurial, one’s outlook can swivel on a sixpence. Or dime, if you prefer.


    Not so for the irrepressibly cheerful, the waggy Labradors who go through life with a smile on their face and the conviction they are about to win the lottery. Waggies are always cheerful, pretty much. It takes a lot to get a Labrador down.


    Back to the perennially miserable. The external situation may change little and yet the mood might swing through 180 degrees. And back again. It has to be down to wonky wiring.


    Today was a case in point. I have been working on a project for over a year with little success. With repeated failure in fact. And then today, after my arrival at our cottage on the happily unfashionable East Kent coast, I was met with the news that the project had blossomed.


    After a few bad weeks (or has it been months?) something has actually gone right. Sadly I have not won the lottery but then I am too mean (and too statistically aware) to engage in that absurdity.


    None the less, the triumph feels to be a pretty major one. Suddenly the sun shines and I can see the Teletubbies dancing in the garden. Lala, Dipsy, Po and of course Tinky-Winky.


    I am always reminded of my wife and her sisters when I watch the Teletubbies. And there the merry, bossy little souls are, dancing around like rotund little faeries in the garden.


    Is there any lesson to be learned from all this? No, I don’t think there is really. The trite tropes one may find scattered throughout the internet come to mind.  All of which are bollux.


    Don’t give up. Keep trying. Rome wasn’t built….. Bollox.


    The stark fact is that we are all built differently and we are largely stuck with the results of the genetic lottery.


    I was reminded today that an uncle of mine suffered from black moods. I had forgotten the poor fellow had a major meltdown and became convinced the CIA were after him. He was a lecturer at the University of Hong Kong back in the ’60s, and his specialist subject was Tibet.


    That was in the days of the truly warped and horrible monster Mao Tse Tung.  What a brute he was, with his nasty little red books and bad tailoring. Should have tried Sam’s in Hong Kong. Wonder if they are still there?  I must have had all of 20 suits made there 30 years ago and promptly stuck two fingers up to investment banking. So I never really wore any of them – still stuck in the attic I think.


    Anyway poor old Uncle H was convinced the CIA were after him and to be fair, a left wing university prof might well have been a target, especially if he had inside info on the ghastly Reds.


    There seem to be a lot of nutters among my close and immediate family; some of them are still around, creating chaos and misery for their nearest and dearest.


    And so back to me. Miserable victim of an uncaring and random universe. Recipient of three pounds of grey shyte which passes for a brain; all the wrong bits connected to all the other wrong bits.


    What to do when you are amidst the encircling gloom? Stuck somewhere half way across the Styx.  Well, you could, I suppose reach for your copy of the Peaceful Pill Handbook.


    The only other remedy I have found remotely helpful is to cut off, completely and utterly from everyone and everything. Bring down the shutters, lock the door. Disconnect the phone. Refuse to speak to anyone – those around you can contribute little at these dark times.


    And then the fog may lift for while; not for long perhaps. But you enjoy it while it does; “normality” briefly returns.


    It is hardly surprising that such a condition comes to rule your life.  It warps and corrodes your every thought and governs your every achievement (or non-achievement). For many of us, a job would be impossible.


    I’m sure some manage better than others. But my natural state of mind is cynicism and introspection. And of course black pessimism. For the world, the universe and for my own particular corner of it.


    The Labrador wears rose tinted spectacles; I wear impenetrably black lenses.
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    There is nothing quite so funny as an elderly, fat, aggressive man driving a white Porsche.


    The “whiteness” and the “Porsche-ness” say it all. “I am important”.  My “whiteness” and my “Porsche-ness” are what define me.  I am Porsche, I am big and successful and the road belongs to me. The world belongs to me.


    I had been walking a gale swept beach on a private estate on the East Kent Coast and there was no one around. The Sandwich Bay estate must once have been rather special but it now seems to specialize in brand new houses with expensive cars parked outside – to be seen. Vulgar, I suppose, is the word I am looking for.


    I had walked for two or three hours in desolation, pondering apocalypse.  I was happily soaked to the skin and poddling along at 20 miles an hour in a clapped out SUV with the heating full on. All was right with the world. I had been told (during  four hours of humiliation otherwise known as a “speed awareness course”) that it was all right to drive at less than the speed limit. Indeed that it was often quite sensible so to do and so I found myself ambling at 20 in a 30 mile an hour zone. It seemed meet and right.


    Sneer as I might at the awful speed awareness course I find (much to my surprise) that I obtained much of benefit from it. The importance of exercising more patience perhaps.  The benefits of slowness – call it mindfulness, or awareness.  In any event, weeks after the event I find myself more peaceful on the road, less inclined to get irritated.  On the road so in my life. Slow, deliberate, sloth like. And aware – above all aware; attempting to notice every blade of grass, every cloud and ray of sun.


    Carpe Diem as they say.


    And so, much to my amusement, I saw this solid elderly man hurtling towards me in the middle of the road, doing perhaps sixty miles an hour. I was clearly expected to pull over and let this superior being pass in his great haste and importance. He had a bad tempered expression – or did I mistake it for mere self importance? I am not sure but in any event he had a hard stare set in a solid face, bewhiskered, and a balding head. And of course a white Porsche.


    I wonder if we are supposed to be humbled by very expensive cars? Or humiliated perhaps? Or made to feel knee high? Or are we simply beneath the notice of the vastly important people who drive such superb carriages?


    Boudica herself, the warrior queen, could not have made it more obvious that I was to cede, give way.  Doff my cap; grovel.


    Well I didn’t of course. There wasn’t really time. I went on the defensive and almost came to a stop.  I don’t know how the fellow squeezed by at such speed but he did.


    Are we talking here of the Mote and the Beam? Judge not, that ye be not judged?  We might have been once upon a time in my brasher and more arrogant days. When I too might have driven a silly car.


    No, I’m not judging the fellow. Just observing him; noticing. I don’t mind what he does. I don’t mind how he behaves or what he drives.


    I just felt glad that on the whole I am able to remain outside looking in. I don’t feel superior or gleeful or cross. Just pleased that I do not find it necessary to dominate, or impress.
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    Imagine yourself, if you will, in a world post the apocalypse to come.


    The Christians of the far right would be fine of course – they would have been raptured.  Quite why their selfish god wouldn’t choose to swoop up a few decent Jews, Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims is a question way above my pay grade, but there you go.


    Most of us would have met a grisly end – say 7.5 billion of us, leaving a mere few hundred thousand  scrabbling for survival under pre-historic conditions.


    Walking along a wind swept beach pounded by fierce waves you might come across remnants of man’s short lived supremacy on earth. The last rusting vestiges of our finest hours – a buoy, ripped from its bedding, its days of guiding maritime transport long gone. 20 feet high and rolling in the breakers; it’s lights gone out for good.


    And so for much of the world, presumably. Vines and weeds cracking the concrete of motorways and airports, ivy and rot slowly eating the tower blocks and even the most glamorous of human habitation. Animals taking back the wild; fierce dogs, rodents, the vast insect population – now unfettered by the species which had dominated the earth for a short few hundred years before it met its comeuppance.


    Without the rule of law, savagery would prevail.  The prisoners from the secure wings becoming the new warders of the sparse few left, free to inflict unbelievable barbarity and cruelty, as might became truly right.


    There never was a Noble Savage, just a savage, and now his time has come again – in the glory days of Western Capitalism, the beast devoted himself to destroying his brethren by commerce.  Freed of commerce, a more traditional violence returns. The smash and grab of late stage capitalism becomes more literal, as scarce resources are hunted down and horded by bully boy gangs, led by those who were former drug kings and modern warlords.


    In a play world of the imagination, a nihilist or nature lover might romanticize a landscape stripped of CCTV cameras, police sirens and politics.


    Imagine roaming a land free of all that, a vast vista returned to raw nature. Endless beauty, endless plants, animals and natural wonder.


    Realism would soon strike. Even in the absence of vicious human gangs, hyenas, wolves and predators would soon be back and it would simply be a continuation of survival of the “fittest”.


    So yes, an emptier world would be very attractive for all sorts of reasons. An end to overcrowding, plenty for all, no robbery of the earth’s resources.


    But whether of not we get the apocalypse we deserve, we need to move towards a better world, a fairer one. A better human race. Less greed, anger. Less Darwinism.


    Sometimes I almost think I can see the light. An American pen friend wrote some thoughts I found beautiful today.


    I can’t quite put my finger on it but what he wrote sounded so right. So familiar in some odd way. It made my hair stand on end, my skin gently ripple with a mild electric current. A sort of excitement filled me.


    That sort of inner evolution seems so tantalizingly possible. Easy to say from the peace of my quiet cottage by the sea. Less easy when we are faced with the pressures of daily life.


    Competition, aggression, greed – all of these things seem so far removed tonight. But outside the gates, the barbarians wait.  What kind of vast upheaval must we bring about to create an Eden? Is it even possible?


     


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/11/02/picture-from-the-post-apocalypse/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		To Concentrate on “Good Things”

		November 5, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    How much better you feel when you focus on the good and ignore the bad.


    Is it wrong of me to categorize things in this way? Can there be said to be “good” and “bad” in any objective sense? Some would argue not but I choose to ignore their reasoning and their conclusion.


    In my subjective consciousness there is good and there is bad. I have been told that there is good going on in the world and that I should look for it. I am convinced that to do so is to help cast off the black lens of accidie. That to don rose tinted spectacles is an important part of changing one’s mind. In other words (physiology allowing) many of us should be capable of brightening up our lives by altering the way we perceive the world.


    I tend to concentrate on the negative, to see only blackness and dark whereas what I should be doing is searching for light, for warmth.


    Yes, in many ways the world is a shitty place and we are a shitty species. But it isn’t really our fault. We have evolved in a brutishly simple way – to survive. Is this any more our fault than the violent nature of the lion or the fox?


    Lettersquash argues nobody has deliberately created the evil Matrix in which we live and that there are no grand conspiracy theories which accurately reflect our society and our lives. There is no evil capitalist plot, no one is determined to screw the planet or its population. It is just that most if not all of us act purely out of self interest. And I feel he is right.


    So cast away the concept of “fault” (and evil, if you so choose) and look for people who are doing good things. People who are nice, and wholesome and worthy.


    I am told by my friend John that there are good things going on in the world. When I spoke of the horrors of the UK and US penal system he pointed out the enlightenment taking place in Greenland and Scandinavia. There you have it – look to the good and not to the bad. Although we should try and convert the latter into the former. Even if we do not believe in absolutes of good and evil, most us can recognize what is wrong when we spot it.


    I have been reading another blog recently and am coming to see where Keith is coming from. It isn’t god out there, just reality. Which is equally wonderful and just needs to be found. As he says, it is not “mystical” if it is real and I am coming to believe that perhaps his reality is “real”.


    What prompted this latest nonsense of mine? I have been spending a few days in splendid isolation down in the country and as usual the silence speaks to me. I hope that perhaps my perception is changing slightly, that maybe I am beginning to look through the mirror slightly less darkly.


    I am prompted to think of the little friends I call Gilbert and George. I had Gilbert and her mother staying for a couple of days and there is nothing better to promote enlightenment than a lovely and intelligent young woman. Beautiful of mind, so far as I can tell. Good through and through like her sister George. Or at least so far as I can tell.


    I call them Gilbert and George because ever since they could talk they have finished each other’s sentences and looked at each other before speaking.


    I have never heard Gilbert or George speak ill of anyone or anything. Which is especially odd since they have had to put up with their wilfully difficult and odd uncle all their lives. Perhaps I am a cross they feel they have to bear.


    I have always naughtily provoked these two into blushing but now they are both young adults I have to try harder. In an attempt to bring a rosy hue to Gilbert’s cheeks I recommended she watched Fleabag. Much to my amazement both Gilbert and George had watched every episode in both series.


    That’s called growing up I guess but it has not spoiled the girls or their charm.


    It is not surprising I turned out a miserable old fucker. I blame my family in part, although they never intentionally set out to wreck my life.


    But with the odd exception they were all warped and damaged in some way. I have long pondered nature and nurture and both have certainly played their role in forging the bars of my cage.


    My parents argued incessantly and unpleasantly. It was deeply disturbing. My mother raged at her mother and her siblings; I don’t think there was ever a family lunch when one of them didn’t storm out in a temper . One of my relatives was nicknamed “Moanie”. As far as my mother was concerned the rest of the world was “common” and unworthy. She or (perhaps they – my parents ) fell out with all their siblings and so we became deprived of cousins as time moved on.


    Surviving relatives still bicker and worse. Divorce and unhappiness has plagued various of them.


    Leaving aside the undoubted genetic component, these people could choose to behave otherwise but do not.


    So I must battle to cast off the deep black goggles I am so prone to sport.


    Our reality is what we choose to make it.
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    The internet is colonized by those who do not know that they do not know.  Fools to put it less politely. Why?


    I do not suffer fools gladly, though I wish them no harm. I just wish they would keep their ignorance to themselves.


    Blogs are one area where pure horse (or if you prefer bull) shit prevails. New age quackery seems a favorite for the blogger fool, touting chakras  and useless remedies for all our ills, physical or otherwise.


    Forums are much worse – there the passengers on the ship of fools can inter-react with each other and compete in sheer misinformation and stupidity.


    For many years I have studied algorithmic trading. And indeed traded algorithms. Sometimes for better, sometimes for worse. I went into it starry eyed close to 20 years ago, believing I could potentially walk on water after a decade of very lucky trading.


    Trading and betting forums are where some of the worst fools collect; and the worst rogues. The rogues sell crappy trading systems because they can not trade profitably themselves. The fools pretend they can trade profitably and want to talk about it. And talk, and talk and talk.


    But there are many other areas of the internet where fools like to hold forth. I am not clear as to their motives and am almost certain that the fools are even less clear.  Whether it is mental health, horticulture or religion, some fool will be talking out of an orifice which very obviously is not his mouth.  It is clear as day that many such people “talk” because they can not “do”. Talk about how they grow huge bright red tomatoes because they have failed so to do. Talk about curing their depression through tantric sex because they have tried and failed. Talk about making “millions in up and down markets” because they like to engage in wishful thinking.


    Why do those who should remain quiet become ever louder?  I suppose the fool was always there but now he has a platform for his foolishness. While it is true that no one has to read the fool, it is difficult not to be affected by his asininity because whatever you Google, you can be sure a great number of a-holes will be caught in the net. And you will have to sift through and discard the mad, the bad and the ugly to get to where you want to go.


    I suppose in a sense the internet gives the fool validation, a sense of importance he is unable to find in the “real” world. No one will listen to him or value his opinion at his job or perhaps his home, so he (or she) must take up his electronic pen and find validation elsewhere. He will blog and vlog. He will pretend he has all the answers to whatever you want to know. He will have succeeded as a day trader where all others fail. He has discovered the Matrix, God. He is happy and wealthy and beautiful; in his dreams.


    Perhaps that is the answer – dreams. Perhaps the attraction is that it gives people (in their imagination) the validation and apparent success they lack in their lives. Perhaps they have better sex on the internet, perhaps on the web they are the successful traders and entrepreneurs they would so like to be.  On the internet they can grow that big red tomato that fails to grow in their suburban greenhouse.


    But there are gems to be discovered, even if they are buried in a great rotting heap of dung. Perhaps 2% of those banging away on the internet have something of value to say. It’s just a pity you have to spend endless hours wading through shyte to find the diamonds.
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    A day in Rye in East Sussex does not sound every-man’s idea of excitement but it is change which is important to the psyche, not distance traveled.


    Sameness can be a deadening influence in life, even if your days and the place you live happen to be pleasing.


    Its always a tough call these days to get up and go, even if the destination is only an hour or so away. But the very making of the effort is in itself a novelty and thus beneficial. New roads, new vistas. New pubs and churches and coffee shops.


    Not for me now, day long hikes in the mountains; or not very often anyway. But pleasure can just as easily be found on your own door step, without having to brave sniffer dogs and gender neutral concentration camp guards at what pass as airports.


    As my son would say “CBA”. For those unfamiliar with the language of modern English youth, the acronym translates as “Can’t Be Arsed”.  CBA to travel that is.


    A chum invited me to go to the Caribbean recently,  to the island of Bequia.  Nice as it looked, the prospect became less inviting when I realized the length of the flight to Bermuda. Even less enticing was the additional short leg to Bequia.  Probably much like travel in China 30 years ago, where your companions tended to be chickens and other livestock. I wonder if it is still like that on the short hop up to Canton? Or whatever they call the place these days.


    In any event, real travel is just too utterly uncivilized for me, now that I have become a grumpy old man, broadening though I am sure it still is.


    So I have become less adventurous and Rye seemed enough of a slog this cold and sunny winter’s day.


    The effort was worth it though. The fine English church was just that – fine and English, with stained glass by Burne-Jones and Benson.  A good organist to boot it seems, though I could find no opinion on the choir.


    In the right mood these glorious old streets can soothe, elevate. What is it about the past that is so attractive to the imagination?


    Certainty I suspect. I would disagree with LP Hartly – it is the future not the past which is a foreign country. It is in the future where people do things differently; in those old cobbled streets they have done their bit and so far as we know, the past is immutable.


    Perhaps a comfort in antiquity is all part of the human quest for permanence in a universe where the only constant is change. The certainty is illusory of course, but part of the solace of visiting the ancient, is the pretense that it is not.  The mental sleight of mind which allows us to deceive ourselves that all was and is right in this ancient town and that here safety is to be found. Refuge from the buzzing world of real people and all their fierce and urgent emotions.


    I try these days to let go.  Let go of annoyance, anger, ambition even. And the trip was interesting in that respect also. The journey was, to be frank, frightful. As is usual with GPS, we were taken on an eccentric and curious route. Down narrow country lanes fit for donkeys but where, nonetheless, The Man in the White Porsche still presumes to strut his stuff.  The Man in the White Van also. And the Travelling Salesman and the Mother in a Hurry.


    What I noticed, by and large, was anger, arrogance, impatience and aggression. All of which I let pass.


    It’s odd when you decide to let the world pass you by. Curiously therapeutic but hard to believe that that was once you. The impatient and mindless younger man, convinced that the road was his and everything that therein is.


    Is it part of enlightenment perhaps? The once important becomes absurdly irrelevant to you once you see through the veil of the blinkered lives that we have condemned ourselves to live.


    Hence all the greater my joy in meeting the Contented Craftsman – who by his own admission has only just realized that Queen Victoria is no longer on the throne.
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    Is there anything so wondrous as a man truly happy in his own skin and content with his life and his occupation?


    As Dr Beran Wolf wrote:


    “If you observe a really happy person, you will find them building a boat, writing a symphony, educating their son, growing double dahlias in their garden, or looking for dinosaur eggs in the Gobi desert. They will not be searching for happiness as if it were a collar button that has rolled under a radiator.”




    Today was one of those days. A special day full of special moments but none so captivating as meeting Chris Viner at his shop Soldiers of Rye.


    Magical things do happen and as we walked through Rye and saw Chris sitting in his shop window painting toy soldiers, I  knew one of those moments had arrived.


    My wife tends to get fed up when I accost people and talk to them but it was she who immediately said I must go in and talk to Chris. It just had to be done.


    Chris has a Father Christmas twinkle in his eye; kindliness, boyish enthusiasm and quiet contentment are evident from the off.


    I knew I had to chat. He is the toy maker in Chitty Bang Bang, he is the Sandman, he belongs in a fairy tale.


    Did you know that lead soldiers were hollow?  If you make them out of solid lead, they are too heavy and collapse at the ankles. These days toy soldiers are made of a mixture of metals and so can be made solid.  Chris carves the master copy out of clay and then creates a mould so that, once he has replicated Winston Churchill, he can satisfy the insatiable demand for effigies of our great leader and orator for years to come.


    Gordon of Khartoum is a popular purchase and the Japanese can’t get enough of Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson.


    What is there that is so satisfying and appealing about a man at his craft? How often have I wanted to be a binder of books in leather or to pursue the making of miniature furniture as I did as a child.


    Is it the manual element? It is certainly satisfying to create out of our own hands. The art, the creativity? Yes that too.


    Is there a hermeticism about it which appeals to me? I think that plays a large part in its attraction.


    There is something almost earthy, fundamental about the craft. It links us to the material out of which this rocky outcrop is made and to the produce which grows on it. Lead, wood, leather. Rich, aromatic, satisfying. Textured, physical, comforting.


    But Chris was also more than his craft. He had a wisdom and kindness which shone through.


    One of his sons had started in finance in the soulless City of London and hated it. Many a father would have been horrified that his son wanted out of a lucrative career, but Chris’ advice was that his son should leave immediately and follow his passion. This son’s real love was archaeology and so he went back to university and then went on to work as an archaeologist in Cambridge. The other also son found himself and his career misaligned and so Chris and his wife had him move back home to follow his love of painting. That son now has exhibitions all over the world.


    So you see, there are good things in the world and good people. Would that they continue to flourish and thrive.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2019/11/06/the-contented-craftsman/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Meek Shall Inherit the Earth

		November 8, 2019

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Figuratively speaking I suspect the meek are indeed blessed and that in a sense they shall inherit, if not the earth, then at least a life of peace, tranquility and decency.


    Let me first fess up to a few things. I am not meek, nor ever have been. But I am coming to believe that I would probably like to be, ought to be even.  I really don’t want to be a wet sort of meek; not a namby pamby, tree hugging, goody two shoes. I think there must be another sort of meek without the weedy, soft voice, the toe less sandals and the diet of brown rice and lentils. Nor would I wish to be a Holy Joe.  I have no mission to save souls, even supposing we have them. Or at least not with that sort of messianic fervor.


    But, you know, I really have been thinking hard about meekness.  I have all too often been a loud mouthed critic of all and sundry and it can not be the right way to live. Sometimes (often even) I am the very opposite of meek and I think that probably shows through in some of my more outspoken thoughts on this eccentric and idiosyncratic website.


    I have been minded to ponder the topic of meekness for a very long time. I have always suspected the “rightness” of it, even if I have not practiced it.


    I suppose it came to a head when I read my friend John Freeman’s final piece on Jordan Petersen today.


    I can not help but start out in a somewhat un-meek fashion when I say that our Jordan and his ilk  are really not my cup of tea.  I confess that I have never read very much of what Petersen has to say, since what little I did read made me realize I did not want to go any further. All too Ayn Rand.


    There is something I detest about grand world schemes, huge diatribes telling people how to live and how to create a better society.  They always seem to end in dystopia and mass murder.


    Mr Petersen does not seem very meek either. But enough, I have already said that I want to curb my poor behavior and further criticism of this misguided figure is not the way to go for a would be Mr Meek.


    So what is my idea of “meek” and why do I think “meekness” might be a good thing?


    It is minding my own business for a start. I want to live my life in the forest you see in the heading to my post, again, perhaps in a metaphorical sense. In my mind I want silence and solitude, peace and calm, quiet satisfaction in all that I do. How better to achieve that than to extend the blessing of “meekness” to others.


    It means stepping back in all situations and thinking before I speak and act. It means biting my tongue if I have to, so as not to criticize and cause upset. Being mindful.


    I have been trying harder recently, oddly enough provoked by the awful speed awareness course I attended.


    There was not, of course, any spiritual aspect to those awful four hours spent in a recreation of David Brent’s Office.


    And yet a lot of what was said was so very applicable in all aspects of life. Slowness and deliberation for a start. Thinking things through calmly before acting. Going through life at such a speed that hurt and catastrophe can be avoided.


    Over the past few weeks it has all come to seem to very applicable to life in general.  To give way, to smile, to slow down. To forgive aggression so that you defeat it in rather the same way as you might parry a blow in Judo. Don’t hit back, absorb and render the anger harmless.


    I suspect you could apply such meekness is every area of your life. I must try. Business – don’t shaft people, sell honest products. Writing on the internet – try not to be cutting, cynical and rude. Personal relationships – take the blame, put up and shut up.


    And the silence thing. That seems to play an important role in my idea of a bin load of meekness. I suppose a part of that silence might be to lead by example rather than telling people they have got it wrong. To mind one’s own business and let the world get on in the way it has always done. Let it pass you by.


    I have no desire to be a quietist, at least not in any religious sense, and yet I am so at odds with the world that passive withdrawal toward worldly affairs seems the right course of action.


    I think you can find silence in the noise. I do not think you have to withdraw in any literal sense from the world to discover meekness or to practice it. I do think you have to make a determined effort to understand what worldliness does to you and that to achieve meekness you would have to abide by a decision not to engage in the sort of behavior worldliness normally entails.


    My suspicion would be that you could find quietness and meekness almost anywhere. It is a state of mind, not a physical place. You might find quiet satisfaction screwing on toothpaste caps on the factory floor. Or being a village postman, or a window cleaner.


    I don’t think it would be very easy to be meek acting as a prosecutor in the criminal courts or in any sort of occupation where conflict was a necessary part of the job.


    But I think there are many jobs and many occupations where the sting could be taken out of the tail. Where, even though some participants behave in an aggressive and unpleasant manner, you might change the whole situation for the better by refusing to respond in kind.


    Perhaps then, meekness comes in small steps. In a myriad of small ways. Perhaps it is a matter of questioning your every thought and action and making sure that you offer your thoughts and services and products in a peaceful way.


    And then perhaps you will inherit (in contradiction to the diktat of Book of Common Prayer) that “peace which the world cannot give”. Because I am coming to believe that it can.
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    Fascinated by the concept of transcendence I have started to conceptualize what I believe such states of existence could be.


    I have to say I find the use of religious terminology off putting in the extreme. I dislike intensely the concept of an overlord, an anthropomorphic (or other) master who determines my fate and who acts as a gatekeeper to a mythical realm of bliss. I can however accept religion and religious literature as an interpretation, a metaphor, or a pointer.


    Hence I find much enjoyment (instruction even) in the Psalms. But I view the Psalms as a poetic and often beautiful outpouring of human need and frailty. Human longing for safety and peace in an often frightening world. When reading the psalms I do not expect Jehova to pop up from the floor and save me or even speak to me. Nor would I wish him to.  Any more than I want or expect to meet Gandalf or Tom Bombadil. Or Sauron for that matter.


    I live in the 21st Century and find much religious thought, let alone dogma, belittling and degrading to the human spirit.


    Religion is, to quote that wonderful Eastern phrase, merely a finger pointing at the moon.  God was made in the image of man, not the reverse. God was a concept we invented to explain the apparently inexplicable.  To comfort ourselves that all is well and all manner of things are well.


    Such moments of clarity as I have had, such moments of bliss or apparent awakening have been of an altogether different sort.


    If I were ever to acquire the ability to enter permanently into such state I would be most disappointed to have a boss, a committee or indeed any fleeting remnant of what passes for authority.


    I have an extreme distaste for authority, perhaps because I believe, very strongly, that in a perfect world it would be unnecessary. In the same way that police would be unnecessary if there were no crime.  And medicine redundant in the absence of disease.


    Because I also believe very strongly that human justice is a poor joke and all too often used for purposes of repression and injustice, to keep an established class in situ.


    I also dislike intensely the grovelling concept of service so beloved of Western religion.  I do not wish to serve anybody thank you very much, and in the perfect world of bliss which exists in my own imagination, such service is neither requested nor necessary. There is nobody to serve and no services required.  Service can not, under any circumstances or system of logic, be perfect freedom, whoever it is you are expected to serve.


    So how do I envisage bliss? The transcendent state. The release from the drudgery, fear and horrors all too readily apparent in the physical world we see around us.


    The realm of god (“heaven”in English) is a different and in many ways separable concept from that of a “god”, a creator, an overlord. Or at least it is in my imagination; in my wishes. In my belief even.


    It is a state in which peace is not only attainable but ever present. It is a “place” where justice is natural and a fact of existence. Where there is plenty (perhaps because physical nourishment is no longer necessary). Where there is no pain, mental or physical. Where there is contentment. Where anxiety does not exists because there is no reason to be anxious.  Where guilt is an unknown and unnecessary concept.


    I have often thought of that old explanation of magic, or rather what super powers must seem like to a backward and technologically ignorant race.  We read much about mind, consciousness. Some still claim adherence to the concepts of Jung, some scientists even posit something not so very dissimilar to his universal consciousness.


    That consciousness just is. Is a law of nature, an irreducible feature like light or the nuclear force.


    Is it so very fanciful then to suppose that in the far distant future a form of consciousness may be found or indeed created without the frailties which attach to our own inferior version?


    A consciousness de-coupled from matter, free from the stifling necessity of defeating entropy day in, day out.


    I have heard many say that mysticism and science are perhaps not such strangers to each other. My own belief is that the future might reveal that the mystic state is what a backward people might call a reality created by a sufficiently advanced  species. As stone age man might construe  electricity as magic, so we deem nirvana or ecstasy.  Some impossibly unattainable state which has nonetheless been achieved by others eons removed from us in sophistication.


    I am sorry for my outspokenness in so far as it may upset or even insult the cherished beliefs of so many who cling to more traditional beliefs. But I do not feel that should prevent me from propounding my own equally deeply felt “beliefs”.


    It would not be enough to live in the imperfect Culture. But to be a member of a Sublimed species. That might just about do the trick.
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    Let the world go by and you may hope to return to your origins, to the base reality from which you came and to which you will return.


    Let the world go by and you may find yourself at peace.


    I have sometimes imagined life as an oak tree, in some distant forest untouched by man.  Unworked wood.  If a tree has consciousness then it must be of a very peaceful sort, unruffled by the tedious concerns of the human world.


    My pen friend Keith has repeatedly advised me to let go. To let humanity and it’s 10,000 things trundle along without me.


    Somewhere, not so deep down, I have always known that this is necessary. For me at any rate.


    It seems advantageous somehow not to think badly of the world and that I think has been a part of the problem for me. On the one hand I look at the world and feel sadness for what happens and how our species is ruining it and themselves. But that is merely kicking against the pricks. As they say in Acts. And so I feel better in my soul when I simply view man’s busyness from afar and step aside.


    Certainly anger at the world is corrosive and part of letting go must be to drop any anger for the way things are. And any ambition to change that state. Nice as it would be, it is not going to happen. Not now, perhaps not ever and to fret about it is both useless and damaging.


    Let’s face it violence, poverty and disease are facts of life. Perhaps busy and dedicated people more interested in the world, more determined to be an active part of it, may save us from its evils eventually. I hope so. But I can not join their works.


    I think almost from the very earliest stages of my life I was uncomfortable with “the world”.  Not with the physical world and nature, with its soothing fractal beauty, but the world of busyness, business and human concerns.


    As a child I was all about art, drawing, woodwork. And science – which sadly I never followed beyond my early education. Oddly enough acting and singing formed an important part of my prep school years.  Not so odd perhaps if one views these as part of a general love of art and music, poetry and prose.  Actually I never followed any of these things again until much more recently.


    Looking back, I was always seeking something in these activities very far removed from the world I ended up in as an adult.


    I feel no need to let go of beauty. I feel no need to stop singing ethereal music. I feel no need to stop reading poetry, sacred or otherwise. I must take up woodwork again and I am passionate about my garden.


    The key to not letting even such beauty distract you and bog you down is to develop an unattached appreciation of it and participation in it.


    I refuse to let Purcell worry me and if I will never be anywhere close to the standard of the young bass who sings with us for encouragement, then so be it. That he sings with Genesis Sixteen is something to celebrate, not get busy up about.  Enjoy it without attachment.  Enjoy all things without attachment.


    That I get unspeakable joy from a Gothic cathedral is not something I feel any need to let go of or to stop enjoying. But quiet acceptance and an unattached enjoyment do me far more good than any academic study or deep involvement with the people who inhabit it.


    I feel no need to let go of art, and if I am inspired by Rembrandt’s Belshazzar’s feast or Vermeer then that is not something I need to drop. As long as such beauty is seen from a detached and un-obsessive point of view.


    If I want to take up woodwork again, then it will be for pure pleasure. A pleasant way of spending the odd hour. But I refuse to get attached to any one aspect of the life I am leading. Even my hobbies I can let go by and not attach too great an importance to them.


    I have perhaps overcome obsession by now. Or maybe more accurately I am learning to give it up. To let such joys come and go, to notice and enjoy things but not to become fixated or bound by them.


    Today was a day for letting go. I threw off the customary black lens and put on a kinder hue. I did nothing on the train journey from the dark satanic mills of 21st Century London down to our little cottage by the sea. I emptied my mind, closed my eyes. Stared out of the window from time to time and munched a sandwich. I lived, I existed and let go. There was one of those glorious moments of pure peace along the way. Although it was more than a moment and lasts still.


    As night follows day, so my mood will undoubtedly change, if not tomorrow then next week or month or year. Nothing stays the same, let alone something so fragile and ephemeral as mood. I will doubtless find myself once again wearing the black spectacles. Or perhaps not, who knows.


    But these moods too must be let pass. And they will. As will everything in this temporal world. As my friend in Canada said, enjoy this life while it lasts. It is too short to waste on worldly matters.
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    I hadn’t quite realized until very recently just how very damaging the human ego is.


    I have been letting go of late, just allowing things to pass me by. Not ignoring them, nor people.  Just not getting fussed about “stuff”.  It seems to add a whole new layer of serenity to life.


    Of course it may not last. I may get all busy again, and grumpy.  But while you are able to let go, you notice with gentle amusement just how much others don’t. Let go, that is.


    We had a vicar to stay the other night. One of our favorite guests and a man who has gained enormously over the years in wisdom. He was saying how fortunate I was to be able to let go and that given the choice, he would very much like to do the same. To retire, to go inwards, to preach occasionally in glorious chapels but not to have the daily struggle of a job.


    It has always puzzled me, the financial side of life. How do you let go as a busy stockbroker, let alone as coal miner.  Maybe the Dalai Lama can manage a busy life and retain inner peace but I don’t think I can.


    And so you are left with slight discomfort, guilt almost.


    I have always struggled with these beautiful words:


    

      Be not anxious for your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink; nor yet for your body, what ye shall put on. Is not the life more than the food, and the body than the raiment? Behold the birds of the heaven, that they sow not, neither do they reap, nor gather into barns.


    


    It sounds so right, is so right and yet in the modern world seems so unachievable for “everyman”.  For the “Man on the Clapham Ominbus”.


    Well I have no answer to that, except to surmise some gifted souls are able to carry tranquility within wherever they go and whatever they do. Dietrich Bonhoeffer comes to mind.


    The fact of the matter is I am lucky hermit, with just enough to be able to close my door and my mind to much of the world.  And I have only just realized that.


    I was at a gathering the other day and was struck at its turbulence. Not House of Commons debate style but nonetheless surprisingly un-tranquil for what should have been an evening of serenity and peace.


    And it seemed to be the ego which was at fault.  There was no clear leader, or at least none the assembly was content to follow peacefully. The would be head was constantly challenged, her decisions questioned and debated. The majority stayed quiet (perhaps like me they were watching with wry humor) but one or two definitely knew better and were not afraid to say so.


    Perhaps that is why I so often find myself alone and in silence. It suits me thus.


    I do like people, I really do. But I find posturing so tiring these days. And so amusing in a fashion.


    And so I shall continue to let the world pass me by.  To resist getting drawn into debate or petty rivalry. To mind my own business and bury my head, if not in the sand, then at least somewhere very quiet and very private.


    There is so much in the world which simply does not matter. And there are so few things that do.


    I think deep down we all know what really matters; or would know if we were able to think about it. If we had the time and the inclination to develop a quiet awareness of what to keep and what to drop and then act on it, we might just find ourselves on the right side of the Wardrobe door.


    In any event I will carry on trying.
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    Can or should you remain in a state or place of “silence” or must or ought you return to the world?


    My friend John has just written an interesting article on the “Allure of Sanctuary“.  He talks in wonderful terms of a place of safety.


    Sanctuary, John says, may constitute both a safe physical location but equally importantly “it may simply require achieving a peaceful and calm state of mind”.


    At the same time John envisages a return to the world:


    

      Something important to remember, though, is that we cannot forget, even when we are in that place, that it’s not supposed to be a total disconnect from the WHOLE world, because every moment as a living being takes place in THIS world. It is mainly up to us to figure out how much is too much, and to what degree our disengagement must achieve in order to be useful and productive.


    


    I replied to this as follows:


    

      I guess there are worlds and there are worlds. Some are a pleasure to return to: a choir practice the other night at the Norman church I am sitting in at this very moment for instance. Despite the bickering the other night, it is the sort of world I can benefit from and enjoy. Then there is the world of business or politics both of which I find alien and distasteful ~ those are not worlds I wish to re-enter if I can help it. I like people, I like chatting, singing with them, having a quiet lunch. But somehow when money is at stake, or indeed so many other things which people feel strongly about, the whole atmosphere changes. And at that point I have to run back to the silence. I think it is partly an aging thing – a weariness for a world of cut and thrust one has come to find valueless.


    


    I know where John is coming from. Physically speaking of course we can not disconnect from the world in its entirety. We are physical beings, we are fueled by food and water without which we can not survive.  We break and we wear: we may need penicillin or the mending of a broken bone.


    And yet mentally speaking, metaphorically speaking, there are worlds to which I do not intend to return.


    Another pen, friend Keith, gave me some valuable advice recently.  Again, he was no doubt speaking in allegorical terms for the most part but I suspect there was also a physical and practical element to his advice. His advice was to let go. Simply that. And I have taken it to heart, although I already knew its rightness.


    It may well be that I am in one of those periods of calm, when the entire world seems to make sense to me. When I feel sure at some deep level that ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.’


    But for whatever reason and whether temporary or otherwise, I have made some very important mental shifts recently. Seismic shifts and long may they endure.


    Have I retired to a place of sanctuary and will I or should I re-enter the world at some stage?


    To those questions I answer “yes” and “no” respectively.


    But I sense that John is right when he talks of being “useful and productive”.   It is just that I do not believe I need to re-enter the “world” to achieve those objectives.  And I do not intend to.


    Over the past few weeks I seem to have discovered a subtly different way of being. It is not that I despise the world or anyone in it. It just that I do not want to be part of “commerce” or “politics”. I do not want to argue with people, I do not want to engage in conflict of any sort.


    The world I am willing to be part of is chatting to the old lady down the road who has just lost her husband. Talking to another elderly lady in the dusk on the outskirts of the village this evening. Just to engage in a detached and pleasant way with those I find around me.


    And I think that in a very real sense John that by writing, you are in the world. You are contributing something  “useful and productive”. I have certainly found your writings to be thus. And I am sure others will have done so too.
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    I had the curious sensation of fading, being absorbed into the background, while walking along a country lane in glorious winter sunshine this afternoon.


    Perhaps letting go does that to you. Perhaps the mental discipline of letting all pass returns you in a very real sense to where you came from.


    It seems that once you have stopped clinging so very fervently to the things which once seemed to attract you, moth-like to the flame, your mind is freed.


    I can not say that the sensation this afternoon was not accompanied by a gentle melancholy, but the feeling was not an unpleasant one.


    

      To every thing there is a season,

A time for every purpose under the heaven.


    


    Letting go does seem to become easier with usage. It strikes me there is a likeness in methodology to renouncing an addiction. It’s all or nothing.


    I admit to having always been binary, but this time it is irreversible and I’m happy with that. It’s like Alcoholics Anonymous really: the addiction you are giving up is the world of emotion. Or rather the world of destructive emotions. And once you have admitted to it, you are in a sense free.


    Happily you do not seem to have to tip out the baby with the bathwater – pleasure remains. Quiet and hidden.


    Wife, son and such remaining family as I have buzz around me and I am contented to feel them nearby. Letting them happily fizz and fuss in a companionable sort of way. Letting them get on with their lives, and they mine.


    There are so many things I should have done today and didn’t. Nor will I, in all probability. It seemed a day rather for contemplation than busyness.


    No global gladiator, I have renounced the power breakfast for replenishing the bird feeder and watching the robin play.  I have left cocktail networking to others and potter through the odd domestic task I was entrusted with, as my busy little wife fidgeted off back to London.  In a rather nice new BMW to which I had treated myself, but which has now been wholly absorbed by my friend. Well, I don’t like driving anyway; she is welcome.


    I am reminded of the Ode to Autumn, this lazy winter’s day:


    

      Season of mist and mellow fruitfulness,


      Close bosom friend of the maturing sun.


    


    Lest that sound too valedictory a comparison, I must state otherwise. I am content to sit careless on a granary floor. Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep, Drowsed with the fume of poppies.


    But there is still plenty to be done and having renounced life as you once knew it, it may be easier to take more beneficial pursuit. To see what is around you and who, and to give it and them the attention which they deserve.


    To walk in the winter’s sun while there is still breath in your body and a pair of legs able to carry you. To spread perhaps a little of your own newly discovered “gospel”.  To make the world a place of slightly less fear and slightly greater beauty.


    Why speak of autumn when mid winter is upon us? Because winter is not yet in my bones and while I may, I will feast still upon the ripe rose-hips, the last of the summer’s leaves and the still warm sun.


    Winter is for another day.
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    The parallels between Taoism and the Algorithm are unmistakable, comforting and instructive.


    According to Wikipedia  “An informal definition” of an algorithm “could be a set of rules that precisely defines a sequence of operations”.


    A simple example would be a recipe for baking cakes – don’t be fooled into thinking algos are only for computer nerds.  But not all algorithms are deterministic, meaning that even if you follow a precise set of instructions, the results or outcome may vary dramatically.


    These days many of us think that the whole universe may be ruled by a set of algorithms. That all the vast, grand complexity we see around us may be the result of a few relatively simple rules fed back on themselves in an infinite loop. Think Conway’s Game of Life.


    At it’s simplest and most intuitive level, Taoism can be described as “going with the flow” accepting whatever outcome emerges. And so with the algorithm – it is like riding a wave, surfing the universe come what may.


    I have been drafting computer based trading algorithms for many years and my favorite has always been the trend following algorithm. It is so simple – you hop on a trend like you jump on a wave. If a stock is going up, you ride it until you get thrown off.  There is a glory in such simple physics.


    But I have been very forcibly struck in recent weeks that that is just how I want to live my whole life. How I intend to live my whole life. To ride the wave until I get chucked off.


    In trading as in life, you never really know where the algorithm will take you, but to follow a set of simple rules is comfortable, in both spheres.  Practical, satisfying and psychologically sound.


    Trading stock markets is far from deterministic. You may jump in but the outcome is never assured. And so with life. Your algorithm will be a simple set of rules but you will have little idea how life will turn out, even if you follow those rules.


    An algorithm gives you a guideline, an idea of how you want to lead life, even if you do not know where the path leads. Wherever that path may lead, if your set of self imposed instructions are “good” ones, the end result will also be “good”.


    To lead life well is not so very difficult if you follow your algorithm and ride the wave. What rules do I try to follow?  Well, if I were allowed one rule only it would have to be that much abused word “love”.


    If I were allowed the luxury of spelling my algorithm out in more detail, it might go as follows.


    

      	Seizing the day.


      	Being as pleasant and kind to everyone around me as I am able to manage.


      	Not to dwell on the past or to worry about the future.


      	To keep engaged in something productive, beneficial and absorbing.


      	To eat well and keep fit.


      	To mend my roof and ensure that I have enough to pay my way.


      	To avoid greed and materialism.


      	To seek better ways for society.


      	To write and to spread my own eccentric views on how humanity can and should live.


    


    For whatever reason, life of late has been a great deal easier.  I do not claim to live in a state of permanent bliss. Norman Nirvana may live close by, but I can not claim his identity for my own. I am not a goody two shoes and I am frequently a curmudgeonly and grumpy old shyte.  I have to watch myself very carefully and pull myself up sharply by my own bootstraps when I sense bad old habits creeping in.


    But to live by a simple algorithm, a simple set of rules, is a great comfort, even if you have to remind yourself from time to time what those rules are. And to stumble back to the paths of righteousness when you catch yourself becoming an unreasonable or unpleasant old bore.
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    Profound and beautiful would be my best shot at describing this wonderful new series Messiah from the creative genius that is Netflix.


    Needless to say I do not give a toss about the general critical reception and care even less for petty debates as to whether the series is blasphemous or takes liberties with the “scriptures” Hebrew, Christian or Muslim.


    I am no believer in gods or saviors of any flavor, but clearly I must have a hankering after the divine to enjoy this fictional portrayal of a supernatural being who declares that history has ended.


    My favorite scene? His meeting with the US President, himself a man of deeply religious conviction, who is moved by the Messiah’s plea to withdraw all US troops from abroad.


    Yes, peace. Call it naive, Utopian, unrealistic but it is some such shattering event for which I have long yearned.


    Peace, love, goodness a dropping of hatred, bigotry and greed. What is not to like about such a philosophy? Is he the son or god or isn’t he? Is he possessed of miraculous powers or a mere charlatan, who has learnt the power of deception and conjury from his wicked uncle? Did he really walk on water in the capital city of Mammon and did he resurrect a bunch of latter day Lazarus’s from the dead?


    Well this is not reality so the answers to those questions have little relevance outside of the curiosity to see what this tale will reveal.


    But is there not a longing in many of us (most perhaps?) to abandon this mundane plane of existence, to upsticks, to thrown down the dull tools of survival and follow some greater calling?


    Would I want some anthropomorphic god dropping down from the skies? Probably not but the idea of a new beginning, a new world, a better society, a dramatically different existence – yes, that is something I would welcome.


    Fiction it may be, but the desire for transcendence and meaning is something for which so many yearn.


    If the Messiah makes us question our lives, our behavior, our beliefs, then all power to its creators.
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      In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.


    


    Or was it a song or a vibration perhaps? If there has been one abiding and constant thread to my life it has been a yearning for mystical experience. To see the face of god, to touch it. To witness the very essence of reality.


    You do not need to be conventionally religious to have your spine tingle, to feel the hairs rising from the back of your neck when you hear those words. You certainly do not have to subscribe to dogma – Eastern or Western.


    Perhaps my earliest conscious exposure to the concept  was from the Magician’s Nephew. I can not count how many times I thrilled to that song in the dark, calling life and existence to a barren and empty world.


    I have become tired these past few years of academic discourse, of science, of learning of any sort. Philosophy bores me, not least because of its arcane and incomprehensible jargon. As with religion, I have a strong conviction that most philosophers are stumbling blindly in the dark, however much they may believe they have discovered “Truth”.


    I can not claim that I know what reality is; I can not define the ineffable, let alone prove that it exists or that it is the fount of all being.


    I can only rely on my beliefs, my feelings, the strength of my conviction that behind the scenes there is some deep mystery we are missing. That behind the curtain there is a Wizard, even if he is not a conventional mage but a selection of obscure and thus far hidden laws.


    Science is wonderful – there is no doubt that without it we would be living a life of abject misery. Of poverty, disease and mud huts. But so far, while science has shown something of the mechanics of matter, it has failed to get to the bottom of what matter is.


    Consciousness is a prime example. Some claim it to be an emergent phenomena, arising from physics and the laws of nature. Others that it is in itself a separate law of nature – that consciousness simply “exists”.  Yet others still believe in a soul or a supernatural explanation of what we are.


    I can claim no expertise; I can venture no opinion.


    What I can say is that while science has explained much about how this particular physical universe works, it has left unexplained more than it has revealed. So far.


    Even if there is no such thing as a “supernatural”, the wonders of the natural are still so little understood that “god” may indeed yet be found in the gaps.  God in the sense of the ultimate explanation, the ultimate driving force of reality.


    Take the photon, electricity, the strong and weak nuclear forces. Take matter, energy. On any intuitive level has science really conveyed to us what they actually are? Where they came from? What they mean?  We know a little of what they can do but as to the rest, it is shrouded in deep mystery.


    What of the multiverse? Does it exist? How did it originate? Does it share the physical laws of this habitat of ours?


    It has long been my contention, my belief that intelligence can move towards “god”. Can become “godlike”. Can become god. That consciousness perhaps is “god” if developed sufficiently. That we can move towards an Omega Point where all will be revealed.


    Who knows, perhaps it is science which will take us there.


    But is it possible to intuit what is out there, even at our rudimentary stage of development?


    The mystics would have it so.


    And if I have seen any hint of another realm in all these years, it has been in music. Especially Renaissance polyphony, that pure, meditative, ethereal vibration.


    At times I have become so lost in music that any sense of self or body evaporates and I am left with pure consciousness. And ecstasy. A complete and utter transcendence of normal existence.


    At such times I know that I am, but I have no sense of “what” I am or “where” I am. At such times I wonder whether I am the music itself or a note from it. Any sense that the music originates in physical reality disappears and I am left in pure void.


    What do I make of these moments, other than to marvel at the joy?


    It tells me that there may be more to consciousness than we might believe when in more prosaic states of mind. Even though as a subjective and unverifiable experience it proves nothing, except perhaps to the recipient.


    A  neuroscientist will be able to see bits of the brain light up during such states but this is no proof of the reality or otherwise of what is experienced by the seer.


    And how does life feel in between such experiences? Different, I guess is the answer. You are left feeling that you have witnessed something deep, true and profound. It does not make you into a “good” person (or a bad one come to that) but it certainly makes you a lot more reflective and a far less amenable to to the absurdities and lures of our Darwinian and materialist society.


    It brings a wry grin as you glance at the pompous lead articles in the press, of the right or the left. It makes you sigh with impatience as The Donald blows the shit out of yet another “enemy”, instead of making peace with him.  It makes you vaguely amused by the foibles of the tycoons and the politicians to whom power and money is the end game.


    And has it made a “believer” out of me? Have I become one of the godly, the priestly cast so anxious to tell of our sins and to explain how many angels can dance on a pinhead?


    No. No to all of that. It has simply told me in clear and unambiguous terms that there is more to reality than we are customarily able to sense. It has informed me that there are unimaginable marvels to be discovered. It has helped me to decide what is of importance and what, assuredly, is not.
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    Countless words have been written about mysticism but only direct experience will ever be able to convey what it is “like”.


    If you were a blind man you would never truly understand colour. Intellectually, you would be able to appreciate that the experience of “red” begins with light waves of a certain frequency, and that information conveyed to the brain by the eyes leads to an experience of the colour.  But without the ability to “see” red, you would never fully understand it on an intuitive level.


    So it is with any of the  qualia we humans experience. Mysticism is a “quale” – one of the qualia which (some) humans are able to sense or experience.


    There was once a time when I read widely on the topic. I read (in translation) the accounts of many of the Eastern and Western mystics. The Cloud of Unknowing for instance, an anonymous work of Christian mysticism written in Middle English in the latter half of the 14th century. The poetry of Rumi, the teachings of Buddhism, Zen or otherwise. The list goes on – mysticism has been a feature of human life throughout ages.


    Anyone not knowing where to start might try the seminal work of Evelyn Underhill “Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness”. Or William James “The Varieties of Religious Experience”.


    I can think of no better definition of mysticism than that I found in a comment by Anna Nimm on a website called Materialism, Mysticism and Art 


    

      I think of mysticism as direct knowledge of god, whether a personal or a pantheistic god synonymous with nature or a Dionysian life force. And it’s a form of union that is ecstatic, it transports one both beyond the self and also beyond concepts and words; it is a form of knowledge felt by the heart and body (or soul) rather than by the rational mind.


    


    I prefer “nature” or “life-force” to god, but these are mere words to describe the indescribable.


    But let me digress a little and think out loud about why Phil Stansfield’s website puzzles me so much.  My puzzlement being the spark which ignited this particular post.


    I must suppose that Phil’s interest in mysticism is academic. And a perfectly reasonable approach. Phil is a materialist and he seems to concentrate on the contributions made by “mysticism” to art, philosophy and culture while denying the “reality” of the experience.  He quotes much from philosophers and others who, throughout history, have had something to say on the topic.


    Much like the way religion is taught in schools these days – not as a faith but as literary criticism or history.


    And then it struck me – I am a “believer” and Phil is not. My interest in mysticism is through personal experience which has become more radical and better formed in recent years, after a lifetime of seeking.


    Phil’s interest (and I hope he will forgive me if I am wrong) is to catalog the works of other commentators who over the years have written about mysticism. He sees its influence throughout history but denies that mysticism has any intrinsic reality.


    In his concluding words to his first post Phil states:


    

      But it must be asked, what is the price paid in asserting and reflecting a philosophy which advocates flight from the material world and argues for an ‘acousmatic realm’ ………..?


    


    It seems that I tend to get things about faced and it has a great deal to do with my cognitive bias towards transcendence and the apparently non material.  When I see somebody writing about mysticism I mistakenly assume they are “believers” as well.


    I must never forget that I myself find religious dogma absurd. I must not ignore my interest in the works of Richard Dawkins and his ilk, and my layman’s passion for the explanatory power of science.


    My conviction that there is indeed a wizard of some sort behind the curtain should not blind me to the perfectly reasonable views and interests of those who are equally strongly convinced otherwise.


    I do not share Phil’s opinions but I nonetheless find his website a pleasurable and informative place to browse.
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    While the repressed prude may find Sex Education distasteful, those with a more discerning eye will value its gentle humour and shrewd commentary on human nature.


    You are unlikely to be disappointed if you yearn to hear the words “labia” or “penis” brandished with pride.  Although (mercifully), such body parts are not actually on show, the series tackles in a sympathetic and amusing fashion the anxieties suffered by teenagers struggling to come to terms with their sexuality. 


    In the modern fashion, most sexual tastes are catered for and most races. Teenagers flip from boyfriend to girlfriend, from black to white and all shades in between.  They move between raucously funny school musicals (where Romeo and Juliet is played out in a forest of vaginas and giant phalluses) to the stirring music of a gospel black church. 


    What do I like about this series? Everything! It is so rare that I am moved to laugh out loud and I am not ashamed to say that there were moments I found very touching (not in the phyiscal sense!).


    It is all centered around Moordale High School, run by the emotionally and sexually stunted headmaster Mr Grof.


     Grof bullies his son Adam who in turn takes it out on a gay black youth called Eric. I won’t spoil the fun, but Adam redeems himself publicly and handsomely in the second series.


    The star of the show? Well for me it would be the beautiful Gillian Anderson who is taking a break from the X Files to play the sex therapist mother of Otis, the nerdy teenager on whom much of the series concentrates. 


    And Otis – what a lovely, lost kid.  Deserted by his father, Otis looks for love and makes life difficult for his long suffering (and sole care giving) mother.  Otis gives sex advice for money to his school mates, even though for much of the series he remains a virgin. Assisted by his manager the lovely Maeve Wiley, the school rebel with whom, naturally, Otis falls in love. Will his love go unrequited or will Maeve the body banger fall for his charms, intellectual or otherwise?


    I won’t spoil it for you.


    There is love here, and not only in the physical sense. Everyone gets a chance at redemption and everyone eventually manages to throw off their nastiness and find their good side.


    I am a succor for love, I admit it. What a change this series makes from the endless violence offered up by Netflix. Warmth, humour, vulgarity. Outright hilarity.


    Given the choice, wouldn’t you rather be made to feel good? 
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    I believe on any number of counts, including personal experience, that we have the power to choose to be happy but that the road is not altogether straightforward.


    Our philosopher friends would tell us that happiness is a “quale” – one of a number of different “qualia” which we humans can experience. Qualia are subjective conscious experiences and other examples include emotions such as sadness or anger, or the taste of wine, the redness of an evening sky, the joy in music.


    A quale is “what it subjectively feels like to”….feel sad or happy, or even to be a bat.  Or to stare at beauty or ugliness and feel something about it. It is simply the way things seem to us.  The nature and even the existence of qualia is a hotly debated topic and Wikipedia has a fair selection of current views on the matter.


    Need this debate worry a seeker of happiness? Not if you are one of the lucky few who by nature get up in the morning with a smile on their face and warm instantly to the day.


    To those of us not so favoured in our disposition, it would augur well to think a little on the subject of happiness and to ponder what it might be and where it might come from.


    I have said elsewhere that much has been written on consciousness, but little empirically proved.  In relation to qualia it is fair to say that nothing has been proved as to how or why they arise.


    Progress has indeed been made on what philosophers of mind like to call the “easy” problem of consciousness. The behavioral aspects. Neuroscientists and their learned brethren have made much progress in mapping the neural correlates of our actions and experiences – we are learning to see which parts of the brain light up  when we raise our hand, see a bright light, or have an orgasm. 


    We most of us readily accept that these are all physical attributes of our make up. That part of us, our brain, which enables us to drive a car, speak, or go to work belongs very much to the physical realm. While we have a very long way to go before answering the “easy” questions of consciousness, few would doubt that the answers will come from physics and its derivative disciplines.


    The “hard” question of consciousness (a term coined by philosopher David Chalmers) is the problem of explaining why and how sentient organisms have qualia or phenomenal experiences. How and why such experiences arise from the simple atoms we are made of.


    As Chalmers put it:


    

      It is undeniable that some organisms are subjects of experience. But the question of how it is that these systems are subjects of experience is perplexing. Why is it that when our cognitive systems engage in visual and auditory information-processing, we have visual or auditory experience: the quality of deep blue, the sensation of middle C? How can we explain why there is something it is like to entertain a mental image, or to experience an emotion? It is widely agreed that experience arises from a physical basis, but we have no good explanation of why and how it so arises. Why should physical processing give rise to a rich inner life at all? It seems objectively unreasonable that it should, and yet it does.


    


    My own preference is to believe that this aspect of consciousness, just “is”.  That phenomenal experience is a fundamental aspect of nature in the same way as electromagnetism or gravity.


    Phenomenal experience is what you get when matter is arranged a certain way.  Where it comes from or why we may never know. It is irreducible – you can’t look into it and expect to find anything deeper. In the same way we may have to accept that electromagnetism just “is” or that matter may be made up of infinitely small  strings of vibrating energy.


    Where does all that leave you as a seeker of happiness? It leaves you in the position of needing to explore what factors, internal and external, physical and mental, will produce in you this subjective experience we call happiness. 


    Happiness is a pleasant or joyful emotion we subjectively feel within us.  We take pleasure in our lives, in our work, in our families and all those around us. We are positive, we are hopeful and often as a result, kind and loving.


    What external, physical factors may help to bring about such a state? Taking care of our material well being first and foremost, although the ascetic may take a different view.  Looking after our health, eating and drinking properly, finding warmth, shelter and medicine when we need it. Exercising, being engaged, active in the world.


    Some of us will have different external needs to others. I may crave peace, silence and nature, others the excitement of the urban sprawl and the company of fellow humans. But whatever it is, this is the easiest part of happiness – you can mostly fix it.


    The internal, mental elements are something else and here it is not yet clear where you can choose and when your material constitution chooses for you. 


    Here there is overlap between our own volition and introspection and the way our brain is wired, but both can be fixed. And my certainty is that the mechanics of so fixing our physical machinery will become ever more sophisticated and effective  – thanks of course to science.


    Even if happiness is irreducible – even if like its fellow qualia it’s instantiation in base matter remains a mystery, we will become ever more able to induce that state.


    If we are physically broken we must try to fix ourselves – our brain that is. My friend Alfred seems to have made great steps in that direction with the use of psilocybin. 


    The volitional part requires us to consider choice: are we free to choose? Do we have free will? We must proceed on the basis that we are so free – to concede to determinism is unlikely to ease the mind.


    And what mental effort must we make to enter the land of the blessed?


    Belief, above all we must cultivate belief. Belief in ourselves.  Belief that even if the universe has no meaning or purpose pe se, we can create that for ourselves.  Kindness also – we must extend it to ourselves and others. Love, by any other name.


    And interest and knowledge and beauty and good things. We must sing and paint and draw and dance – we must pour our thoughts and actions into those things we know creates in us the subjective experience we so desire.


    Have I gone too far? Will I be accused by the skeptical physicalist of spouting new age nonsence and airy-fairy bullshit?


    Perhaps so, but to such people I would say “this is how I see it”, “this is how I try to achieve happiness and often achieve it”. If for some of my readers I manage to bring a smile of recognition to their face, then I too will feel a measure of happiness and achievement for having done so.
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    Only the Church of England would sign its own death warrant.


    Our local church has no incumbent (they can’t afford it, it seems) and a retired clergyman offered to take services there for free, in addition to providing a choir and organist at his own expense.  The services were to be based on the Book of Common Prayer, which is currently outlawed at our local Godshop.


    In their great wisdom, the Churchwardens and the bureaucrats from head office (think “Yes Minister”) turned him down. Apparently no changes can be made at this moribund and all but abandoned building until a new full time vicar is appointed. Which will be another 18 months in the making.


    It is too radical apparently to offer a service whose liturgy was written by Archbishop Cranmer and has served more discerning members of the Church of England for over 500 years.


    To look a gift horse in the mouth is a brave and foolhardy step for an institution on the edge of extinction.


    Most of these places are waiting to die as, sadly, are most members of the dwindling and decrepit congregation. God’s waiting room as they say.


    At my local church there is no organist and the few services they offer are accompanied by a juke box. The services themselves are low church, which is fine for those who like badly written lyrics and tunes only a child under three years old could properly appreciate.


    There is no Book of Common Prayer. Instead, there is something written in a language designed for those unable or unwilling to expand their vocabulary beyond the 500 or so words they customarily get by on.


    The beautiful old building is locked and barred every day.


    What use is a church if it is closed to visitors? What use is a place of worship if it locks out those who would rest there a while  in quiet contemplation?


    As usual with human affairs, the whole matter is cursed by politics.


    My parents lived in the village for 30 years and both are buried in the local churchyard.  I myself own a cottage here and although not a conventional god botherer, find solace in the beauty of the music and the ritual of the traditional church.


    I offered to be a key-holder so that I could open up the venerable old wreck to visitors who came knocking at my door.


    But I am not an insider and apparently the right to a key is a closely guarded privilege. Perhaps one has to be an apostle or at least an ordinary disciple?


    Insurance companies would prefer churches to be opened every day – statistically an open church is less likely to face vandalism.


    Given such an attitude, an early death is assured for this and countless other local churches.


    So there you have it. An empty and locked church with virtually no congregation. Requiescat in pace.


     


     


     


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2020/01/30/a-valediction-to-the-church-of-england/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Misnomer of Public “Service”

		January 31, 2020

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    All too often public “servants” come to serve nothing but their own interests. When entrusted with the property of the community, they ususally come to regard such wealth as their own, rather than something they hold on trust for the public at large. Or some segment of the public.


    Members or Parliament, government ministers, local government officials and so on right down to the humble parish council all fall prey to the same damaging illusion.


    It is all part of the Darwinian struggle for survival and dominance. The promotion of one’s worthless genes. Grab what you can and repel all boarders. Dominate, rule, govern, subdue the ignorant lumpen proletariat.


    I read a little of Marx and Engels recently and was most impressed. They hit the nail on the head. While the profit motive forms the heart of our economic model, we are doomed to be governed by greed and self interest.


    The trouble is of course that Communists proved to be all too human. Seizing control by violent revolution, they took the art of appropriating public property to new heights and murdered countless millions in the process.


    What is that phrase about power corrupting? It is all too true at every level, and none of us are immune to the temptation of getting our own way and pursuing ruthless smash and grab.


    Should I have succeeded in promoting choral music and the Book of Common Prayer at the dying church of St Martins, Great Mongeham, would I have banned the awful happy clappies and their dreadful music? And their equally trite prayers. I hope not but we can all fall to temptation, and only constant discipline and extreme self awareness can save us from error and tyranny.


    Take another example and google Bernie Boverill. You will see the amusing struggle of an anonymous group of individuals, determinined to stamp out cronyism and the abuse of power at the posh Hurlingham Club, frequented by privileged scions of the House of Windsor.


    The awful ruling committee had become self selected by dint of ruthless persecution of any who opposed them. Anyone who refused to bow to their will was expelled from the Club.


    Mercifully, Boverill and the Reform Hurlingham group forced the oligarchy out of power but as Mr Boverill said it will doubtless prove to be a question of “New Bulls, Same old Shit”. Human nature is just what it is.


    In extreme cases such as Soviet Russia (and it is still Soviet under Comrade Putin) public service entails rape of the public purse and wholesale execution of the oposition.


    In lesser cases, government entails being courted by slimy salesmen from the truly dreadful corporate world, who make party donations in return for access and influence. And doubtless lucrative contracts. And lavish entertainment is also a valued tool of the louche Uriah Heaps who populate the corporate muck heaps.


    At the lowest level of government, absolute power is still exerted, even if the financial rewards are limited to inflated salaries and free meals.

What is to be done? Well in my own case absolutely nothing. I view the world with detached amusement and let it trundle on its tiresome, weary way.

If I could, I would vote with my feet and go off grid in Patagonia or Alaska.  Or better still, relocate to a part of the universe run by The Culture. As it is, my deeply suburban wife is likely to insist I remain stuck in middle class Fulham.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2020/01/31/all-too-often-public-servants-serve-nothing-but-their-own-self-interest/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Should you Revisit the Past?

		February 2, 2020

		
		


  

    

      [image: stillness]

    


  


  

    No, I am minded to believe you should remain firmly rooted in the present, making new experiences and not reliving old. I believe that to ruminate on one’s past is a useless pursuit, should you possess the happy ability to ignore it.


    It was an odd day.


    Our usual bridge over the River Thames was closed and we were forced to follow my childhood route down to our cottage in Kent, through some grim areas of South London. And from thence skirting the dismal Medway towns, where Magwich had the ill luck to find himself banged up in a prison hulk.


    My childhood was certainly not all bad and those bits of it which were, were the result of parents who, in retrospect, lacked wisdom and self awareness.


    Nothing awful happened but childhood, in retrospect, consisted of endless and heated disputes between two deeply foolish parents, one of whom (my father) suffered from bi-polar depression.


    My mother was, well, deeply unwise. Almost everybody was deemed “common”, even though she herself was the daughter of a humble shopkeeper from the Victorian seaside town of Ramsgate. Her father was a groundsman, gassed in the First World War, who lingered on awhile, until the bracing seaside air was no longer a match for the mustard gas poisoning his lungs.


    My mother managed to wreck her relationship with so many people around her, especially as she grew older, and as children we were expected to join her endless crusades against our father and others who had earned her displeasure. These included both her own siblings and those of my father and thus, eventually, we ended up cousin- less and alone.


    Early girlfriends were described as “gold diggers”, although what gold there was to dig remains a mystery. In my adult life, my mother spent 30 years making herself almost invariably  unpleasant to my wife and her family, and managed to gang  others up in like cause.


    My father, as well as being mentally fragile, had never taken the advice of Mr Micawber, and I spent many of his later years trying to repair the damage. Sorting out Lloyd’s losses and cutting up his credit cards were unfortunate features of the closing years of my relationship with him.


    At the end, we were terrified of having to sell up under the pair of them, but happily the last of their lives was seen out under the selfless care of a younger sibling, who looked after the aging, sick (and impoverished) couple for almost a decade. Together with her cheerful and enthusiastic husband.


    That I cared for my parents is evidenced by the fact I did not desert them, but I did myself and my wife great harm in the process.


    For the troubles never really ceased, even after their death, and if ever a case of learnt behavior was to be seen, I did not have far to look.


    And so back to today where, in one of the less salubrious parts of the never prosperous Old Kent Road, I pointed out one of the many spots where my mother had jumped out of the car, in the middle of some pointless and bitter dispute with my father.


    They were always looming, those feuds, and I would dread the next storm during the rare quieter periods. My father was not an easy man and trips down to our holiday home on the Kent coast were inevitably cursed by tailgating, speeding and loud, often vicious rows with my mother.


    Being forced to take that childhood route again, all those old and unwanted memories returned. On one occasion my mother even switched the car engine off while my father was hurtling along the motorway we drove today.


    I disappeared to Tokyo for a year in 1986 and spent many years abroad after that, wandering from various ports of call in the Far East to the glories of beautiful Switzerland. Perhaps I should never have returned and certainly I should not have visited my home country in all those years of trailing around chasing my tail.  But I dutifully trogged back, more fool me, and all too often.


    And here I am aged 63, living in the same village as my deceased parents. But I have always loved the area and its great natural beauty; eventually, home it had to be. Enough of Norman Nomad.


    My wife’s family are quiet and civilized, thank god, and in recent years that has meant a lot to me, as I have had to cut off from most of my own relatives, who remain hell bent on recreating the glories of their forbears.


    My wife’s family don’t stab each other in the back. They do not accuse each of theft or treachery. They are just pleasant, normal people, even if, mostly, they are taken straight from the pages of a Jane Austen novel. Although, god knows, my mother in law can never have thought of me as Darcy.  They do not embark on crusades of vileness and pointless, unthinking vendettas.


    So, no, where at all possible, I try not to look back. My wife and I try to make new memories, to enjoy new and different things each day.  I do not keep any photo albums and while I bear my parents no real grudges, I do sometimes wonder how much my childhood and early adult experiences contributed to my black negativity throughout the years.


    So to hell with the past. Seize the day and don’t look back lest, like Lot’s wife, your memories turn you to a pillar of salt.


    Photograph: A rock formation near the Sanctuary of Agios Lot venerated as Lot’s wife as a pillar of salt. By Disdero – Own work, CC BY-SA 2.5, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1737038


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2020/02/02/should-you-revisit-the-past/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Blogging – A Window onto the Soul

		February 3, 2020

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    I was struck today, looking at my collection of Blog “Tags”, just how much they reveal about my character and obsessions.


    If you look at the “Tag Cloud” in the footer to this post, you will see the topics which have most interested me these past two years.


    Of course it is not an exact science, but I found it rather revealing. Depression and happiness are the clear winner,s followed by some obviously and closely related topics: peace, mood, qualia, consciousness.


    And how about “Stock Market”? While it features prominently, it is not something I have written about much recently. It is true that I have recently spent weeks drafting a new trading algorithm (with enjoyment I might add) but writing about markets is not something that lights up my day in the same way as contemplating happiness or trying to beat gloom.


    Happily I have been on a roll recently – for the time being the beast is tamed, but who knows if and when a downturn into the murky waters of the Styx may next come.


    Many of my other well trodden themes are also closely related to my big number tags. The whole spirituality gig is clearly a major part of my personality and so “Book of Common Prayer” looms large as do the topics “Meditation” and “Mysticism”.  Reality and silence also feature quite highly but I find it interesting to note that actual “religion” in the form of dogma barely features at all. Christianity, Buddhism and Islam are more notable by their absence than their inclusion. As I have often stressed, man made god in his own image rather than the reverse, whereas to me at least “spirituality” is something inbuilt and natural in many of us. A yearning for transcendence and meaning.


    If I wanted to tread the boards of psychoanalysis (which I assuredly do not) then I suppose these tendencies of mine could be usefully placed alongside dreams and rorschach tests, to reveal the murky depths of my damaged mind.


    As it is, I no longer feel the need for third party interpretation of my peculiarities, and self observation is a tool of far greater use to me than the therapists’ couch. True, there are rare occasions I feel so weary that chatting seems an attractive option, but after so many years of staring up my own fundamental orifice, I do not believe there is much either they or I could add.


    In a circular way this brings me back to something I wrote a year or so ago about the purpose of a blog, the motivation for writing when few will want to listen to my meandering drivel.


    As I said then and repeat now, I write to explain myself, not to my audience but to my own mind.


    Yesterday’s post on ignoring the past is a good example. I do not claim I felt dismal retreading a childhood journey, and witnessing the somewhat dark memories that were brought to the surface, but writing down my feelings last night was very healing.


    I have no right to complain and little to grumble about and yet I have found aspects of family life and dynamics deeply destructive and disturbing over the years. To write about my feelings was, therefore, a catharsis. It was getting real with myself. This is my interpretation of what happened and this is how it has made me feel all these years.


    I no longer intend to feel that way.


    I must be ready to drop those useless worries, those sometimes sad memories of childhood and move on.


    Repetition may be dull but it serves its purpose. Say it to yourself often enough and gradually with practice it becomes a habit. With a bit of vigilance and self discipline one can begin to put these thoughts aside as they arise.


    All of this may sound like the spoilt whining of someone who has actually been more blessed than most. There has, in reality, been little lacking in my life.


    And yet if we are to prove useful to ourselves and those around us, we must never cease to question ourselves, our thoughts, actions and deeds.


    If there are things in our past we would rather not repeat (whatever the reason) then we must remain aware. Self aware. So that what sounds like self obsession may in fact more charitably (and accurately) be described as making every effort to stay on track. Not only for yourself but for all those around you.


    Without constant introspection, I at least would be in danger of behaving in a fashion my better self would not admire.


    And I think other Tags on my website also emphasize a constant desire to be wary of falling into less admirable patterns of behavior.  Conflict, class, evil, purpose, other people, hypocrisy.


    So, yes, a blog can be a window onto the soul. It can help greatly (or so I find) in reminding me when I stray from the path of reasonable and decent behavior.


    Once I notice, with a bit of luck, I may be able to stagger back onto the path of decency and kindness.
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    Many now hold that consciousness is a trick, wrought upon an illusory “us” by physics, and you may therefore wish to contemplate whether you exist at all.


    You have only to start reading articles on the philosophy of mind to witness the derision heaped upon those who hold any other view in this brave new world.


    The impact is profound. If you believe the materialists, as they are called, you will cease to have free will and your life will become entirely meaningless.


    Some can live with this and make with themselves a modern form of Pascal’s Wager. Psychologist Susan Blackmore is a good example: she believes in pure physicalism but recommends living life as though such beliefs were not true.


    As in every other area of human life, the academic field of consciousness is home to extreme arrogance and intolerance. And this naturally spills over to the amateurs who air their views over the internet. Amateurs and “professionals” alike will have their immutable and trammeled views, founded upon inconclusive evidence, and will strike out at those who hold otherwise.


    Anyone who profess anything other than a purely reductive and materialistic view of consciousness is now likely to be labelled as an ignorant fool, who has either not read the evidence or who refuses to believe an obvious truth which such evidence apparently reveals.


    The more subtle truth is that there is no evidence.


    It is undoubtedly true that there is now a long history of experiments which would suggest (conclusively I suspect) that consciousness can not be evidenced or experienced without a physical brain. But even then, who knows?


    The very briefest example will suffice. The lobotomy for instance, that drastic surgical invasion so dear to neurosurgeons in the early 20th Century, altered consciousness  in a brutal and inhuman manner. Where then was the eternal soul so beloved of religious devotees and followers of Rene Descartes?  It seems that the surgeon’s knife can do away with it at the flick of the wrist.


    And so on through endless less harmful experiments, it has been shown that medical intervention can alter or snuff out what we might otherwise believe to be the self.


    And what of qualia? The hard problem of consciousness puzzled over by Chalmers and innumerable others? What is it like to be a bat? How can we account for the subjective experience of pain and pleasure arising from mere physical atoms? Our delight in music or a beautiful sunset? The subjective experience of mysticism?


    Does the mind have any control over the body? Do we choose to take a physical action which our body then acts out accordingly?


    Well it depends who you listen to and anybody with the temerity to claim that such questions have been settled by experiments and thus empirical evidence is simply misleading himself.


    Some suspect that qualia are nothing more than what happens when information is processed by the brain. Many suspect that what we believe to be a self is no more than a misleading feeling brought about by memory. That there is no series of events which has happened to “us”, that there is no “us”.


    If you feel you need to enter into the fray, the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy will give you a good starting point but do not expect to emerge with any answers.


    If you do emerge with answers, the likelihood is that eventually, over the course of many centuries or even millennia, you will be proven wrong.


    I am not proposing any belief. I am not proposing any answers. I do not have the arrogance to say that one view is categorically right or wrong.


    What I do say is that the universe is still to a large extent mysterious. And that “physical” is a slippery concept. As most of us are now well aware, the concept of the material is strange indeed. That chair you are sitting on is not solid as it happens: atoms are largely empty and even atoms may not be “material” but “mere” energy.


    So the universe appears to be more some kind of force field than anything we would think of as material in any common sense way. Some claim that it is a hologram, a mere projection in three dimensions from two. Some claim that the basic building block may be a one dimensional string of vibrating energy.


    In view of such extraordinary claims, it would be strange indeed to write off the possibility that “we” exist.  That our phenomenal experiences are mere phantoms felt by a ghost.


    At the bottom, at the very base of physics it seems that nothing is conventionally real in the sense we humans normally think of as reality.


    Perhaps then it is only “mind” which is primary. Perhaps then mind is information and it is information which constitutes the multiverse.


    Perhaps far from mind not existing, mind is all that does exist.
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    Nor multicultural, nor multi gender, nor am I trans….and, odd to relate nor am I a bigot or a racist.


    What I am is thoroughly sick of having all that thrust down my throat wherever I go and whatever I do.


    I was wandering around WordPress today and was conned into thinking their collection of posts under the heading “Identity” might be about “consciousness” but instead was  bored to find they are pushing the same old stuff as almost everyone else on the internet.


    Just because I am what has traditionally been labelled white and (so far as I am aware, heterosexual – but who knows?) does NOT mean that I loathe anybody or everybody who was not born as I was.


    I just don’t want to see rainbows everywhere I go, whether in the windows of Peter Jones in Sloane Square, at my local bank, or in the pages of the Guardian.


    Why can’t these people just keep a slightly more muted profile like the rest of us manage to do?


    Look, I am pretty minority myself. I had a grandfather who was Yiddish if ever I saw a Yid. How much more minority can you get than that? His distant kith and kin were doubtless showered with Xyclon B and shoved in gas ovens all over Europe.


    But I really don’t need to shove that down your throats.


    My old man was diagnosed as schizophrenic and or bi-polar. How minority is that? But again I don’t want to bang on about it and bore you to tears.


    As it happens, I have every sympathy with people who feel they are hard done by but despite a cracking education and (at one stage) lots of money, my life has been pretty damn minority too.  And not in a good way – I have spent 63 years as a glum misery. I think that counts me in as a minority and I feel pretty persecuted by it I can tell you.


    Perhaps it would have been better if I had been born a member of the 22nd gender or been gifted with multiple reproductive organs from 8 to 10 of the apparent choices out there.


    I don’t care what anyone does with their sexual organs, I don’t care what their skin colour is, I don’t care who or what they worship. I don’t care what they wear, what they snort, what they eat or drink, or think or say. They have every right to do an be all of that provided they do no harm to others.


    Let me be quite clear: I wish none of you any offence. But why can’t you just get on with your lives quietly like the rest of us?  What is the big fuss?
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    Most of us have developed a worldview but I wonder how many of us let doubt destroy it?


    I suppose weltanschauungen must differ widely from person to person, but my guess is we all have one, even if unacknowledged.


    Business titans presumably have a firm belief in amassing great wealth, dictators in the holding of absolute power and the religious in their respective savior.  Adolf expressed his own peculiar weltanschauung in Mein Kampf.  Wonder if he ever had any doubts as he watched smoke rising from the gas chambers.


    How does doubt creep in? I have to say I have no understanding of many worldviews and so it would be wrong of me to comment on behalf of others:


    

      Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, darüber muss man schweigen.


    


    In my own case, at heart I could best describe myself as some sort of idealist, in the philosophical sense.


    I believe in Spinoza’s god: “the sum of the natural and physical laws of the universe”.  Further more I believe in free will and the primacy of the mind.


    I also believe that certain moral codes are absolute and even if not written in nature, are the natural outcome of intelligence or consciousness. I can not accept that there is no such thing as good or evil; perhaps by definition consciousness or the mind defines such concepts, creates them.


    How then does doubt creep in? Well it doesn’t very often and certainly not as regards ethics. I think the trick is to take that route chosen by Blaise Pascal.


    The seventeenth Century French philosopher asked what the rational choice would be when asked to wager on the existence or non existence of god:


    

      Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is.


    


    If you bet against god, your behavior would be illogical: you would be betting against an eternal life of happiness for the possibility of gaining nothing. We can not prove god’s existence nor can we disprove it so we may as well assume he exists and behave accordingly.


    So I am betting on an idealist universe since to do otherwise would affect my worldview adversely.  And thus affect my happiness and well-being.


    Why am I thinking about faith and doubt today?


    Because of the preponderance of materialism in the philosophy of mind. There is no evidence for the idealist’s position but mercifully, there is none against it either. If you insist on quoting Russell’s Flying Teapot, then I will have to grant that you have a point.


    But I will not let that dent my faith that there is something behind the universe other than dull, dead, lifeless matter. Call it an energy, if you will. A force, a field.


    Modern scientists are all too keen to promote a universe without ultimate meaning.  They have spent a lifetime measuring and poking and not enough time asking “why?”.


    Too many scientists ask only what is there and how it behaves but not how it got there or what it means. Nobody seems interested in the intrinsic nature of matter – only in its behavior.


    So if you are having doubts that life has any meaning, stick to your view that it does and that one day we may find the proof. Even if you are wrong at least your life may be a happy one.


    Illustration: a copy of the painting of François II Quesnel, which was made for Gérard Edelinck en 1691[réf. nécessaire]. – Own work, CC BY 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=12193020
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    It is finished – yes I think I know just what the poor fellow meant.


    Contemplation is such an odd experience, especially for one in whom such words were written indelibly, in childhood.


    Somehow the relinquishing of worldly concerns plays an ever more important role in my life. I have been working for weeks, months even, on a trading algorithm which turned out to be stillborn and somehow it does not seem to matter.  Nothing much does, except to care for those around me, including my elderly and increasingly infirm parents in law.


    The dear old boy has battled valiantly to care for his mildly potty wife and finally this week the toll seems to have been demanded.  We shall rally round and give them the care they deserve.


    It does all rather close in on you but in a way, the insights it brings are very cathartic.


    I continue to toy with the big questions, quo vadis being the most poignant of those at this time. Those with faith have their own answer of course, those of us without are none too sure.


    To have lived well, to have lead a life such that you can hold your head high at the end – that is perhaps the most treasured “possession” anyone could ask for.  Pride would not be a word to use in this connection, but inner satisfaction in knowing you have done your best probably sums it up rather well.


    Sadness is an inevitable part of life. We come around to all emotions at one stage or another and if we have any sense of self preservation, we manage to ditch those which wreak the greatest destruction.


    But measured sadness – quiet melancholy for what is passed or passing, that is not an emotion to be discarded. It is a positive thing, a rich and full examination of life, a remembrance of past years and all that was good about them. If there was bad, it no longer seems to matter so much and at the end, it is the good that you remember.


    The love, the gentle kindness of a good couple – these are things to be treasured and while they are still around we should tell them how much they mean to us.
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    There is nothing more sobering than a great deal of time spent in a hospital with the critically ill. Nothing more rewarding either. Too often I have despaired of human nature and railed at the awful political and economic system we are cursed with. Too frequently have I failed to see any innate goodness in the human race and have concentrated on our unthinking and brutal fight for survival.


    A bit of time spent in a hospital redresses the balance. There is beauty there, and great kindness. 


    It is vital to avoid cloying cliche, but as one prone to arrogance (at least of the intellectual variety) to spend many hours in the presence of people who really seem to care is a valuable lesson. 


    There is good in the world, it is not just populated by the corrupt and the greedy, the vicious and the venal.


    I have spent a lot of time recently reading the philosophy of David Pearce and in those grim surroundings last night I can well see how salvation could work. David talks everywhere, convincingly and at length, about the urgent need to use our growing technological skills to ensure that all sentient life can enjoy “gradients of bliss”. That as a race we can leave behind brutish Darwinian struggle and re-engineer our very genome to make us kind, generous and altruistic.


    Aldous Huxley paints a dire and unjustifiably pessimistic portrait of just such a society in Brave New World but I am convinced that it need not be like that.


    Some people, I think, must just be born good. Perhaps all the way through. Some may be born all bad but most of us, I suspect, are a muddled mixture of good intentions which occasionally turns sour when our less attractive side gains the upper hand.


    I have no doubt those good folk at the hospital last night are not always sweetness and light and yet at least they are showing us what is truly important in society. Healing, care, love. And what is not at all vital: greed and the amassing of great wealth, violence and jealousy and eny.


    I have talked elsewhere at length, until I have bored my self and no doubt my audience, about the importance of having a worldview. I have expressed my desire to find, in spite of grave doubt, that philosophical idealism is in some sense “true”. That there is meaning out there in the cold expanses of the universe, that perhaps we are basically good and decent and eternal.


    But equally I have expressed the view that we may become so. I have made clear, I hope, that my thoughts turn if not to a god, then to an ascent to the status of godhood. “Magic” though that may seem at our current stage of development, I strongly believe that intelligence may (indeed will) rise to these giddy heights in the millennia to come.  If god does not exist, then make your own by becoming one. If meaning does not exist in the infinite bleakness, then create it.


    That is the sort of bleakness I can live with.  Because we can put it all right. 


    So my thanks go out to those good people last night, on any number of grounds. They are pursuing the common good, they are healing. They have given me hope and optimism that even if we are far removed from perfection, I can at least see what such perfection might entail in the future.


    And best of all, they seem to have given a new lease of life to a splendid old fellow who happily seems unready to depart yet awhile.
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    Breaking up my routine seems to add enormously to my well-being.  While I might not persuade my wife to let me go trekking in the Empty Quarter, even mild change can be very beneficial.


    Many clergymen tend to be sniffy about Cathedrals; they are elitist it seems. Let them sniff – they are wonderful places to while away an hour or so on a cold March afternoon.


    Too shamefaced to blag my way in free on some vacuous pretext, I decided to become a Friend of Canterbury Cathedral – at £40 per annum for a husband and wife team. 


    Worth every penny and probably right to help prop up that precious edifice. 


    But what I chose to do today is not the point; that what I did was different and that I visit Canterbury infrequently is what makes the difference.


    I suppose in some senses what I did today was much the same, mentally, to what I do every day. Meditate, ponder, question.


    But perhaps I brought a different and satisfactory slant to it by sitting in the Choir stalls in  a beautiful and ancient church and emptying my mind for a while. And chatting to the organist who seemed a civilized and pleasant fellow. Such simple, satisfying pleasures.


    Yes, of course I “know” Canterbury but somehow wandering down the streets and just letting it all wash over me was the experience I was looking for. Everything was just slightly, minutely different and it worked for me. Spotty, merry students. Earnest old dears spending their last days as guides. Slightly different smells, noises, vistas. 


    I think I have spoken before about the feeling that experience is now what counts for me. Today was just such an experience. 


    Experience in terms of phenomenal, psychological events. Qualia. Experience in terms of the senses rather than the intellect. 


    I wonder whether I have had enough of intellect? Certainly the knowledge I seek these days is that which can only be found within. I have had a lifetime of book learning and it can only take you so far. I have had a lifetime of worrying about the world, or perhaps more accurately my place in it. Or even more accurately, lack of place.


    So there you have it. I was letting go in Canterbury. Not exactly wild, daring or outrageous. But satisfying nonetheless and I feel better for a slightly “different” afternoon.
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    I am starting a podcast and those who are in the know tell me I must introduce myself. So here goes. 


    


    The Podcast can be found under the following heading and subheading:


    Weltanschauung – A Search for the Soul


    


    ….in the following directories: iTunes, Spotify, Pocketcasts


    Here is the Spotify link. You can use Spotify for free.


    For Pocketcasts you need to download the app on your phone and do a search: the phone app is free.


    Here is the link for iTunes .  You can use iTunes for free.
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      The Lamb and the Tyger. Songs of Innocence and Experience


    


    I decided to read and record two poems from William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience. I chose the Lamb from the Songs of Innocence and its counterpart the Tyger from the Songs of Experience. 


    I have enjoyed Blake for many years, although perhaps “been fascinated by” might be more accurate. I have never been altogether too sure whether Blake is to be enjoyed or endured.  A man of often terrifying vision.


    I have given a little of my own interpretation of these contrasting poems, and I hope that this causes no difficulty, neither upsets others’ notions of what these works signify.  My interpretation is, needless to say, my own.


    The podcast can be found at:


     iTunes


    Spotify 


    It can also be found at Pocketcasts by searching for “Weltanschauung” via an app on your pad or mobile.
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    I’m pretty relaxed about the whole thing and since I have socially self isolated now for nigh on 30 years, I’m not too bothered about keeping myself to myself. And if the writing is on the wall, so be it.


    My wife is scurrying around in London looking after elderly parents and I have been ordered to stay put down here in sunny East Kent. I have been forbidden to go to evensong at Canterbury Cathedral and told I’m not allowed to have coffee “down Deal” as I am accustomed to do.


    But as long as I can walk the fields and beaches and hedgerows, I’m perfectly content. I very much hope we do not get a state of emergency here, with police and the army forcing you to stay indoors at gun point. That would be grim indeed.


    Of course there is a serious side to all this and I feel wholeheartedly for those who have lost or will lose their lives in the months to come. I feel equally concerned by the number of businesses which will go bust and suggested a young nephew of mine considers calling force majeure on the lease of his pub.  How can businesses big or small honor their obligations when their customer base has disappeared?


    Panic reigns at all the local supermarkets down here. As elsewhere I gather. Herd mentality is so undignified and pointless. I suppose you can live on very little food intake and as long as you have water, all will be well. I had better plant some vegetables in the garden. 


    It is a total mystery to me why people would panic buy lavatory paper or alcohol. If push comes to shove you would have thought they could do without. 


    In the interim, I decided to go very old school and buy a large bag of grain. Not being the agricultural type I didn’t realize grain bought other than off a supermarket shelf came with chaff, husks, hulls.   Cooking it did not prove a huge success so I started looking up what to do about it.


    I spent my afternoon sorting the wheat from the chaff and it was one of the most satisfying hours or so I have ever spent. Basic, natural, ancient skills and ones I have never before needed to practice.


    I think I’m getting a message here of sorts, somewhere along the line. Like my old chum Candide said, you need to cultivate your garden.


    Oops, got to dash the doorbell has just rung. I can see four odd blokes outside on horse back, dressed in strange biblical garb. One of the rude fellows has just painted three sixes on my front door in bright yellow paint.
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    I wonder if this is what it felt like during the phoney war in 1939?  A period of almost surrealistic calm before the horrors of world War II really began.


    I have to report that my own life has not so far been negatively affected – quite the reverse. The cool spring sunshine has been wonderful and each day I have been on a walk with my wife (and sometimes our son) on the glorious empty footpaths crisscrossing the gentle agricultural countryside around our cottage.


    Life is frugal  although adequate. We are certainly not short of food or anything else and it has been delightful to see so much of our 26 year old investment banking son, who is working from home. Discussing the odd M&A deal, sometimes late into the night, with the US or elsewhere. 


    I am half tempted to volunteer for something although I can’t quite think what. Agriculture appeals but at my age I’m not sure I’m really up to picking “stuff” from the fields. I wonder if I could drive a tractor? Or, god forbid, an ambulance if that ever became necessary. I would have been happy toddling around in an ambulance in WWII but I’m afraid I would never have held a gun. 


    Obviously we are not seeing anyone, even my sister and her family who live just down the lane. Social distancing seems vital and if we do meet anyone on our walks, we dash into the middle of the field and off the footpath.


    So, selfishly, we are loving the isolation and the sense of utter peace and calm. The country lanes are empty and we are not going to the shops: I have no intention of facing an undignified struggle over the last roll of lavatory paper or bag of flour.


    Who knows how this crisis will end. I hear dark things from those around me. A young nephew in the Guards has been leading his men in transporting dead bodies around our capital. The army is standing by in case of civil unrest. Looting perhaps, rioting. Taking it out on the underdogs? Blaming immigrants, Jews (as usual) or some other scapegoat for their fears and anxiety. I hope it does not come to pass but who knows, in the dark days ahead.


    Personally I feel philosophical, resigned. To my own death at least, should my time have come, but not to those of any others. It feels like living on the edge, at the back of beyond. The aliens have landed and we are waiting for them to incinerate us with laser guns or whatever super weaponry those guys possess.


    But it is also a time of great calm and reflection, for me at least in my privileged middle class bubble. As a retired old nutter in his cottage by the sea. Others are not so lucky. The wife of an old friend is severely ill in hospital. A family we know of depends on the Edinburgh Festival for most of their year’s income; it has been cancelled. A nephew runs a pub in Dover, which has been closed down for the duration.


    I have not been reading much lately, but if I had, I would have avoided John Steinbeck:


    

      In the souls of the people the grapes of wrath are filling and growing heavy, growing heavy for the vintage.


    


    What a time to reflect. What a time to consider my own behavior and to hope for a better future for our world.  But I am afraid that is unlikely.


    Just as in WWII, the profiteers and sharks are making hay while the sun shines. The massive government stimulation and rescue package is and will continue to be preyed upon by those for whom it was never intended. I have heard tales of unscrupulous business men buying up companies just to claim government handouts and a sister in law has been “furloughed” by her unscrupulous school.


    Why does the human race insist on taking the piss at times like these? My sister in law has a contract and her school has its fees paid up until the end of the summer. And yet in an outrageous and flagrant abuse of their civil duties, they are laying people off so that the Government has to pick up 80% of the salaries. Why do humans behave like this?


    As for me, I am guilty to report that I have never felt better and rarely enjoyed my life as much. I am walking, sitting in the garden and toying with a computer driven algo to trade penny stocks on the US markets.


    I don’t really think there is much else I could do in reality. I am a people unfriendly, aging male of uncertain temperament and I really don’t think I would be of much use to anyone. Although of course I will certainly pitch in if the need and opportunity really does arise.


    Carpe Diem.
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    Enjoying the cool spring sunshine this morning, I had a moment of truth as my eye was caught by dew drops in the long grass. I was sitting in our beautiful patch of wild meadow at the bottom of the garden.


    There was nothing great or overarching about this brief revelation. I did not become either omniscient or omnipotent but I did feel a deep connection with self, or at least the collection of perfectly ordinary atoms I am made of. 


    Thanks to a mind which could kindly be described as unquiet, I have spent many years wondering about the koan. What is nirvana and how do you get there? 


    The presence of fear has been the greatest barrier to achieving a quiet mind  Although I suspect many other destructive emotions have contributed over the years to the tempest which has often raged inside me.


    I started the morning thinking about the meaning of money, its love and its strong connection to fear.


    It is not that I have lacked money over the years but the fear of lack has dominated my life. Which is odd, considering that for many years I have understood the meaninglessness of material possessions. The pointlessness of one small collection of elements from the periodic table feeling the need to control another and larger collection.


    The key of course is fear. The terror evolution has saddled us with to ensure our survival and hence the continuance of our species. 


    The objects of our fear come in many shapes and sizes but they all seem to boil down to a fear of annihilation. Pain, hunger, cold. Those might be three of our greatest concerns.


    And perhaps all the other destructive emotions which can overcome us derive from these very basic insecurities. What are jelaousy, anger and envy if not the realisation that somebody else seems to have it better than we do?


    A bigger car, the better to tear around in and dominate others with our undoubted superiority. And so it goes with many other material possessions or indeed our relationships. A more attractive partner, the fitter to reproduce. More land and a bigger house, the better to keep the barbarians at the gate. Power; the power to take what we think we need and to prevent others from taking what we have got. 


    The initial realisation of “truth” must necessarily involve silence, isolation and letting go. Some might call that meditation and there are many forms of that practice, not all of which entail sitting on the floor like a vegetable. Although I have no doubt some find that a valid path.


    But back to money and survival for a bit, if I may. There is that hallowed old trope about learning to fish and I think we all need that skill in equal measure if we are ever to create a better society.


    If we had a skill from which we knew we could feed and house and clothe ourselves we may not feel fear. And given such a skill, I suspect most of us would not feel the need to amass wealth. It would become superfluous.


    The problem with our society is that the ability to provide ourselves with the basics of life has always involved conflict and doing down the other.  It has never been as simple as learning to fish – someone else will always claim it is his pond, his sea and will kill to maintain his “rights”.


    Fear for our own survival has, since the earliest days, meant violence. Hunter gatherers kept neighboring tribes off their hunting grounds and when agriculture was invented so were property rights.


    Suddenly, fear driven by the need for security meant grabbing land and excluding the neighbors and so it has continued.


    In feudal Britain we still have families controlling hundreds of thousands of acres. And of course we have the more modern equivalent of the feudal landlord – the business titan controlling the means of production and distribution. 


    And lo! We are struck by a deadly plague and the grapes of wrath grow fat once again.


    The little man can not fish. He us banged up in a government housing block and his feudal employer has laid him off.


    Neither can the small shopkeepers and business people, purveyors of baubles and mostly useless trinkets, any longer fish for their supper.


    And nor can the myriad of human drones on the antheap. Suddenly our rods are removed and the lakes and seas of commerce are boarded off from us, fences erected to prevent the spread of the plague.


    And that is the precise point at which you recognise how fragile and foolish our society is and always has been. 


    The problem is that we are all so far removed from the basic necessities of life. How many of us can literally fish to feed ourselves? Or grow crops or raise animals.


    Most of us these days produce sterile and ultimately useless services. Perhaps we all need access to the means of production. To land, water, the elements.


    I take it as a basic truth that our society needs urgent and drastic reform but I had not intended this piece to become a political diatribe, so let me return to where I started out: sitting in the meadow at the bottom of my garden. Contemplating “truth” and enjoying a series of small revelations.


    And suddenly the nature of my error strikes me as I refocus on the beauties of nature.


    Let go – society is unlikely to change yet a while, and who am I to say that it should.


    Contentment and peace come from withdrawing from the concerns of the world and in focusing on the bigger picture. I can feel, in a real sense, not my “connection” to nature, as I sit here in the middle of it, but my absorption in it. I am nature and it is me.


    Far from wishing the world and it’s peoples to go to hell in a handcart, I wish for all of us a better life.


    But I rather doubt that betterment will come from fiat.


    If it comes at all, my suspicion is that it will come from inside us and not from external utopian upheaval. That the search must be an inner journey and that only from within will the answers be found.  A better world must be made individual by individual.


    Given certain basic needs, contentment can be found in simplicity. In silence, in beauty and in nature. In the realization that we are already where we are supposed to be and that there is nowhere to go.


    And the plague? If it can be avoided then well and good. If it takes us, so be it. Perhaps all is as it should be. Perhaps, as Julian of Norwich so beautifully put it:


    

      All will be well and all manner of things will be well. 
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    When it comes to parallel universes, it does not get much better than Narnia. Where better to escape the troubles of a world which at times feel overwhelming.


    The desire to transcend to a realm of peace, goodness and beauty has been paramount in our minds since we first acquired the double-edged sword of consciousness. Who does not seek an escape from pain, uncertainty and eventual death?


    For me, Narnia always has been and always will be a place where I feel at home, a place I feel wholly and completely at peace.  Those enchanting tales fill me with joy and as with all the best stories, when I read them, I almost feel I am there.


    There is no travel agency for those who want to make the trip and besides, you need an invitation. For those lucky enough to be summoned, the journey is strange, and the means of travel varied and magical.


    The first visitors witnessed the very creation of that world, genesis itself. And this first journey to Narnia was one of the most memorable.


    In the Chronicles of Narnia, we learn that time and space are malleable, infinite, unfixed. All is possible, everything exists somewhere in a multiverse, a place of infinite possibility. These first visitors were children form Edwardian London and their portal was a wood between the worlds. A lush, sleepy sylvan setting, where each of the woodland pools led to a different world, a different universe. That wood itself was very special and somewhere you feel you wouldn’t mind resting awhile.


    The children (Polly and Digory) had the misfortune to awaken evil in one of the worlds they visited and introduced it into Narnia at the very dawn of time. They brought Queen Jadis form the land of Charn, where she had used the Deplorable Word to destroy her own universe and now looked for another realm to spread her wickedness.


    Narnia is created by the Word of Aslan. The logos. That world is sung into existence and as the music continues, black waters are calmed, and dawn arrives. The song conjures all into being as trees and rivers, hills and mountains and the talking creatures themselves are fashioned by the beauty of that voice, called into existence. From nothing came everything. From empty blackness the Word called matter and energy to birth yet another world into the infinity of the multiverse.


    It was all there in this new land. Evil, temptation, joy and sadness. Good and bad. But it was a special place, one where you somehow knew the bad was a mere test and that good things would surely arrive, if only you had the right intentions and avoided temptation.


    It was a land in which there was guidance, a clear code of behaviour. A land where somehow one has the feeling that the right path is obvious, and not so very difficult to follow.  Where it is simple to make the right choices and one is glad to do so.


    For some lucky children in The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe, the portal is a magical wardrobe built from a tree whose seed was brought from that fabled land by an earlier generation. Staying with a kindly old professor deep in rural England, the children brush past fur coats and emerge in a land of snow and ice where the spirits of trees and rivers roam the land. And where talking animals greatly outnumber humans.


    I can still feel the sense of wonder when my primary school teacher read the book to us in class back in the early 1960s. I was hooked at the first sitting and am still entranced by Lucy and Mr Tumnus, by Aslan and the Beavers. I still shudder at the White Witch, who condemned the beautiful land of Narnia to eternal winter.


    A couple of later visitors jumped through a picture of a Narnian sailing ship, hanging on a bedroom wall, and found themselves swimming in a foreign sea nearby to the Dawn Treader, the royal Yacht of King Caspian of Narnia. Those lucky children joined on a quest to find the seven lost Lords of Narnia. It is here that you will meet Reepicheep, the valiant talking mouse who is in search of Aslan’s land.


    In one adventure, the search for the Silver Chair, two children escaped their miserable school through a gateway in the wall and found themselves on a high clifftop in the land of Narnia’s creator. From whence they were gently blown towards Narnia itself, far out over the seas. Their adventure with Puddleglum the Marshwiggle, in search of lost Prince Rillian, is perhaps the most captivating of all the Narnian Chronicles. The giants of Harfang want to eat the children as part of their Autumns Feast, while the Lady of the Green Kirtle wants to enslave them in her claustrophobic underground kingdom, where she holds the Narnian Prince under an evil enchantment.


    Death itself might call you to this land of milk and honey, as it did to the children who were transported from the scene of a train crash.  These children joined others in the Last Battle, the Narnian day of judgement, where the chosen ran on and ever on joyfully into ever higher heavens, and the undeserving met their end in the destruction of Narnia at the end of its days.


    Is Narnia a land where all is good, and evil has ceased to exist? Not quite, for Narnia is a testing ground for those who seek an even better place.


    But what evil there is in this far away world is not of the visceral, threatening sort we find in our own universe. Somehow, even the wickedest of White Witches is manageable. Somehow, we know that the serpents and giants, the tyrants and the bad dreams are manageable here and can be conquered by a little faith and some determination to do the right thing.


    In Narnia we can see the whole span of a universe’s history from creation to eventual destruction, but with the comforting knowledge that all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.


    Narnia is a place where only good can triumph and where evil may last a while but is never too terrifying. It is a country with a protector, an omniscient and omnipotent creator who will make sure that all will go well in the end. And when the time comes for that world to end, he will open the doors to better and greater paradises.


    It is true that you must make the grade in Narnia. At the end of days, the great Lion stands by a gateway and those who have lead lives of evil are sent off to a realm of darkness and destruction. Only those who have behaved well are ushered through to light and Eden.


    But it is difficult to be a monster in Narnia. It is a land which seems to make the choice to act well so obvious and easy. A realm where the division between good and evil is so clear and the right path so easy to tread.


    It is a world where doing right and making noble decisions seem to be the default option; where evil and taking the wrong path seem so obvious and so easy to avoid.


    There is so much beauty and goodness in this charmed land that a brief (even if imaginary) visit has changed the lives of many who have been lucky enough to be called there.


    Narnia is a country I have visited so very often in my mind and a place I suspect I will visit again and again as the years roll by.


    I can imagine a wide range of opinions on hearing my words. Some will be uncomfortable with the religious themes of which I remained blissfully unaware in childhood. Some will be irritated by the magical thinking, the apparent belief that such places can or do exist.


    But the imagination is a surprising tool. Consciousness is a great and powerful creator. In a very real sense, we are what we think, and we think our world into being. Our brains are indeed governed by the physical laws of the universe in which we happen to live, but our imaginations are not.  We have emerged from mere matter but our whole is so much more than our parts.


    Could we but see it, Narnia is not an inaccessible and imaginary world open by invitation only. We may not have Dryads and Nyads walking the earth, we may not be able to converse with talking Fauns and Beavers but we are in possession nonetheless of a miraculous universe.


    We are learning each day how to re-arrange matter in previously unthought of combinations to make better materials for our use. Medicine and food production continue to improve. Disease could one day be a thing of the past. Mental and physical disability will be overcome.  Death itself may be vanquished.


    All we need to do is to make our world one where, like in Narnia, the right path is so easy to follow. And where evil is as easily vanquished.
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    I was sad to come across a post on the internet entitled “The Ecumenical Slope” whose author is both anti ecumenism and pacifism and who appears to believe that such doctrines destroy “character”.


    The author states that ecumenism is “evil”. 


    I find such attitudes deeply disturbing since in my own book, any movement which tends towards peace on earth is a good thing. Peace is beneficial, which is why, mercifully we no longer worship Thor or consider battle as glorious. Well, most of us anyway. 
Not, apparently, the author of that blog.


    When I make my case for ecumenism, both secular and sacred, as can be well imagined, the author turns to insult to re-enforce his position.  Thus in effect making my point for me – the human tendency towards violence is something which we should urgently address. Futile as that cause may seem. 


    I would not have bothered to think about the matter but my mind turned towards it when I heard this afternoon of the continuing strife at the Hurlingham Club – a posh venue for the spoilt upper middle classes in London, to which my family and I belong.


    I won’t go into the details but the sorry saga at the club has taught me a thing or two about human nature. In particular, that humans are born to fight. And furthermore, that in order to bring about a better society we must resist conflict at all costs.


    Ecumenism is an attempt to foster better understanding of each other and closer, less harmful relationships. It can refer to religious groups or simply to people in general. It says a lot about our world and human nature that there can exist people who argue against ecumenism and pacifism. Who argue, in effect, in favour of conflict and dissension. 


    I confess that I am constantly irritated by individuals and by society in general. That I am disappointed and disturbed by human nature. I am constantly having to remind myself that my views and my own wishes are not something that I should foist on others and often have to think carefully and back off on any particular initiative I might have which looks like it will lead to conflict. 


    A typical example is a recent initiative I lead to introduce choral music to our decrepit and decaying local church. And to obtain a key so that I could open the church for private contemplation.  I was met by resistance and refusal and was faced with two choices: walk away, or take the matter up with higher authority against the wishes of the local church wardens. I decided to walk away. Parties become entrenched in power and entrenched in their ways, believing that they represent the community; perhaps they do but one suspects that they represent only that section of the community with which they find themselves in agreement. Such is our nature.


    I chose to walk away. And so with the author of that curious blog. When he offered insult in return for my well meant and peacefully phrased comment, I recognized it was time to walk away and leave him to his views, however much I disagreed with them. 


    I can honestly say that I have no idea how to deal with aggression. I am very unclear what could or should have been done in 1939. 


    But I am ever more clear that wherever and whenever possible, I will walk away. 
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    If we seek reality, I am told that we look in the wrong direction by obsessing over the human condition. I think that is right.


    Curiously, it is also partly to my endless dalliance on the perimeters of science that I owe an appreciation of this insight. Always fascinated by the natural world, I missed my calling as a young teenager when I failed to appreciate mathematics and its importance in the scientific endeavor. No matter, while even the lower reaches of mathematics remain largely a mystery to me, I have made great strides over the years in acquiring enough skill to master and code algorithms. And to at least begin to appreciate their deeper meaning.  All life seems to depend on simple rules, repeated infinitely and fed back on each other. Such is complexity. Such perhaps is sentience. An infinitely complex weave, a beautiful rug.


    And science also seems to be telling me that a single species on a single rocky planet in the middle of eternal emptiness is not where it’s at.  Consciousness maybe – ah, but that is a different matter. A universe without sentience or the ability to contemplate its own existence is a dire thought. But true sentience may be rather different than the dull day to day routines we normally use to stumble blindly through life. Sentience, awareness, even that curious word “information” may be at the heart of the matter but more in the Buddhist sense – awareness without attachment, pure unsullied sentience.


    Keith Hancock has been an invaluable guide in pointing out to me that reality is not about humanity.  Or more accurately, furthering my increasingly important realization that humanity is just one part of the puzzle.


    Keith achieved his understanding of reality spontaneously, and not through study, practice or any sort of religious or spiritual observance.


    I have spent many years on a path to understand “reality” but my journey has been very different. And I am not at all sure I “understand” anything very much although, I have very probably achieved what I have been seeking. Or so it seems at 6 am this sunny morning as I wonder at the sheer beauty of my garden in the morning sun. Eden indeed.


    Oddly, I am drawn back again and again to the song of certain phrases, to thoughts which seem to me to embody either great beauty, or perhaps truth. Snippets which seem to provide a peek through the curtain.


    

      I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain. Time to die.


    


    A quote from Blade Runner may seem an odd choice as I contemplate the rising sun but the link is wonder. And beauty and peace. Moments lost like tears in the rain. A time to die. Metaphorically at least – I have no current intention of shuffling off this mortal coil although who knows, given the current environment.


    I confess that I do practice. I am not so very sure what it is that I practice, but whatever it is, it seems to be slowly bringing me what I most desire.  Emptiness, awareness, peace perhaps. Sentience without thought or attachment. Glimpses of an eternity. 


    A frog and a dozen or so of his friends sit at the bottom of my garden. They croak. Buzzards wheel overhead and they shriek. Doves coo. All manner of things weave and twist and twirl. Plants and trees, birds and the sun. Wind and rustling breeze and beauty.  What perfection. 


    And increasingly I find myself able to become a mere part of that tableau as I sit, an old man in a deck chair, and let my mind drift into a state of mere awareness. 


    Should I be bothered with beauty? With art? With any sort of artifice, human or otherwise? With frogs or birds or the life giving sun? 


    Well perhaps that depends on attachment or rather non attachment. For me such things are all part of an intricate pattern, a Persian rug if you like. Of which I am a part.  A great and complex and beautiful pattern, woven it seems by humble algorithms which have brought all into existence and which seem to be the very fabric of what is.


    So no, there is nothing very spontaneous about me or my reality. But there is increasingly a passivity, an acceptance. A melting into the back ground. A merging into the intricate patterns of the rug of being. In a sense a gentle disappearance and the emergence of something rather different. 


    I am dissolving like tears in the rain.  It is indeed a time to die. Or rather a time of metamorphosis. And if my change, if my emergence from some metaphorical chrysalis has arrived after many years of some sort of practice – well, that is just the way it is. Perhaps there are indeed many paths up the mountain.  Perhaps there are many mountains.
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    Can we ever know ourselves? And what is there to know?


    I was led back to this old, old topic by a recent blog post from Ron Pavellas  – “You don’t know me”. It is well worth reading. If we do not or can not know ourselves, how could we hope to truly know another?


    Perhaps Ron’s most telling lines are these:


    

      There are things I carry with me that no one has ever or will ever know about: guilts from having done wrong to a person or to my own sense of propriety and integrity; pains of embarrassment from having done foolish or thoughtless things, even if no one was aware; having been found ignorant of something generally known; having harbored evil thoughts, even if they were not acted upon.


    


    I hear you and I know that I feel likewise. I may not wish to spell these things out or to recount them in public but in private, and particularly in more recent years, I have come to recognize and to exorcise these feelings and acknowledgements. And to silently and privately regret and apologies for past thoughts and actions (or indeed inactions).


    So yes, I do think it is possible to know ourselves if we are honest and reflective enough. A fellow blogger writes under the banner Self Aware Patterns and regardless of what consciousness actually turns out to be, I feel this description applies rather well to me. 


    I do seem to be a series of patterns. We do seem to be a series of patterns. Those patterns repeat and that seems to be what makes “me” or my personality. 


    I am led to think of patterns of human behavior with greater force than usual thanks to my practice of tinkering with algorithms. As Ron himself said, my algorithms are my motorcycle as in “Zen and the Art of……” I am seeking patterns in stock market data which may indicate that a stock is about to behave in a certain fashion. Repeating patterns which indicate that another specific pattern is likely to follow.  Wish me luck!


    My own repeating patterns will have become familiar to my bored readers (as well as to myself). I drone on about the same sort of stuff – I am habitually inclined to turn to music, mysticism, nature, silence and meditation. And to drone on about those subjects as an entry point to long sought after peace. 


    I am aware that I also try and break out of these patterns from time to time in search of the new and the restorative. This in itself is also a “pattern” of my behavior. 


    So yes, I believe we can know ourselves given enough thought and self awareness. And honesty. Owning up to one’s less attractive patterns as well as laying claim to some better ones.


    What is there to know? That is something I find rather more difficult to answer. 


    Observing and acknowledging our patterns, our behavior is one thing. And a very valuable one if we seek change. 


    But we are all (or most of us) also obsessed with the uneasy suspicion that there is more we need or want or should discover. It is difficult indeed to accept the scientists’ view that we are chemical scum, evolutionary accidents, pimples on the bum of this rocky little outcrop. 


    And so again, it is to patterns we turn in seeking answers. Complex ideas or theories which appear to have some explanatory power. And we most of us tend to turn to those patterns which give us most comfort and accord to how we would like the universe to be. Rather than face a reality in which we are or may be a complete irrelevance. 


    Self Aware Patterns continually seeks answers to the nature of consciousness and prefers a materialistic explanation. I do the same but inevitably end up preferring something less bleak – panpscychism for instance.  


    I seek reason and purpose where none may exist. Or perhaps it does exist and the arid, sterile dogma of materialistic determinism may prove to be categorically wrong.


    In any event, my point rests. It is clear to me what sort of person I am. It is equally clear to me that there is far more that I feel a need to know. You can know yourself it seems, but knowing the nature of reality is a far greater challenge.
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    A while back I found myself disturbed that a blogger could crusade in favor of violence and dissension and against ecumenism.


    I still marvel at such an attitude but my friend Keith Hancock comments:


    

      Is this essay written for Muggles, a final kick of the bucket before you continue your path into the Silence?


    


    A muggle is somebody who has not discovered magic. Or in our case, mysticism. Which some of course would deride as magic and hocus pocus. 


    My initial reaction was as follows:


    

      I think I just found the author of that blog ridiculous! The more correct response would have been a) not to bother to read it in the first place and b) not to give a monkey’s


    


    As Keith knows I am a Seeker. I am never too certain what it is I have found but I do know what I am seeking and day by day I inch forward towards my goal. 


    I think Keith is right.   I may not “like” that blogger’s attitude. I think I am probably “right” not to agree with his sentiments and I think I am probably “right” to believe that in a better world people would not think in that way.  But it was pointless to read the post in the first place and (worse) to become engaged in conversation with the author.


    I was led back to Keith’s comment after watching a film on Samahdi last night. 


    A fellow blogger, Nomad of the Universe, posted links to a documentary on Samadhi by Daniel Schmidt and I watched the film with much enjoyment. I had a night of very strange dreams where I ended up in a parallel universe, somewhat upset that I was unable to telephone my dead father. 


    Now, in days gone by I would look up everything I could on Daniel Schmidt – was he the real thing? Had he achieved the state he so beautifully portrayed? Or was he living a lie and selling a pup.  I did not bother to do that last night. I have little idea who or what Daniel Schmidt is or does and I do not intend to find out. Bar the bare facts that he is a Canadian writer who runs a retreat center and teaches meditation. 


    A few years back I read Andrew Harvey’s book on Rumi and was deeply affected by the beauty both of Rumi’s poetry and Harvey’s writing. I then spoilt it by reading about Harvey’s private life and his quarrels with a character called Mother Meera. Harvey had provided me with a beautiful gift and I threw it back in his face.


    And so I did not make the same mistake with Daniel Schmidt. We none of us lead perfect lives but if we seek perfection, if we describe it, if we move step by step towards it then how much better our world becomes. Whatever the ins and outs of the lives of Harvey, Schmidt (or even Rumi) are they not pointing us in the right direction? More than you could say for the fellow who favors violence and discord over ecumenism. 


    I loved Schmidt’s portrayal of our pointlessly busy world. The ridiculous anthill we live in. The mad consumer society seeking to satisfy desires which will never be sated.


    I found some of the esotericism a bit rich and I am no believer in the wisdom of the ancients. But the basic message rang very true: to discard the self and merge once again with the divine. Whatever that is.


    In the world but not of it. 


    What a lovely thought. Or, as the Zen Buddhists would say:


    

      “Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.”
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    Silence is not the absence of sound but the absence of noise.  Noise is more than the presence of undesired sound.


    For the Seeker, Silence is indeed the absence of unwanted acoustic vibration but equally importantly, Silence is a life in which the Ten Thousand Things of the Tao have been recognized as mere noise.  And disregarded in the search for meaning. 


    The noise a seeker avoids is similar to the random fluctuation of data which, in the scientific endeavor, obscure and mask the “signal”.


    No statistician, I can nonetheless describe noise in layman’s terms after decades of studying financial markets looking for “signals” in the noise.


    In the markets, data at its purest consists of the daily Open, High, Low and Closing prices of an instrument, together with the volume traded for the day.  In a wider context, financial data consists of a myriad of other factors, many of which can be totally ignored.  


    When picking investments, you can and should ignore the vast majority of available data. It is just meaningless noise.  The signal pointing to successful investing depends on filtering out the endless nonsense which most punters consider important. Hence the quantitative investor will not bother with the news and he very probably won’t read a company’s financials. The signal is in the price and most of the rest of the detail is irrelevant. 


    And so in life.  Most of it is meaningless noise which you must filter out if you seek the absolute. 


    Leave the human anthill be. See it for what it is. Pointless, unnecessary and destructive workings of the reptilian brain. 


    The endless search for “stuff” to satisfy desires which can never be sated.  


    Most humans are, in a sense, barely more sentient than the birds and the bees. No more “aware” than the ants who blindly build the anthill. They work and build, they kill and destroy, they dominate and subjugate.  If asked “why?” most would be puzzled by the question. Awareness is not a widely distributed human characteristic. 


    The search for silence is not foremost among human preoccupations, although it should be.


    I have headed this post with a picture of my beloved Book of Common Prayer which I took in an equally loved local church, where I am wont to sit in contemplation several times a week, as part of my daily wanderings. These days I must sit in the sun in the churchyard and do without the prayer book. Equally pleasant. Equally contemplative – your companions have certainly found silence.


    I am not a Christian. I happen to love the prayer book for the beauty of its language and the good sense of the Psalms. I happen to love English churches for the perfection of their architecture and the deep silence and peace they provide.


    But I am just as happy to sit awhile in a Buddhist temple and often used to when I lived in Japan. 


    Dogma is the enemy of those who seek to discover the source, the signal, the meaning. But the thoughts of Rumi, Meister Eckhart and the many, many others I have read over the years?  That is a very different matter. Such people have buried themselves deep in the silence. They have touched the face of the Absolute.  They have seen Reality. And their descriptions of what they have found are remarkably similar be they Sufi, Jew, Christian or Buddhist. Or indeed any of the other half decent creeds out there.


    I have found a depth of Silence recently which I have all too rarely achieved in the past. I have been six or eight weeks buried in the countryside of East Kent which I have always loved. No trips to the Big Smoke. No shops, no barbers, no doctors, no contact. Well, other than the odd sneaky visit to chat to my little sister over the garden wall. When my hyper -vigilant wife is not looking. Self isolation is taken to great extremes in our little three person family unit. 


    I feel that I have reached a different stage in life. A firmer understanding of what and why and all those tiresome questions which have so long beset me.


    I do not despise the world, I just do not want anything to do with the way it normally works or the way so many people customarily think or behave.  I do not say that they are right or wrong – just different and not as I would have it. 


    So, acceptance. Perhaps that is they key which has emerged from the silence. Equanimity. Peace. And problems of course do not end. Difficulties are always with us. But again, acceptance rather than battling against reality is what counts.


    Have I seen the face of god? Have I achieved union with what is? Omniscience perhaps?


    No. No to all of that. But I have seen a place of peace and silence in the middle of turmoil. An eye in the center of the storm.  And that is where I hope to stay.


    Seek the Silence.
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    My 26 year old son is clearly a perceptive fellow and he hit the nail on the head when describing his father as “a funny old monk”.


    I have been monkish since childhood but my journey really began after spitting out convention 30 years ago and disappearing into a black hole.


    Wandering lost over the past 30 years, I began my explorations by reading the mystics. William James was a profound influence as was Evelyn Underhill.  Followed by so many others. 


    I have not read any of that stuff in more recent years. I have lived by experience more than words. Years living in the mountains of Switzerland and on the bleak beaches of Northern France. Snowboarding and skiing and long, long wild walks in the wind and the elements.  Practicing everything I could usefully lay my hands on from hypnosis to meditation, from music to strenuous physical exercise.   


    Days spent in contemplation in the churches of renaissance Venice and elsewhere.  An endless search for the divine, for meaning in a storm of deafening and meaningless noise. Years spent wearing the dark lens of pessimism, despite the beauty all around me.


    But today I was struck in the deepest and most profound manner by a post on Mystical Experiences of Reality by my friend Keith Hancock. 


    He referred to a paper called “Spirituality and the Transformation of Consciousness” by Merv Dickinson. 


    Just reading the paper was enough to give me the sort of experience described as “peak” by Abraham Maslow. I recognized each and every word in that paper. Mr Dickinson could have written it just for me.


    I will leave you to read the paper for yourselves should you so choose, but it was startling to see my own life over the past 30 years described with such unerring accuracy.  


    Let me make one thing clear: I do not confuse my journey in any sense with a descent into “goodness”. Or, worse, an ascent.  I have never had any desire to be Mother Teresa, since, firstly I have never much fancied a sex change and secondly I just don’t believe the world works in that way. I’m sure the old biddy did a splendid job with the needy in Calcutta and that her canonization was richly deserved.  But no amount of Mother Teresa clones will make much difference to an unenlightened world. Or to the world’s poor and needy.


    What I believe will (or would) make a difference is a shift in perception. A radical and widespread alteration of consciousness.


    Dickinson puts it this way. Consciousness has two orthogonal planes: run of the mill “anthill” consciousness which we all develop during childhood and adolescence and then the sort of gnosis one perceives during those moments of enlightenment, when  the nature of reality seems to become clear to us.


    If we are lucky, we may get occasional glimpses through the veil. As we progress in life, some of us who are seeking an altered perception find we are granted increasing access to that other way of being. We begin to feel we are living at an intersection between the two modes of consciousness and it becomes easier to look upon the world and its ways in a kinder and more benign fashion.


    It also becomes far easier to be kind to ourselves as we increasingly feel that we have discovered the way. That we no longer need to ask the “Questions”.  The black lens of pessimism is replaced by an altogether rosier and more optimistic hue.


    Because, it really is a kind of blindness the way some of us are forced to live.  Throughout much of the history of this blog I have taken a rather despairing view of the human ant heap, but I see now that any condemnation of our behavior was naive and wrong. 


    We can’t help it – it just “is”. Mostly, we can not see beyond the day to day struggle for existence.  We behave the way we do through knowing no better. We evolved to survive and that is what ordinary consciousness teaches us to do, come what may.  So that most of us are determined  to “climb the greasy pole” at any cost, as Benjamin Disraeli so aptly put it when he was elected as Prime Minister.


    Those who are granted a glimpse through the curtain to a different reality can see that it need not be always thus. But that until the majority of us can see that different reality, no amount of Mother Teresa lookalikes will manage to turn this place into a heaven on earth. My hope is that day may arrive.


    Looking back to the beginning of my long, long journey I can see that I was a man in a hurry. Reality was not to be served up on a dinner plate. Not to me at any rate, although I was always puzzled that it happened that way to some. My friend Keith for instance with his spontaneous revelations. And those who received sudden conversion on the road to Damascus or elsewhere. After considering a koan or two perhaps.


    No amount of reading, none of my practices really achieved very much over the years. Partly perhaps because I was still consumed by the pursuit of wealth. My climb up the greasy pole.


    Very recently the scales seemed to fall from my eyes much more regularly. It has been rather like an ascent through the Stygian gloom of heavy cloud cover into glorious clear blue skies and sunlight. Carried there by my own wings rather than the metal sarcophagus of modern air travel.


    I think it has been partly because I have given in, or given up perhaps. I think the endless isolation has undoubtedly helped, intensified as it has been this year. The atmosphere of apocalypse has been cathartic and educational.  


    I am increasingly inclined to let go. And I am increasingly able to do just that. I am more often to be found at that crossroad, that junction between the two orthogonal modes of being.


    It is a comfortable place to be. I think I will remain there.


    Oh and by the way, I’m the weird old chap on the left. The equally weird nutter on the right was someone we met at the Norman keep in Dover one day. Claimed he lived there and that the date was sometime in 1100.  My son found it hard to tell the difference between us.
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    There are certain activities or states of mind which trigger in me what Abraham Maslow calls “peak experiences”. Reading Keith Hancock’s Mystical Experience of Reality does just that.


    I have been sitting in our beautiful cottage garden in the spring sunshine. The birds have been singing and all is well. Phrases in Keith’s book take me to treasured places and I really care little if this seems a mere flight of fancy. 


    I am in Narnia running ever on into greater and higher levels of Eden, alongside the lion, the children and all the talking animals. I am leaving Middle Earth with the elves, from the harbor at Grey Havens, travelling with them to their mythical and otherworldly origins. I am subliming with Ian M Banks to a transcendent realm outside of physical reality. 


    It is odd how merely reading about such states or places can often bring on feelings of being in them or at them. But there we go, that is the way I find it to be.


     When reading Keith’s words, I feel a deep calling to that state of disembodied serenity I have so often felt of late. There is much I recognized in his book, so much which accords with my own eccentric journey into silence.


    So much of what Keith says, so much of what he describes and the way he tells it rings true to me, speaks of the experiences I have felt of late.


    Keith had a series of mystic experiences and in this book he describes both his own mystic experiences and quotes extensively from the writing of others on the subject.  People have had such experiences throughout recorded history and have believed them to be an enlightenment, a release from the ordinary world, a glimpse of perfection and an afterlife. A state of existence where all is well and where sorrow, pain and hunger do not exist.


    The big question for the skeptic is whether such experiences are “real”. I may feel that I have experienced an alternative (and better) state of reality but the scientists and materialists will inevitably dismiss such altered states of consciousness as merely manufactured by the brain. The brain receives sense input from the external world from which it creates a sense of “reality” in our waking life. Sight, sound, smell and touch are interpreted by the brain as a simulacrum of what is actually “out there”.  An “interpretation”, not direct experience. The brain is interpreting the signals it receives and creating a “reality” which we assume roughly corresponds to what is out there in the physical world.


    In dream states, we no longer rely on input from our senses but the brain nevertheless produces states which, while we are dreaming, we usually believe to be real.


    The skeptic would argue that a mystical experience may be explained in a similar fashion – a dream state “imagined” or fashioned by the brain which does not represent any form of reality. 


    Keith and the mystics would argue strongly otherwise. To them the reality they experience while in a mystical state is, by contrast, more real than the physical world we normally interpret as “real”.


    Not all scientists would disagree with the mystics. Some have the humility to admit that there is much about “reality” which we currently fail to grasp. To the layman it is incredible to learn from the scientists that “matter” as we customarily experience it does not exist – it is a collection of force-fields or strings of energy, not solid at all.


    Now that is weird. Is it so much weirder to believe that reality is not as we customarily perceive it at all? Is it so far fetched to give credit to the possibility that certain people are able to see through to “ultimate” reality, a place of infinite fecundity and goodness from which we came and to which we will return?


    This is not a subject I care to argue about. There really isn’t much point. The materialists and physicalists will get hot under the collar and call such a possibility absurd and ridiculous. They will usually deride and mock the mystic as a misguided and outdated fool who belongs back in the middle ages, when pixies lived at the bottom of our gardens and witches roamed the forests.


    But some of us have a sense that the materialists may be understanding only part of life’s story. And we are joined by some of the more imaginative and less dogmatic scientists who concede that the universe remains a great mystery, some of the secrets of which may never be revealed by the scientific method.


    In any event, I welcome Keith’s contribution to the debate and find his story accords with my own, shall we say, “wishes”!
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    Slowness seems to become an ever more important part of my life. It is the opposite of rushing and busyness and activity for its own sake.  It is a vital ingredient, in my case at least, in encouraging me along the path I wish to follow.


    There is something about quiet deliberation which takes my mind and my body into the stream of life, into the flow. Not the life of acquisition, power or human ambition but by contrast a withdrawal therefrom and an immersion into silent contemplation.  Which is where the true stream is to be found.


    If you were to ask me “of what?” then I would be hard pressed to answer exactly what it is that I contemplate. Contemplation for me is more a case of simply being in a state of receptivity to come what may. It is not an active seeking, it is a listening. It is not thought, it is an absence of thought.


    I am in the middle of some exercise; or rather, taking a tea break.  Few would agree to calling my afternoon’s activity exercise. Perhaps it is the sort of activity confined to the sloth. 


    Our afternoon walk was rained off. We had bundled out only to be turned back by tumultuous rain and loud thunder.  I wandered out instead to our crumbling summer house in the garden and set to for some serious Pilates. Joseph Hubert would doubtless disown me, but it became a sort of meditation. Holding the limbs, stretching, taking a long, long time about it. The result was both physical and mental. The physical effect was pleasing – a slow burning in the muscles, a satisfying glow. The mental effect was calming and boosted by the natural drugs which exercise brings with it. 


    Altogether a most satisfactory effort.


    Some people, I am sure, zone out after or during their marathon or peddling at speed up and down the mountains along the Tour de France.  


    My form of exercise has become a slower and more deliberate one. More of a meditation in the way that Thich Nhat Hanh talks of walking.


    After some thirty years of seeking, it seems I may at last have found. Something. I said only half jokingly to a friend that perhaps my moods have improved so dramatically because I have given up, given in. But maybe there is more truth to that than I realized.


    If you are naturally of a contemplative turn of mind there can be little more damaging and destructive than living in the world we humans customarily inhabit.  It is so often said that our desires can never be fulfilled but the truth of that statement is so little understood. 


    My own disappearance into slowness (or do I mean slothfulness?) has not involved donning a loincloth and sitting in the lotus position by the Ganges. I have undertaken no great works of piety. Nor has it included (nor will it) the wearing of brightly colored robes and the incantation of esoteric Eastern words. I have not undertaken works of great charity.  My journey has not involved gathering a crowd around me to whom I can impart such profound thoughts as I have been able to collect.  While raking in a fortune from my misguided disciples.


    My journey has simply involved saying “enough”. And not feeling guilty about having “enough”. Enough at least to retreat, metaphorically, far from the beaten track.  An off grid wilderness in the heart of the increasingly suburban South East coast.


    The retreat and the slowness, the silence and the emptiness have taken all sorts of forms and become ever more important to me.


    Once upon a time I sought wisdom in books or the words of others.  Only this morning I was reading Plotinus and thinking about Jung. But only casually; long gone are the days when I would comb such authors for answers, the truth or the way.


    I have determined that the way is only inward and that by travelling within one discovers the universe to be a sort of giant Russian Doll. Or, in more modern terms, a Tardis.


    I am no longer given to great philosophical or mystical expositions. I am pleased that Plotinus seems to have discovered the Plot, and I glad he discovered the Way.  But I do not wish to read 1,000 pages of his thoughts or anyone else’s. I do not wish to make up my own great treatise.  I have no desire to discover how many angels can dance on a pinhead or to give the answer to those breathlessly waiting.


    In days gone by I may have taken the time of day from Thomas Aquinas. I sat upon the Cloud of Unknowing and nodded in the direction of St John of the Cross and his miserable Dark Night.


    Somehow, these days that seems counter productive. And unnecessary.


    No one can inform you better than yourself. You are unlikely to come across any wisdom greater than that which comes to you as you withdraw from the nonsense and sit quietly to listen.


    If any of this sounds arrogant, that is not my intention at all.  I have spent some two years writing this blog for myself and slowly a light has dimly penetrated the gloom.  It has been a helpful process.


    Largely it has involved a casting off, a throwing out. If I look back at what I have written over the last two years I can see a notable and important decrease in anger and frustration as the months passed by.  And I can see that my scope has narrowed down to what I am seeking.


    I no longer feel moved to write about injustice, corruption, politics or the human condition. It all sucks and I’m sorry for that.  


    Do I sense that there is another world? An ultimate “reality”? Have I had glimpses of it? Perhaps so or perhaps my increasingly optimistic outlook is merely a matter of my withdrawal from so many aspects of life which I find distasteful, vulgar, damaging and unpleasant. 


    Have I found real and lasting peace or do I sit at the top of a roller coaster waiting for a terrifying descent into Stygian gloom? I hope the former but if the latter I suspect I would, if not welcome it as an old friend, then at least laugh at its ephemeral nature and look forward to its passing.
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    It is very disappointing to have given in to anger, which in retrospect could easily have been averted by withdrawing from the scene and allowing it to be dealt with by professionals hired for the purpose.  Or the police


    After such progress in taming unwanted emotions and achieving a most satisfying equanimity, something (or rather somebody) slipped through a chink in my armor  and I landed flat on my back.


    There is no defense – there is no excuse for allowing temper to get the better of me and I very much hope that it will not happen again. Must try harder.


    Unfortunately, a friend of mine was threatened by an unpleasant bully with whom she has had considerable trouble for a number of years.  I went to her assistance as the bully threatened to “get her out” of her home and told her that she and all her family were mentally ill. 


    The bully is an ill educated and illiterate fat thug who has upset many, many people over the decades with his inflated ego and determination to win at all costs, however petty the dispute.


    He bullied and threatened the office girls at a credit card company who would not bend to his wishes. Or rather could not give in to his unreasonable demands.  He asked them “Do you know who I am?” Despite the fact he is a small man, he has a greatly inflated sense of his own value.


     Tradespeople learn not to deal with him on account of his arrogance and rudeness. He refuses to pay in full for goods and services he has ordered and consumed – he makes spurious claims that they were defective in some way and thus cheats tradespeople out of their dues.


    He appears to have no understanding of the rule of law and it is difficult to tell whether it is just his dullard’s wits and ignorance which are at fault, or whether he deliberately chooses not to understand, so as to win another of his innumerable petty swindles.


    If this fellow can do someone down who is standing in his way, he goes for it. As with all bullies, when confronted he is eventually forced to back down but only at the cost of much unpleasantness.


    In any event, mea culpa. I am deeply saddened to have been caught so badly off guard and next time will suggest getting the due agents of law enforcement involved.


    The correct course of action is to call for help from people whose job it is to deal with such matters and who do not get emotionally involved, since they have no personal knowledge of or attachment to the parties.
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    Hard as they are to describe, if I had to use one word to paint a picture of a mystical experience, unity would do the job very nicely.


    The neuroscientists would write the experience off and explain it away in terms of tedious chemical reactions and the like, but those who have had such experiences are unlikely to care.


    The mystical experience is said to be impossible to describe. Perhaps I just have a way with words, but in any event I beg to differ.


    Our garden seems a rather good spot to have such an experience: flowers and scents mix with birdsong and peaceful rural calm.  All seems peculiarly well with the world at such times.


    The pointless world of human futility disappears and you feel an absorption in a whole. If you question what that whole consists of, you may come to the conclusion that it really does not matter very much. I would not care to draw any great metaphysical conclusions for the experience, but it just seems to put “ordinary” life into perspective for a while. A more kindly perspective I might add, a more understanding one.


    In my case at least those things I find glorious become even more so.  The simple things. Beauty, musical harmony, nature.  The things I find distasteful and pointless do not irritate me so much after such an experience.


    Black lives do matter. All life does. But I do not feel inclined to burn, pillage or destroy to show that I care.


    Politics, business and the economy are largely pointless distractions in the scheme of things, but a mystical journey perhaps makes one more tolerant of all that nonsense. More inclined to let it pass with a shrug and a wry smile.  It will ever be thus and, for me at least, it is by far better to quietly ignore humanity, than to work myself up in an indignant and self righteous froth about it.


    I have written often about the Pig, the Salesman, the Man in the White Porsche . Only a month ago I gave into anger against a thick and ill educated school-ground thug who had threatened my sister.  I seem to recall describing his behavior to his face in terms that our Anglo-Saxon forbears would recognize only too well.


    I do not regret my words, but it was a pity to be so riled by the thug. A mystical experience will not banish such people, but it certainly puts them into perspective as the ridiculous and irrelevant pygmies they are. 


    Absorption in a greater whole is something most people long for. The experience certainly seems beneficial, calming, benevolent. Wherever it comes from, however it arises.


    I suppose each person’s experience differs. I have no doubt that for some such an experience is slanted towards their own system of belief if they have any. I imagine that some would believe they have seen the face of their god, but in my own case the traditional biblical concept of a god is far removed from what I experience and I veer more towards the eastern concepts of what is “out there”. Or not, as the case may be.


    I come with no great message, no tablets of stone. I shall write no great books nor shall I seek to convert the “heathen”.  I have heard no voices, met with no departed souls. I have not traveled to parallel universes, nor, unlike the Venerable Bead, have I had visions of heaven or hell. 


    I just seemed to become one with what is. That was quite enough to keep me quiet for a bit.


    Incidentally, the courtyard above is at San Pietro di Castello in Venice. Beauty indeed; get me back there once the Black Death has passed.
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    If you are tempted to envy the wealth, power and influence once wielded by this famous Florentine dynasty, consider what it took to achieve and maintain it.


    I highly recommend watching the series currently available on Netflix if you want to learn how not to live your life. While none of the violence is particularly graphic, I have nonetheless found myself sleeping badly.


    The bank is endlessly on the edge of collapse following some crisis or another. No change there then: think Barings and Lehman.


    The family is under constant physical threat from their banking and political rivals. The Medicis are not averse to lashing out themselves.


    Life seems to be constant strife and fear which must, you would have thought, tarnish all that beauty around them.


    What use are statues by Donatello or paintings by Botticelli and Michaelangelo if you live in fear of  a dagger in your back round the darker alleys of Florence or Venice.


    Intrigue and  violence and a constant battle to stay top dog can’t be much fun. Nor can it have been greatly amusing to find yourself married off to some ugly old tart for the good of the bank or the family.


    But it’s all good fun, and, I am reliably informed, reasonably accurate.


    If you find yourself less than enthralled by the behaviour of these ancient magnates you will at least gasp at the Renaissance beauty their wealth commissioned.


    Stunning palaces and works of art, churches, libraries, all the fun of the fair. How very ironic that such beauty should arise from such venality but then it has always been so.


    Bestial Popes, venal Cardinals and such beautiful, ethereal music and architecture. How do they go hand in hand? More kiddy fiddling than god fearing I suspect. I will never be able to reconcile such bizarre contradictions.


    Are we that much better off today? Does great beauty and art still have to rely on sordid business and corruption?


    I don’t think as a species we have changed much over the 500 years since the Medicis first ruled Florence. In essence it’s still a smash and grab show.


    These days I don’t really give a toss. Although I wish the world were otherwise. 


    But the series has really captivated me. I am forced into a sneaky and grudging admiration for those ghastly rogues and can’t wait to go back to Italy once the Black Death has retreated.


    A month in Tuscany beckons. 


    My only visit to Florence has thus far been to its railway station and I have no pictures to hand.  You will have to content yourselves with the above photograph of one of England’s finest remaining Norman churches. It is to be found in a tiny village called Barfreston, a few miles from where we live.


    I wonder whether it was built with dirty money? The Normans were a horrible bunch too.
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    What does achievement mean? What have you achieved and by what standards will you be judged?


    Will you be found wanting and if so should you care?


    These thoughts came to me as I wandered the lanes and fields today, pondering such future as may be left to me.


    I suppose at the back of my mind was the bewilderment I felt after watching The Medici.


    I wondered what it must be like to be a modern day equivalent, a mover and shaker on 21st Century Earth. A Rain Maker at the hub of some bewilderingly complex wheel of modern commerce.


    Or some meglamaniac, corrupt politician, clinging to power and repelling all boarders.


    I thought about what sort of person I would like to have been, in an ideal world of my own choosing.  What would I have liked to have done with my life? What would I like to have achieved?


    I proceeded to write a long post, sitting in the garden and then I realised what negative and destructive nonsense I had written.


    So I just sat and thought about it for a bit. Meditated, if you like. Chewed the cud. Got my thoughts in order.


    I pottered into the kitchen and attempted to clear up the usual awful mess left by my wife after an afternoon of bread making and brewing jams. She is an excellent cook and homemaker but never seems very determined when it comes to the cleaning up part. Well, of a messy kitchen anyway.


    I had written about non achievement, I suddenly realised. I had written a long list of complaints about every aspect of my career and so, secretly, somewhere I obviously felt myself to be found wanting by the Medici.


    So with my hands buried in a dish of soapy water, I shuffled about my allotted tasks and suddenly the lights came on!


    Eureka! Stuff the Medicis and their modern counterparts. I suddenly realised what achievement meant. To me.


    Achievement is to be at peace with yourself. Achievement is not to have regrets. Achievement is to accept your life and to avoid comparing yourself to anybody or anything else.


    It is to have achieved some measure of happiness, to have done no harm to those around you. To have done a little good if possible.


    It is not about fame or wealth. It is not about discovering at the age of 64 that chicken is “finger licking good” like Colonel Sanders did. It is not about marketing the Boneless Banquet to a grateful world.


    Suddenly the world became brighter. The sun peered through the metaphorical clouds, all became clear.


    An epiphany indeed. Apart from trying to be nice to people (tough task), I shall fill my life with feeling good. About myself, the world and everyone in it. 


    I shall go to Tuscany. I shall learn the piano properly. I shall drink in everything I love while minding my own business and ignoring the rest of the world as far as I am able.


    I shall be at peace with myself.


    And enjoy Modigliani while I am still able.
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    We overlook everyday beauty, dogged as we so often are by anxiety about the future.  Here is how Mathew Arnold puts it.


    

      IS it so small a thing
To have enjoy’d the sun,
To have lived light in the spring,
To have loved, to have thought, to have done;
To have advanced true friends, and beat down baffling foes;


      That we must feign a bliss
Of doubtful future date,
And while we dream on this
Lose all our present state,
And relegate to worlds yet distant our repose?


      Not much, I know, you prize
What pleasures may be had,
Who look on life with eyes
Estranged, like mine, and sad:
And yet the village churl feels the truth more than you;


      Who ‘s loth to leave this life
Which to him little yields:
His hard-task’d sunburnt wife,
His often-labour’d fields;
The boors with whom he talk’d, the country spots he knew.


      But thou, because thou hear’st
Men scoff at Heaven and Fate;
Because the gods thou fear’st
Fail to make blest thy state,
Tremblest, and wilt not dare to trust the joys there are.


      I say, Fear not! life still
Leaves human effort scope.
But, since life teems with ill,
Nurse no extravagant hope.
Because thou must not dream, thou need’st not then despair.


    


    Mathew Arnold was an English poet and an inspector of schools in 19th Century England. The son of Thomas Arnold, renowned headmaster of Rugby school.  A bright cove, he was educated at Winchester and then Balliol College Oxford.


    Did he embody the principles he so eloquently describes in his poetry or was his a life of drudgery, disappointment and pain?


    Arnold was, it seems, a good man. A lifelong Liberal and supporter of Gladstone – the only politician for whom I have ever had much time. He criticized “the great Philistine middle-class, the master force in our politics.” And how right he was; dumb materialism, the pursuit of wealth, the desecration of a once green and pleasant land by the ugly stain of greed and industry.


    These Philistines were “humdrum people, slaves to routine, enemies to light”.  And still they are.


    As to religion, he veered in a very modern direction. Talking of Salvation by Jesus Christ, he commented:


    

       “Never let us deny to this story power and pathos, or treat with hostility ideas which have entered so deep into the life of Christendom. But the story is not true; it never really happened”.


      “The personages of the Christian heaven and their conversations are no more matter of fact than the personages of the Greek Olympus and their conversations.” 


    


    Arnold was captivated by the beauty surrounding religious belief, whilst deeming it a man made fable, invented to soothe man’s troubles in a random and fearful universe.


     Arnold’s dramatic poem Empedocles on Etna (from which the above extract was taken) concerns events leading up to the supposed suicide of Empedocles, the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher.  It is said he cast himself into the flames of Mount Etna.


    Clearly Empedocles is imputed with something of the poet’s own disillusionment with the world:


    

      He is too scornful, too high-wrought, too bitter.
‘Tis not the times, ’tis not the sophists vex him;
There is some root of suffering in himself,
Some secret and unfollowed vein of woe,
Which makes the time look black and sad to him


    


    As so often there is a stark contrast between the ideal that we seek and the inner discontent we suffer. Clearly like all of us, the poet seeks happiness and fulfillment and in the brighter lines of the poem he seems to have found a route to satisfy those wishes. We should enjoy the sun, we should revel in the beauty around us. We should live for the moment, we should not pin our hopes as the religious do on the fable of a blessed state to come.


    We should not “feign a bliss Of doubtful future date“.  We should live in the now and not mortgage ourselves to some promised and doubtful future.


    And what of the historical Empedocles? He lived 2,500 years ago in Sicily, we are told.  Apparently he sought release from the wheel of re-birth by purification and abstinence. Not a happy soul then? Or was he? Perhaps he achieved the bliss he so clearly sought. 


    Whether we speak of Arnold or Empedocles, it seems clear that both looked for what so many of us have sought in the hundreds of thousands of years of human consciousness. Happiness, peace, release from fear and uncertainty.  Purpose and meaning.


    In a sense if you feel compelled to write about such a quest (whether in verse in 19th Century England or in prose on a 21st Century website) then you are not quite there. 


    And yet we are told there are means by which we may climb off the wheel of re-incarnation. Techniques by which we may return to union with the whole, to be re-absorbed by the divine. 


    I find myself in the shoes of Sisyphus at a later and more satisfactory juncture in his tale. I have pushed the rock to the top of the hill for the last time and have dismissed the false gods who condemned me to such absurdity.


    I have kicked the rock of Sisyphus into the abyss and have walked off to enjoy the sun and to live lite in the spring. 


    I wonder if Arnold ever achieved this?
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    The happiest mind may be the empty mind. The mind of pure experience. Empty of thought but full of  life itself.


    Perhaps an oak tree has such a mind, growing in silent nature in a forest far away from man. Perhaps the bird has it, circling with its wings above the forest.


    Man does not have an empty mind but he should seek one if he desires freedom and contentment.  The mind of a happy child becomes sullied, trammeled with course habit as he enters an adult world where the mind becomes a tool to survive at all costs.


    The work of an adult seeking peace is to regain the purity of childhood, but better it by discarding the baser emotions which even a child must own to.


    The intellect does not give peace. Not unless it is largely used in the search for tranquility rather than the pursuit of possessions and status. The work of a scientist may well give insight into why base elements gave rise to our world and ourselves. A philosopher may ponder matters which science can not yet reach.


    And yet it is doubtful that such intellect can ever provide the thinker with unity with the world around him or a sense that all is well. With him or the world.  To the contrary,  he may see himself as separate and superior.


    How much less can the business man enjoy peace when his sole aim is competition. Not co-operation, but competition. To defeat his competitors. What a joyless goal. As with the politician, who in most cases  seeks power and aggrandizement not peace for all and the common good.


    Consciousness is a great gift, some say, and yet used badly it can only be a cause of great suffering.


    If consciousness can be said to equate to the self then its absence is a greater joy than its presence. As so many have noted through the millennia, the ego is endlessly restive, endlessly acquisitive. Looking to the past with regret, worrying about the future.


    A man who recognizes the truth of this must seek for a way to navigate his life using his mind to achieve better balance with the universe, and  integration rather than separation.


    Words that are spoken and give pain are words which should not have been uttered. It is better that thoughts  remain unthought than that they lead to a life of unhappiness.


    In practical terms such realisations, if taken seriously, will lead inevitably to some measure of withdrawal from the world which most humans inhabit.


    The path of unthought leads away from factories and offices. Away from airports and motorways. From pollution and commuting. From pointless consumerism and the shackles of the mortgage and the credit card. 


    How can humanity survive by inaction and unthought? How can man better himself by retaining an empty mind?


    It is a matter of degree and attitude. It is a matter of direction and intent.


    An empty mind need not always be devoid of thought but such thought should not be heavy with acquisitive intent.  Such thought should focus on the beauty and sanctity of life. How to preserve our planet and our universe. How to provide for our modest needs without causing suffering, misery and despoilation.


    Such thoughts are likely to bring peace and calm purpose to the mind.  A far cry from the usual reward of unfulfilled and insatiable desire.


    How such a mode of life may be practiced in the 21st century is probably not that much more of a conundrum than it would have been in any other era.


    The urban jungle is not so very different from any setting in man’s history. The same problems have always been there. The same problems remain.


    The provision of food and shelter, the need for survival.


    Not easy tasks for the man determined to banish thought. And yet harmful thought can be minimised and much thought switched off completely.


    On a personal basis it is open to us to opt for a quieter life. 


    There are those who say that silence is to be found in among great confusion and noise. That it is mind over matter. Maybe so and all the better for that. All the easier for a man who can retain his soul in the midst of the chaos of modern life.


    However it is to be achieved, the man who can leave most matters unspoken, unwritten and unthought is likely to sail on calm waters. 


    The answer must surely be to practice emptiness wherever and whenever we can. And to switch on our powers of thought only when strictly necessary to provide ourselves with what we need to survive.


    To restrict ourselves to producing only what is essential and not what we think we want.  To forget about keeping up with our neighbor. To ditch snobbery and recognize that while we may appear better off in some fashion than our neighbor, the reality is that we are the same set of elements from the periodic table.


    To understand that if we ditched all pretension and wasteful consumerism, if we and lived a quieter and simpler life we would make a better world.


    It can only be achieved person by person. If ever.


    But the rewards to the individual are substantial even if society at large continues in its well trodden path.
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    Lost is often a good thing. Thought may not be so good. You can choose how to lose yourself and into what you wish to become immersed.


    Choose wisely and the result will be happiness. Choose without wisdom and the result will be misery.


    There are many different types of thought and you are better to switch most of them off any time you can. Unthought, you might say, is usually better for the soul than thought. 


    The most damaging type of thinking is worry. Fearful speculation as to your future. Guilt and regret about your past. The destructive, repetitive patterns become automatic, deeply embedded. Therein lies the route to mental illness and depression.


    The most life affirming thought process is passive awareness. Drifting lost in life, drinking in the silence and wind and natural beauty. Does this even count as thought? Possibly not but it does require some mental effort to enter and remain in that state.


    Another important category of thought is that mental exertion necessary to provide you with the day to day means of survival. Work thought, one might call it. It can not be avoided but it can at least be rendered less harmful. Or more positive. 


    Work thought for many can be a mental hell, torture of the worst kind. Largely because work for most people involves thinking thoughts and undertaking tasks they find boring, distasteful or abhorrent.


    Work thought is usually made much worse by the sort of activities which it entails and the people you need to work with. Or, worse, much worse, work for.


    Work should be pleasure (can be a pleasure) but for most it is a grind at best or a very hell at worst.


    The young need to prepare for work by knowing themselves and understanding what type of life will bring them fulfilment as well as basic needs.


    If the young ignore their soul they are unlikely to be happy adults. Some, perhaps, will get genuine satisfaction out of commerce. If they approach commercial life honestly and without greed, then there is no harm in that.


    Where would we be without the village butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker? Not that butchery is a palatable occupation these days; nor ever was.


    The problem of course is that even such simple traditional occupations have now become all but impossible to pursue as an individual. Eaten up as society is by chains and big business. Who wants to end up on the factory floor or, worse perhaps, the office.  It is one thing to be a jolly village baker, quite another to be swallowed up into the belly of some leviathan churning out loaves by the million in glowering industrial gloom. 


    So if you want good work thoughts, which will enhance your life rather than lead you down the path of black depression and futility, you need to choose your occupation very carefully.


    Some, like the Stylites, will find fulfillment sitting on a pillar of stone in the desert. Living perhaps on bugs and rodents and rainwater. A perfectly valid choice.


    Some may find satisfaction in academia. Others may actually enjoy life in a competitive investment bank where greed is good and the wolf rules the Street. 


    Although that is hard to believe.


    But lost in good thoughts, lost in reverie, barely aware of anything but the silence and the wind in your face. That is the right kind of lost. And the right kind of thinking. For those who seek true happiness anyway. 


    That is where you should spend most of your time. Hearing the crashing of waves on the deserted sea shore, being aware of the shrill cry of the gulls.


    Being engulfed in the scent of the flowers in the fields around you, with thought (if it exists at all at such times) restricted to finding your path and keeping yourself upright.


    Wherever and whenever possible, anneal your mind. Heat it up and let it settle in new and better ways. Shake the snow globe and let the fresh, new, beautiful white water crystals cover and heal the rigid patterns which develop as our mind seeks to automate and deaden our lives.


    Meditation is the key. To put your mind into such a state that the old lines of thought melt away and life can be started from a new beginning each day. To churn up your mind and to allow it to reset itself in new and healthier patterns. To lose dull work thoughts and damaging obsession. To let go, to fly, to swim, to soar and preferably never to land.


    Or if you have to land then to do so as a fledgling, a child. A being not weighed down with useless prejudice, habit and stultifying routine. A reborn adult who has  replaced damaged, rigid thinking with new paths. New joy and hope. Clear spring water in place of industrial sludge. Optimism and novelty. Newness, not decay. 


    It can be done and for some of us this becomes our life’s work. Or at least, the most important part of our lives. 
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    Imagine a  resource based economy, where we revere nature and make our planet a shared possession rather than one dominated by crooked politicians and greedy capitalists.


    Colin Turner of the Free World Charter advocates such a world, as did Jacque Fresco of the Venus Project.


    Imagine a utopia where there are no starving millions living on less that a dollar a day, no poverty, no curable disease left uncured. Where the miracle of technology is used to heal and nurture the planet and its ecology, rather than destroy it. 


    Where people live to co-operate and care for each other, rather than compete and destroy. Where capitalism is replaced by sharing and kindness.  Where love of the world and everything in it becomes our dominant motive. Where the ego is relinquished in favor of reality and we stop working for our own destructive self interest.


    Does a dream of such beauty always have to turn into dystopian nightmare and should we let that fear stop us from pursuing a better society?


    Does the attempt to turn our lives into something dreamt of by Jesus of Nazareth and countless other visionaries have to be abandoned, just because in the past it has lead to the tyranny of the monolithic medieval Catholic Church or the horrors of the Gulag?


    Should we give up our longing for a better world just because we have failed to achieve it in the past? Or should we aim to reform ourselves and  try and try again until we achieve the heaven on earth we all at heart long for?


    Gerard Manly Hopkins expressed the eternal human desire for a better place as follows:


    

      I have desired to go
Where springs not fail,
To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail,
And a few lilies blow.


      And I have asked to be
Where no storms come,
Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,
And out of the swing of the sea.


    


     If we stop dreaming beautiful dreams we waste the gift of consciousness.
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    They do things differently there. Or do they? Man’s real fear is of the unknowable future.


    I was sitting in a quiet Wimbledon garden chatting to my two lovely nieces. One is an undergraduate studying classics at Oxford and the other hopes to go to Durham shortly to read English. Bright, wonderful little sparks of life they do not possess an ounce of malice between them and in their quiet company I can often feel at peace with the world


    We were discussing Roman literature and suddenly the glorious security and certainty of reading Cicero, Livy or Pliny struck me forcibly. 


    Whatever we say about re-interpreting the past, it is difficult to deny the veracity of the written word. Fools and knaves may deny the holocaust but it would take a bigger fool indeed to look at the works of a classical author, copied faithfully throughout the centuries, and claim he did not write them.


    Thus, whatever re-interpretation pushy academics may place upon the words of a classical author, it is reasonably certain that many of these works remain as written. It remains the case as it has done for the past two thousand years.


    There is thus a security in reading such works. This happened, that happened. This is how this author felt about his world, his life. His writing is a fly in amber, a fossil record, a tablet written in stone. Immutable.


    Einstein may have posited time to be non existent; that past, present and future do not flow. But it is not so for we mere mortals. If the future is knowable, we do not know it.


    How we long for gnosis, for revelation. How many questions there are for which we have eternally sought answers. How consistent and poignant our search for meaning in a capricious universe. How numerous the grand theories of reality we have invented to comfort ourselves.  The gods, the voids, the nirvanas.


    Do we find comfort in such things? Perhaps we do; the mystic would certainly claim so. Some of us are lucky enough to have had glimpses through the doors of perception; or at least to believe so.


    We look for certainty in the past and can find great comfort in its famliliar and sometimes warm embrace. The very stones of Oxford itself breathe a kind of warmth, a blanket of security and beauty. There was I too, many years ago, reading history in those ancient hallowed halls. Walking those  paths where scholars have walked for nigh on a thousand years.


    Feeling continuity, peace, a sense that all is well.


    Do I seek the same thing in my beloved country churches? A sense that even if the future is unknowable, I can at least wrap myself in the familiar clothing of Norman arches and ancient stained glass windows.


    Far from being a foreign country, I would argue to my nieces that the past is a present comfort to us. That we can derive joy and meaning from our living history and use it to help us see our place in our vast and ever changing universe.


    Not so that we become ossified, not so that we find ourselves fossilised in these ancient writings and stones. But so that we can congratulate ourselves on some of our better achievements, our greater glories. So that we can more clearly see our past mistakes and look to a brighter if unknowable future. Where there we may indeed hope to do things differently. 
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    I felt it as soon as I sat down, the presence. Or was it a smell, a feeling, a sound of silence.


    In that ancient, musty, old church there was solace. In the smell of ancient books of prayer dedicated to an antique deity, in the cool damp of carved stone set to bare earth, there was another world. And, it seemed, a better one.


    Could I hear a reedy chant in ancient Latin or early English? Did I see flickering candles lighting well used books of hours?


    Was I there, in some other time and place, singing with those men of far off belief. I think I was. And I know I wanted to be. 


    It seemed then, as it has so often felt to me over many difficult decades, that we miss something in life if we fail to heed such presence. Whatever, whenever, wherever or indeed if that presence may be.


    Is it god, the universe or merely some reflection of one’s own complex mind. Which of itself may be a mere scion of another and more complex structure.


    Or does it matter. Do we need to ask, to question or does it suffice to follow that presence and lose oneself in something greater.


     And afterwards in the woodlands and fields of this old county, that presence followed me. Gently insisted I listen to the rustle of the wind and the creeking of the trees. 


    Made it known that its voice could be found in silence, far from the thunder and violent aesthetics of modern man. Far from the roar of the jets of war, far from the polemic of anger and greed and self. 


    Can I dwell in that place of quiet voices and meditative peace for the rest of time. Can I seek out that presence and stay with it, whatever it may be. I think that I can.  I know that I wish to.


    Can I leave behind anger and greed and merge with the infinite when I hear it calling. I hope so.


    An odd time of late and some curious experiences, deep in the trance of meditation.


    A Norse woman intruding into my thoughts, and then the odd sensation that it was myself in another time and place.


    A former incarnation it seemed. I am not, apparently, the single being I thought I was these past years. 


    A sense of loss of self but connection to something greater. Peace, calm, beauty, meaning. What meaning? I can not say, I am none too sure, but more than its lack felt in a waking world so often bereft of any apparent purpose. 


    Can I tell you the meaning of the universe? That I have discovered the eternal, whether within or without. I don’t think I can.


    What I can say is that there seems to be more than is customarily apparent to our waking selves in normal states of consciousness. 


    I am living in a bubble of great beauty in an otherwise ugly and war torn world. I hope to remain there and wish others could too.
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    While I am mesmerized by the beauty of nature and the past, naive Luddism is not a philosophy to be espoused or admired.


    A spirit seems to inhabit my world, it is true. I hear its call most clearly in the silence of quiet contemplation, far from the brashness of modernity. Far from concrete, distanced from a world in which acquisition is all, removed from a society ruled by the market and Margaret Thatcher’s hungry ghost.


    Does that mean that I despise modernity? That I seek a return to the ideal of a noble savage of innate goodness, unsullied by the corrupting influences of civilization?


    It does not. Of my many faults, rank ignorance and foolish daydreaming are not writ large.  


    I may long for a life of remote beauty untroubled by modernity and the motor car, but I am in no doubt of the need for the dentist and the doctor when dis-ease comes knocking at my door.  


    Does modernity and progress by necessity go hand in hand with ugliness and the destruction of all that is beautiful and sacred? Is a market economy, where only the fittest survive, the only secure route to technological advance?  I think not.


    My concept of god, spirit, nirvana may be more of a mindset, than a place I can reach by boat across the Styx, or through a life dedicated to the service of religion. 


    I hope that godhead may be our future, but not in the form of dead handed dogma from the past. But I believe that such a future may, should, encompass all that is good from our past. Our dreaming spires, our great works of art and music, our philosophy, our humanity. Modernity should encourage and preserve what we have got right, while encouraging us to leave behind what we have got so badly wrong. 


    That I am a mystic will not have been lost on those who have followed my pages. What may be less clear is that my mysticism espouses the future while worshiping the best in our past.


    Where does modernity meet mysticism? Or rather where would I like to see the two combine. In the Omega Point of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  Developed further by thinkers such as the physicists David Deutsch and Frank Tipler. 


    Many will consider such views to be nonsensical pseudoscience. Many will despise equally the technological singularity of futurists such as Ray Kurtzweil.


    And yet if man can not dream, what chance of a better future? We must dream and we must believe we can achieve perfection.  That we can elevate ourselves, levitate by pulling on our own bootstraps.


    Skepticism appears to this non-scientist to be short sighted and unhelpful.  Those with their noses too close to the coal face of scientific endeavor may not be in the right position to see the wider implications of the progress they are helping to achieve.  Perhaps that is where philosophy must play its part.


    Asked if sentience is innate to the universe, I would have to respond that I do not know.  Asked if consciousness is a mere by product of materialism I would respond that I hope not.  Asked if we have a soul, however that may have emerged, I would answer that I hope so. 


    And if we have no soul? What should we make of a world where our very awareness is some cosmic and unforeseen accident?


    If we are a by-product of random algorithm, we should rejoice that such an accident has come to pass and we should seek to transcend blind chance. If an Omega Point has not been pre-ordained by a deity of old, then all the more reason to make it our goal.


    To transcend the animal and the primordial soup from which we came and to seek to become gods. To create divinity, if none exists. Not Olympian gods though, not fearsome gods of wrath wielding hammers in the halls of Valhalla. 


    We must become gods of peace and hope, decency and good nature.


    Guided by the still, small voice we hear within, we must use our gifts to eradicate the pain, poverty and misery with which uncaring evolution has burdened us. If there is a god, then perhaps, as de Chardin believed, we are destined to meet up with him on his own plane. 
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    While there may be no god and no objective morality, we may act as if there were. Some of us find that we must.


    Do I deny reality if I dream of a better world? Or, by contrast, do I create a better reality by dreaming of one.  We are creators.  However we arose, and whatever horrible sump we emerged from, we are a miracle. No less.  However brutal and vile our past, our future can be different.  If that is our desire. If we dream such a beautiful place into existence. We have that power.


    My job is to dream and to write about my dreams. In my meditation, I may not solve the mystery of dark energy, nor plumb the singularity at the center of a black hole. And yet somehow I often feel a quiet comfort and certainty about reality.  A conviction that perfection exists and is within our reach. That eternal  peace, happiness and joy are somewhere not so very distant.


    Do I dream of a technological singularity? A world where the infinite resources of a boundless universe create plenty for all.  Where we merge our minds with those greater by far than our own. A world where the miraculous is commonplace and yet we never tire of the excitement and awe of the infinite.


    Yes, I believe that I do so dream, and that I am right so to dream.


    There are those who will say that such a supposed utopia will be dominated by the rapacious and villainous, but our dreams may make it otherwise. We have minds and we will create even better ones. We need not retread our brutal evolutionary path if we decide that it should not be so.


    I like to drift in a twilight zone where I see dryads and talking naiads.  Where a god, or something very like one, calls and tells me all is beauty and ugliness can be banished.  Where children visit magical lands. Where moral absolutes are real and where good always triumphs over bad. Where cruelty is ended and a warm sun always shines. Where tyrants are toppled and hunger and disease are ended.


    Will you tell me that I am wrong to dream such a dream? My mind is my reality and I choose, increasingly, to live in such a place. Where I hear the cry of a red kite circling above on the fresh breeze, and see a land unsullied by crude tarmac and the internal combustion engine.  Where I hear plainsong rising from an ancient abbey by the sea and feel the peace of the monk’s herb garden as they pad around in their simple garb.


    Perhaps in some distant future we will be able to re-create such places.  Places which retain the beauties of the past but with the comforts of an infinitely advanced future. Where medicines and the comforts of modern living do not have to entail tower blocks and diesel fumes. Tyrants and torturers. Crooked politics and self interested business.


    And if I were young would I join the search for the infinite mind? Where some see terror in artificial intelligence, I see the prospect of ecstasy and the eternal. If there is no god, why not become one. It does not seem so far fetched.


    Alas no. Were I twenty years old I would probably become a contemplative. I would earn my daily bread as a postman in the Scottish islands perhaps, but set my mind free to wander.  Or roam as a warden in some remote reserve, with only nature and simplicity as my companions.  Or perhaps just live in a simple caravan somewhere remote and live on thin air and the cry of gulls over the sea.


    Or do I belie a streak of ambition? Were I young again would I make amends for the follies of my past and search the far side of Big Bang. Or, more likely, look for the means to allow man to live in gradients of bliss. Yes, I think the latter.


    Too late alas. The time to do is long past. I will content myself with my dreams and hope in some small way that my thoughts may find purchase in other minds and contribute to the search for omega.
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    Last night was a night of my soul, but not a dark one. 


    I am aware where true happiness lies and nowhere was that more evident than in the middle of a starlit, cool summer night dreaming in my garden. 


    I had commented to a friend during the day that my version of life was best summed up by Mathew 6:25-34 in sharp contradistinction to a summary I had read of a book called “Moonshots: Creating a World of Abundance”.


    According to that book, it seems that a better world requires that I get up at 4 am every morning, become an “entrepreneur” and run something called a “for profit”. 


    Instead I lay in the dark and gave thanks that I was as far removed from such a dystopian nightmare as it is possible to get.


    It had been a day of intense heat, such as I am not used to and have come to dread. 33% in the shade – nothing for Madrid or Texas no doubt, but enough to induce in me a sense of panic and claustrophobia.  Enough to send me off to the beach and take a very unaccustomed John the Baptist. 


    By evening a coolness had spread, and the middle of the night found me sleeping in the garden. Dozing perhaps, dreaming certainly, meditating. 


    A sense of calm and gnosis crept over me. I heard a gentle murmuring all around me; I heard night sounds of animals I might have recognized by day, but whose voices were until then a mysterious closed book to me.


    The over riding emotion was oneness. I wondered at one stage whether my mind was disintegrating along with my no longer young body. Perhaps my end was coming or was it my beginning? Regardless, it was neither harrowing nor joyous, just intensely peaceful. An overwhelming acceptance of what is. A strong grasp of the infinity all around me and the certain knowledge that all was somehow well, dissolved as I felt in the universal. 


    More properly speaking I was at the foothills of disintegration but such absorption was felt to be a progress, and achievement of some sort and not an ending. 


    Above all I was where I should be, where I belonged. I was nature, I was that vastness above. I was that haunting animal cry, I was the coolness of the night and its starry blackness. 


    There is yin and there is yang, it is said. There is no beauty without ugliness, no goodness without sin. Is that true I wonder? And if so can the whole come to be seen as beautiful anyway?


    I think maybe the latter. Perhaps it is a question of acceptance, of letting go. And yet if you are yin I do not think you can survive in a world of yang. Not unless you have managed to transcend the physical and become pure spirit. 


    Where once I was prepared to try out the world portrayed in that book, to imagine that “for profit” and “entrepreneurship” was the way to go, that was all yang to my yin. 


    Even as a small child, at heart I realized my yingness but for so much of my life pretended I was yang. Instead of “for profit” my reality was the lilly. Instead of entrepreneurship, my soul was in truth a bird which did not wish to gather in barns.  I did not wish to sew nor to reap.


    Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin.


    And thus in the middle of last night, in the cool and under the canopy of the stars I felt myself; as I am.  I looked to the night sky and felt I am that. I heard the night owl cry and that too was me. The quiet susurration of distant waves, the gentle rustle of leaves and branches in a cool night wind. That too was me; I was that.


    Do I wax too poetical, do I lose my meaning in a sea of fantasy. No, I think not. I was a part of reality last night and content to exist or not. If there was yin mixed in with yang, I was not seeing it. Or was I seeing a bigger picture altogether – the glory of yin and yang combined in an unblemished whole. I was bathed in a glorious unity and nothing seemed to matter.  I did not seem to be body or earthbound, transcendence seemed somehow to have happened.


    I do not intend to return.
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    Deep in meditative trance a voice, my own perhaps, told me that I sought a god and had always done so.


    The surprise was that I was surprised. Perhaps it was a sort of “coming out”.  If that voice spoke the truth, and I have little reason to doubt it, then small wonder that a commercial life was an anathema to my soul.


    I sat listening to the rain, pattering somewhere in my consciousness.  There was a door or a barrier somewhere. Perhaps I was the wrong side of the tracks. Just the other side lay the infinite.


    Do I anthropomorphize?  No but I seek communication, communion if you will. At one stage I was in an empty theater, a Shakespearean image if ever there was one.


    

      All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;



    


    Was the god I sought the director of such theater I wondered? I thought perhaps he might be. Was there anyone there in that emptiness? Who had built, designed and ran that theater.  The answer was always on the tip of my tongue.  Like a half forgotten memory, which needed just a little prodding to be brought back into the camera of my mind.


    Are we a simulation perhaps, are we the men in Plato’s cave. All seemed possible. God was never quite found, or was he?


    “Are we what you are seeking?” I seemed to hear.  Yes, you will do I replied. Talk to me, show yourselves.


    Were those voices the Omega Point? I rather fancied they were. You see, a technological god will do me just fine. 


    Anything omniscient, wise, beneficent. Omnipotent would be quite handy too. Something vastly bigger that what we normally perceive in our messed up world of concretized struggle.


    Is my god that of Abraham or Mohamed? The question seemed irrelevant. Was I god I wondered, or, more properly put, was I an offshoot of some universal consciousness of which we are all a part.


    The joy of meditation is the freedom from convention and thought. I feel, therefor I am. To misquote Descartes.


    Out of meditation I still listen for those voices. In the wind, in quiet incantations in a temple, in silence and the panoply of a starry night. 


    But I am an eclectic sort of fellow and can see beauty everywhere, even in the little maths I am able to grasp. In the wonder of fractals seen in the design of a tree, its roots and leaves. In the bang which we are told kicked us all off and in the whimper they say is our ending.


    Were I young again and could choose a different path, it might have been that of the physicist. There is a stark, ethereal beauty there too, a search for meaning of not such a different order.


    If there is a god, he hides in the cracks, in letters written in lemon juice between the lines on a page. Perhaps the physicist will discover him silently existing at the center of an ultimate singularity, or wrapped in some exotic field of yet unthought of energy.  In a dimension we do not yet know of.  A life form divorced from what we conceive of as the physical universe.


    Many a physicalist will sneer these days at a such a search. Materialism is the fashion and the universe can only be explained in terms of what it does, not what it means. It was not always thus and there are still physicists who dream with greater ambition, people who are prepared to ask why and not content themselves merely to count and calculate.


    At my age I must remain a mere dreamer; the time for doing seems long gone. But where would we be without such dreams?  The world will not be bettered by science alone. No “for profit” titan will create a heaven for all, merely a glory for one. 


    There is a place still for the hermit, sitting in silence and listening for quiet voices in the gentle winds. There is purpose in listening, even in a world where all seems driven by material ambition.


    There is meaning to be found by looking with serene detachment and contemplating what is and what might yet be.
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    Gene Kelly may have danced; I just sat but with equal pleasure no doubt.


    The place has gone Covid mad but the Club of my youth was always one to chain its members with a bewildering set of rules. 


    Man was born free, said Rouseau, but everywhere he is in chains.


    Never were his words more appropriate and I find myself sitting under a canopy in the pouring rain wondering just where it all went wrong. 


    We forge our own chains, we make our own prison. In our minds and in our damaged world.


    I am privileged in truth to sit in this beautiful, if rule bound, haven in Central London but I long, increasingly, for all manner of freedoms. 


    Perhaps freedom can be found in the depths of our mind but I feel, ever more urgently, a need for a different place. And to some extent I have found it. Yet always hanker for more.


    Greater distance from my fellow man. An absence of noise. The deep peace of profound and remote nature.


    Musing has become my life, meditation my default state, so easily do I slip into a very different frame of mind. Different indeed than that required to survive on this foolishly busy planet.


    Today there is no one here. Today the flight paths are blighting some other part of the capital, and no Leviathan thunders overhead. Today the noises of suburban London and its multitudes are muffled by mist and incessant, healing rain. Perhaps dinosaurs walk up Ludgate hill, as Dickens once mused. 


    How differently have I come to think of late, how content with small things and silent meandering.


    What quiet and deep pleasure I found in the company of my decent and kindly old father in law today. How much I enjoy quiet chats to random strangers who cross my path.  A man from Burma, who had a decade on me, told me the other day of his birth in an Indian refugee camp in the 1940s and his long route to England.


    People are decent, generally speaking, but crowded together like rats in a cage and forced to compete for scarce resources, this brings out a different and less gentle behaviour in us all.


    Where does the answer lie? With quiet old men who dream of a better world or with people who build and do and strive and conquer.


    Damned if I know, damned if I don’t but there has to be some better model where people can have what they need and leave the rest of us in peace.


    What would this old dreamer have? Quiet, beauty, peace, thought and freedom from physical necessity.


    For all. Such a dream ought to be possible in a universe as vast as ours. Room for the wearisome Musks and the Elons. The tedious Trumps and the Neronian  Putins.


    Or do such people need to own and dominate like the hungry ghosts of Buddhist philosophy. Perhaps they do, but they must leave the rest of us out of it. 


    As Greta Garbo once said “I want to be let alone”.
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    My mind drifted this morning, far from the algorithm I was working on. Was I old I wondered or had I simply changed.


    The truth lies probably somewhere in between. I have both aged and changed, but I suspect the latter was the prime influence on my mood this morning. I was sitting in my ivory tower in London, but my heart lay elsewhere. In a garden perhaps.


    If the brain has plasticity then perhaps mine has melted altogether.  I certainly find myself a very different person than I was even some short while ago.


    I enjoy algorithms, derive great pleasure from the little project I am working on together with three pleasant American physicists, but I find I wax ever more lyrical.  I find increasingly that different voices call and I drift into quiet reverie ever more often.


    I was dragged grumpily from my laptop and driven to the suburban outpost of Barnes, some short distance along the river from Fulham, where I have lived off and on for over 30 years. More off than on,  since I was always drawn to faraway places and for some years the Alps beckoned. 


    The Covid Queen (as I call my wife) had called for a visit to her venerable and now ancient parents, and I found myself chatting to my much loved father in law. Leaving my wife to conduct a somewhat circular conversation with my also much loved mother in law. Circular, since sadly age has indeed withered her; my mother in law that is.


    But the old boy remains needle sharp and I have only to prod him in the right direction and away he goes; I drift in and out of focus and intervene here and there, where and when necessary, to keep the show on the road. 


    It was raining and we sat under an awning in the garden, talking through the french doors of their drawing room. Covid Queen has decreed that we must remain outside for their safety, and today soft rain trickled down if not our necks, then somewhere perilously close.


    We talked of terns and how 85% of chicks apparently have micro plastic in their stomachs. I thought of Blake and those dark Satanic mills he hated. What would he have made of the ecological disaster we have become.


    “The time has come,” the Walrus said,
   “To talk of many things:
Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax—
   Of cabbages—and kings—
And why the sea is boiling hot—
   And whether pigs have wings.”


    And so we did, for that is what I have always done with my father in law.  By the time we returned to our own fashionable suburb, I found a deep calm had come over me. I determined to leave the algorithm a while longer and write a bit. Muse.  And seek nature in a lovely 40 acre garden right around the corner.
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    I find myself wondering just how much the historical Jesus billed Lazarus for his resurrection. 


    And what about all that water he turned into wine. Must have made a fortune. As for the Gaderene swine – wonder if he flogged them off for a hog roast.


    You see, I have been considering Woo recently. Not that I’m suggesting JC was a fake – and anyway, how would we know after two thousand years.


    But modern Woo – that really is something that has me scratching my head.  There is one particular American Woo salesman who really takes the biscuit. He wears designer shades with diamante adornment and suspect clothes. He jets all around the world spreading the Word and sells save your soul books by the million. He peddles what one could politely call nonsense and gets handsomely rewarded for leading people in search of the end of the rainbow.


    The only one who ever finds the pot of gold is the sly salesmen himself. Quite what the suckers who buy his produce end up with is something else. Disillusionment and despair perhaps.  At worst, some of them are tipped over into madness and death, when the spiritual riches the wondrous healer promises turn out to be apocryphal.


    It does not escape me that I tend to talk in riddles and poetry myself these days. And metaphor and allegory and symbols.  


    But at least I am not charging you for it. Nor do I wear diamante specs. And I don’t try and look like Gandhi or an Ashram Guru. Or JC for that matter – I never liked Jesus boots anyway.  And the locals would think I was a right odd one if I took to wearing flowing desert robes down Deal at the supermarket.


    I do not promise to unleash your infinite potential for a fiver. I do not offer you aura therapy or undertake to massage your chakras (even supposing I could find them).


    I have not found “peace beyond understanding” (as one asinine salesman claims) and so I am afraid I can’t sell it to you.  Nor do I have the resources to have my picture taken in every exotic location from Ulam Bator to Timbuktu, in each of which I peddle my gospel in return for money.


    But Old Diamente Specs is just one of thousands of purveyors of faery dust and snake oil – admittedly one of the most successful. Financially I mean – I don’t suppose his flock has benefited much from any miracles .


    What I like about my local priest is that he doesn’t always have his hand out, or if he does I feel every comfort that he will be giving it away to the poor. Once the greedy local Bishop has taken his cut. Robin Hood really should do something about the Church hierarchy.


    There are good people out there and you can always tell who they are. There is a wonderful old clergyman round here who gave immense comfort to my fearful father. He beams goodness and joy. He fills my day with light, when I chat to him out of one of my rambles. He makes me feel good about the world. 


    He is not shoving some mumbo jumbo down my throat, and even if he did he would never dream of charging me for it.


    Woo salesmen on the other hand are false friends. All they want is my money.


    At one stage I followed serious and worthy clinical research from some of the world’s finest institutions on the possibility of a cure offered by psychedelics.


    And I believe such cures will come to pass.  Shepherded into medical use by hospitals and doctors.


    And if you wish to jump the gun, perhaps with intelligent application, you may affect your own cure.


    What you should not do is to head to your local Woo salesman who has set up a Mother Mushroom healing church. Or a Sister Ayuhuasca’s Shamanic temple. 


    Social media and the Internet are awash with videos of the hilarious ceremonies offered by such people.  They are mostly crafty westerners who have donned Shamanic robes. They dance around blowing sacred smoke into people’s eyes and fanning them with hocus pocus. Mother Mushroom will heal. Sister Ayuhuasca will speak.  Wooooooo! Many of said money grasping fake Messiahs are interviewed speaking in faux-hushed tones, wearing priestly white.


    There is nothing wrong with ritual and ceremony in the right hands. I’m all for smells and bells and Gregorian chanting. It lifts the soul and can heal the mind.


    What I do not want is “for profit” spirituality. I don’t believe in healing the world for money.  I do not like “entreprenooooooooors” like Diamante Specs. Fake priests.


    Spirituality and good works belong to genuine priests. Whose motives are, well, godly shall we say. Health, healing, the spirit. Salvation, the Way.


    Would you expect to find healing at Mc Donald’s? If not, then why would you buy it from a fake guru whose main interest in you is to empty your wallet?


    Jesus never charged for resurrection. If someone seeks to sell it to you, hopefully you will be wise enough to turn away. 
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    To sit in dappled shade in the late summer sunshine.  To breathe the soft cool wind, to close eyes and let the mind wander where it will. 


    To watch soft white clouds glide overhead. To hear silence, to heed its quiet message.


    At such times, the mind does not seem to snag on the rocks and if it does, a gentle undulation of warm seawater soon nudges it loose.


    A time to be. A time not to do.


    The “real” world seems ever more distant and ever less real. Perhaps true reality is to meld with what is. Not to fight strong physics but to weave and duck and flow with these primal forces.


    To picture a world where flow is honoured and we cease to fight it. A world where we cease to dominate and where our needs are met by bending with that flow and using its power rather than opposing it.


    All seems possible in the clarity of mediation. And much seems pleasantly impossible.


    There is no return once you have crossed that imaginary river. The Styx, the Rubicon, call it what you will.


    Anything other than a life of silent retreat and quiet contemplation becomes, not impossible, but unacceptably difficult to imagine.


    Simple tasks continue to work well. Picking the fruit from heavily laden trees. Washing the dishes.


    Oh – and writing! That seems to work too. Not as a tool, god forbid. Not as a weapon to convince others. Not as a display of wisdom. And certainly not to sell muddled dreams as a cure for anybody’s suffering soul.


    Just as an adjunct to the weft and weave of meditation. Just as a way to record for myself what matters. What matters to me and what, given half a chance, might matter to anyone else who can detach themselves from doing.


    I have long sought and been unclear what I have been seeking. A god perhaps, or at least some higher meaning and force. Or has it been the path which has been so long hidden to me. Yes, perhaps the way was unclear, not the destination.


    If the destination remains far off, the way at least seems better defined now. And, who knows, perhaps it is the path that matters and the destination as illusory as the rainbow’s end.


    If that is the case, then better to accept it and enjoy the journey, in recognition that you are already where you are meant to be.


    Perhaps the journey is all and beginning and end are merely part of its flow. A paradox, a koan through which truth will shine.  Alpha and Omega in the here and now.
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    Sitting in the garden  listening to the rain.


    There may be no more to be said than that. Call it a koan if you will, or a haiku perhaps. But do not be entangled by words or definitions. 


    If you must subscribe to any line of thinking, let it be Eastern. I am Zen. Doing nothing.


    I am the Tao. I am the Hsin Hsin Ming.


    And so are we all, did we but know it. 


    In the quiet, I have seen my origins. I have witnessed my past and my future. In me as in all of us, there are a million, million years of history. 


    In meditation, it is not too fanciful to speak to your long deceased father. Or mother. Or any of the millions of things you have been in the past, or will become in the future.


    I sense a life in the woods, way back in time. I witnessed my consciousness emerge from all those eons of experienced time. And somewhere a monastery, in more modern times. Always a monastery.


    And I saw the way it must end. Or rather, not end. Continue.


    As I sense my father in me, my son, if he cared to think about it, would sense me in him. And his mother.


    A seeker eventually finds. I have found. The truth, the way, reality – call it what you will.


    It is devastatingly simple and of incredible complexity.


    The simple part is to be. To feel the waters and flow of time around you and to go, to drift with the gentle current.


    There is no more to it than that. If you seek contentment and meaning, then accept the river, the flow and do not try to go against the stream.


    If you seek complexity, you will certainly find it, but it will avail you little.


    Complexity is to be found in your body and the millions of working parts which make you what you are.


    Complexity is to be found in the society and economy we have created.


    Let it all pass. It will do so of its own accord in time. All is change, there are no constants. 


    Being, that is all there is to it. Sitting in the garden and listening to the rain.
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    In the end, there will be nothing left to do besides let go.  Equanimity.  Accepting unity, recognizing duality as an imposter. 


    Good and bad, darkness and light, sickness and health. Yin and Yang. Trump and Biden. Imposters, all.


    

      Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert…..Nothing beside remains.


    


    Peace, seeing existence as it is.  Our purpose, to be; for a while. Moments in the sun, others in darkness. In and out, up and down, round and round. Then back to where we came from, dissolution into the elements from which all is made. 


    If we seek meaning, we may invent it for ourselves as man has always done but you will not find it writ in the particles of physics. Or anywhere else. 


    Meaning, if it is to be found at all, is in the beauty and continuity of the eternal cycles of which we are a part. Meaning is the coming together of particles and their eventual dissolution. A universe springs into existence from some primal black hole and great wonders are the result. 


    Stars and galaxies and eventually clumps of matter which are aware of their own existence.  Wondrous indeed.


    And then they go, as do we. Do not cling to life as the wise have said over so many generations, for to do so will lead to disappointment. Accept our ephemeral nature and rejoice in it while we may.


    Wealth and power, land and possessions, happiness and joy. Suffering and pain, poverty and ill health. Kindness and bestiality. Bigotry, ignorance and prejudice. All pass.


    

      “The present life of man upon earth, O King, seems to me in comparison with that time which is unknown to us like the swift flight of a sparrow through the mead-hall where you sit at supper in winter, with your Ealdormen and thanes, while the fire blazes in the midst and the hall is warmed, but the wintry storms of rain or snow are raging abroad. The sparrow, flying in at one door and immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe from the wintry tempest, but after a short space of fair weather, he immediately vanishes out of your sight, passing from winter to winter again. So this life of man appears for a little while, but of what is to follow or what went before we know nothing at all.”


    


    A bleak message for some, to others such reality has a stark attraction. Clinging to the gossamer of human life makes little sense. And yet while we live, we should embrace it. Accept that existence “is” and that it has beauty. Lay no claim to others nor yet to our non existent selves.


    We are. There is little else to be said.


    Following the base desires foisted upon us by evolution may help our selfish genes, but will bring our awareness, our consciousness little joy.


    And so what is reality and what is my part in it? It is an infinity of energy, a bubbling cauldron of primal forces endlessly creating and destroying. 


    Live a while and witness reality for yourself. There is great comfort in seeing the comings and goings for what they are. Drop greed, ambition, violence and live as the lily of the field. 


    And then a beauty and comfort and joy seems to emerge from the unity and chaos of the ten thousand things. 


    Drop pretense and foolish posturing. 


    Despise nothing, accept everything. Serenity will be the result.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2020/10/21/equanimity/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		To be Free

		October 25, 2020

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Release from the shackles of a mind made prison, sought for so many years and yet so recently achieved. 


    The bars of the cage dissolve, as illusory as once they seemed so real.


    Watching a kestrel hover above a marshy field, its every feather vibrant in the wintry sun, quivering in the strong breeze.


    Swooping for its not so lucky prey but that too seems the way of the world.


    A pair of buzzards wheel and shreik above, chased by angry crows.


    A snow white egret lands the other side of the reedy stream, a leggy grey heron languorously swoops above the treetops.


    This is life, this am I too. Part of what is all around me. An animal, a relative (and not so very distant) of all that I see on this and every  other day in the quiet countryside of a little green island.


    Would that I had witnessed this pleasant land a hundred or a thousand years ago.


    Even now there is enough beauty left to mock and ridicule the small conceits and irrelevant concerns of a species which has long lost its way.  Or has it? Perhaps we were never designed to see through the deceptions which bind us.


    How quietly amusing it all seems from a distance. Of what consequence the concerns of man, viewed from a point where eternity stretches to infinity across time and space.


    Rustling leaves, the gentle murmuring of the wind. A trickling brook, the far off roar of the sea.


    Shelter, enough to eat and a medicine man. What else required to live in peace and harmony with a planet still beautiful enough to be worth saving. 


    But if the machinations of the naked ape finally destroy all I see around me, then that too must be. For what point resisting the tide, fighting and struggling unaware billions who look still for unachievable, illusory goals.


    Did they but know it, less is more. Could they but see it, yearning serves only to whet an appetite.


    War and conquest, physical or sublimated through the world of commerce. Dominance, the need to defeat and to rule. To humiliate and subjugate.


    No peace to be found in such unrest. Do their restless souls not see that only quiet will ever satisfy. That all else serves only to foster greater craving, that all such yearning is never sated.


    Is that awakening? The abandonment of more. Bearing witness to the circuitous treadmill and stepping off it.


    Emptying the mind, unlearning the destructive habits of an unwise and poorly led life.


    Who will awaken or wants to. How many will turn their thoughts inward and ask whether they have understood. How few will change their ways.


    Some perhaps. Who knows, one day a trickle may become a stream. One day may greed and violence lose their potency. One day may we realize the purposelessness of lives led in the pursuit of the unachievable.


    In the meantime, does any of it truly matter. Do good and bad exist or are they just a matter of perspective. Accept all and nothing will disappoint.


    But keep out of their way, if you can. Ask them to leave ambition on the doorstep when they come to visit. Ignore the quest for more and shrug at any assumption of superiority.


    Peace may be achieved by remaining small and invisible. Not getting trampled under foot by a thundering herd seeking countries which will never be found.


    Race, colour, creed, gender. What an irrelevance. Class, pomp, snobbery, position. What thin gruel. 


    And so a quiet evening after a day of revelation, if that does not sound too grand.


    Fingers spreading  maladept over a keyboard. A little work on the latest eccentric algorithm which will likely be still born – the latest in a long line of dead pups.


    And Rachmaninov – lost in the glory of his Vespers. Russian liturgy, what solace. 


    Getting there. Or somewhere. Nowhere to go, nothing to do. Released from the shackles of the mind, a modest awakening of sorts perhaps.


    A freedom which has come from letting go. Grasp nothing. 
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    If I am a judge, then at whose appointment? And by what right?


    A fly ensnared in a web’s steel embrace. How should I judge the spider that feeds on its essence. 


    The bird that feeds off the spider;  is it loved by its prey I wonder. What is good, what is bad. Who or what is the arbiter.   And from what perspective.


    Rock worn over eons by wind and rain has a simple consciousness of sorts.  Is it good, the wind. Or bad. And the rain; by whom shall it be judged, that destroyer of rocks. And what will that judgement be.


    The  black hole, slayer of stars and galaxies. Is there any who will judge it, and by what standards.  Good, its behavior, its actions. Or bad; who will say.  What the rules.


    And  the human species. Out of ingredients pillaged from stars, like all else, its focus survival. Driven by evolution, selfish genes. Carbon and some water come to life takes over a rocky planet and devours it. Pushing all else aside, killing to grow and prosper.


    Where in the food chain do we sit. On whom or on what do we prey. Food – a simple transfer of energy. From sun to plants and from thence to animals. Dog eat dog as they say. Sitting on the same food chain as the fly and the spider, we kill to survive and eat. Are we good or bad; who is to judge?


    For the unaware, survival is all. All thoughts, all actions driven by instinctual urges.  It need not be so but few understand in their rush for more. 


    A warlord rapes, pillages and steals. A business man in like fashion bribes and cheats to feed an empire designed to ensure his survival. Are they wrong these people? Bad?


    A monotheist condemns the heathen for his disbelief. Seeks the survival of his meme. Blows down tall towers in great cities.  Kills and maims for a muddled dream.  Good or bad and who is to say?


    Are we judges, should we adjudicate? 


    Our small package of atoms will tomorrow or the next day be dispersed to re-appear in some other guise. Will we side with spider or fly. Should we condemn warlord or business man. The monotheist, the rock, the black hole – judged good or bad.  And on what grounds.


    All may seem to be perspective. Birds and spiders, flies and black holes. Each has a view.  Even the man who blows down tall towers in distant cities.


    Yet the emergence of  higher sentience may have brought new rules.  May have created judges capable of seeing through the thick, impenetrable veil of self interest.


    The abolition of suffering for all sentient species – a new banner for a better age.


    There is hope but enlightenment is the price of entry.  Awakening no less, often preached and yet still so distant. 


    Will we rise to the challenge. Or remain bound by the chains of evolutionary conditioning. Will we make a better world for all, a different universe. Or will the wheel of samsara never be broken.
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    Change, never welcome, always necessary.


    When it comes, frightening, unsettling. Breaking chains of unnoticed habit forged over a long life of doubt.


    Time, it seems, to bid farewell to the dry pastures of financial markets. Can life flourish in fields where self promotion and deception rule. Where success seems inextricably bound to falsehood and brash salesmanship.


    Two decades of writing algorithms and trading them. Twenty long years of battling chaos in a universe where prediction is impossible and where flow is the only rule worth following. 


    What now I wonder. 


    Why would a seeker have wandered the canyons of Wall Street and the crooked allies of a then almost Dickensian London. In those far off days, Marley and Scrooge still had their brass knocker bolted to some ancient oaken door, in a tarnished corner close to the river.


    Apparent security must have been the answer. To say nothing of foolish naivete – stability was nowhere to be found, least of all in the carnivorous banking halls at the heart of the city of mammon. 


    Were they all bad? The scurrying minions and rainmaking bosses. By no means but they offered scant companionship to someone who preferred the marbled pillars of St Paul’s to the polished floors of the counting houses.


    A kind lady from Kangaroo Island was good enough to read my words today. “Call It As it Is” she says. Once the Island of the Dead, where better to contemplate life, death and all stations in between.


    As far removed from the brash and the modern as you would need to go, how often have I thought of a life of solitude in just such a place.


    But peace is an effort of will not some physical realm. As easy or as difficult to achieve in a heaving metropolis as a desert island, if only you know the trick.


    And now? To write more, perhaps. Or better. There is a thought, but to what end. To no end, of course. There are no ends, just as there are no beginnings.


    There is flow, just flow. And the need to go with it. 


    There perhaps is the lesson I never learned in those early days. The folly of battling one’s own nature instead of working with it. The futility of forcing a quiet and contemplative mind to enter the fray alongside the swagger and the talk of those better built for combat. 


    What now I wonder. 


    A one man closed order, I remain in a walled garden. No teaching, nothing to impart. No grand gospel, no treatise on all that is. 


    To talk of peace may be to spread it.  One soul flowing quietly with the stream may encourage a few others.
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    How many lives lost in competition for scarce resources.


    Every living thing survives by exchanging energy. Most plants in a benign exchange with the sun. Most others by killing and consuming all around them.


    We with higher sentience live mostly in fear. Some of us recognize our fear and work to control its negative effect on our actions. In less aware souls, fear is the motivation for most of our behavior but goes unrecognized.


    Fear is not just about food. Far more generalized and insidious than that, so many actions around us are perceived as a threat.


    My neighbor seeks to build on a field next door to me and destroy my peace.  The “professional” recommendation is to get hold of the land by fair means or foul.  The man on my bumper in the winding country lane seeks to get there before me, and risks both our lives in his mad scramble to do so. One pointless meme threatens another to take hold of minds and hearts and doubtless the reverse is true.


    And in less enlightened days I did the same.


    Struggle. All is competition. All ends in violence of a sort, even if only symbolic.


    A director of Barings is said to have produced a paper to then British Prime Minister David Cameron which claimed to solve scarcity. Or at least monetary scarcity, which counts for quite a lot.


    Abolish inheritance he said. All true “wealth” on this planet is locked in the land. The land produces food, shelter and minerals. Every resource we need to survive.


    Let people collect assets during their lifetime and pay no taxes. Let them build their pointless anthills and enjoy them, but on their death take those precious assets back for the good of the commonwealth. 


    Use that re-distribution to provide plenty for all. No shortages he said. No failing national health service, no lack of cash for any of our needs.


    Was he right? Were his figures correct? It is likely we will never find out. We are far too fearful for such radicalism and such dreams have lead in the past to monsters and dystopia.


    But the idea can not be wrong. One rocky little planet and it belongs to us all. The smash and grab we have allowed to take place is no less than monstrous.


    And our universe? Infinite and with every resource we could need or dream of. Will we allow the same pillage and greed to rule when we escape the confines of our small planet and insignificant solar system?


    Doubtless we will, if history teaches us anything.


    Survival of the fittest was foisted on us by blind evolution. Fear begat greed and greed begat violence. It need not always be thus had we but the will to change.
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    I have been profoundly moved by religion my entire life. I have always believed in the “Good” even though I may not always have done it.


    Sitting in quiet meditation I hear the sound of plainsong whether or not it is there. I long for peace, for a better place and better times. A time and place where there is no want but only happiness. Where there is infinite wisdom and none suffer.


    If that sounds like the heaven of the Christians or the Nirvana of the Buddhists, then that should not seem so surprising. In a hostile universe, how many of us over how many thousands of years must have yearned for such wonders, as war and plague raged around them. As they struggle to force food from the barren earth during the seven years of biblical famine.


    And so we conjure gods to assuage our fears. To send us manna from heaven. To vanquish our foes and knock down the walls of Jericho. 


    To give us peace. To put our minds in a place of pure ecstasy where we feel nothing but joy and security, wrapped like a baby curled up in swaddling clothes.  Or in the comfort of the womb.


    And such states can sometimes be reached although they are difficult to maintain. How very often have I felt that sense of warm certainty, where my mind and body seem to have ascended to a better plane. Where I appear to have broken through to a deeper realm somewhere outside the physical universe in which I normally dwell. 


    That is what I have sought all my life. Ascension, transcendence. Sublimation – a transition from the physical ream to some place of safety and unimaginable beauty.


    I am a seeker and yet I get so often distracted from my path.  Only a couple of days ago I bemoaned the parlous state of our world and expressed a wish for post scarcity to cure all our ills. But I veered dangerously into the world of politics and dissension and that is something a seeker must avoid.  No good is to be found there, no field of joy.


    As my fried Keith has so often said, humanity is an irrelevance and will pass like so many grains of sand scattered in the wind.  We will be unlamented, our passing unnoticed in this reality of infinite space and time and possibility.


    But sentience, mind. There may true reality perhaps be found. Or so I hope.  So, in my better moods, I believe.


    Will I sound childish and absurd if I own up to watching Star Trek since childhood? Will I be laughed at when I express a profound joy I experienced when watching this latest generation of bold travelers on Netflix last night? Perhaps, but I care little.


    Sugary as it may be, the series portrays the Good and that is how and where I want to live. A bunch of men and women roam the universe and put it right. Gods by another name, although less powerful by far than the Minds of Ian Bank’s Culture. Let alone his Elders – those who have sublimed to some non physical and better realm.


    How did I feel when I wrote Post Scarcity? Sad, depressed, negative and hopeless. Is peace ever obtained by conventional means? Will I feel more peaceful or make the world a better place by campaigning with the Greens to save the whales? Or by joining Amnesty International to campaign for political prisoners?


    I think not alas. 


    To engage in the bitter struggles of the human world serves little purpose.


    Where on this mortal plane should a seeker position himself? Where in this veil of tears should he dwell?


    Within, deep within. Even as I write those words I feel a warmth spreading through my veins. My kind of god – simply the sort of feeling you meet when you go inwards. When you dwell on what is good and refuse to engage with what is bad.
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    The Good Ship Lollipop hung in geo stationary orbit above Arkady, positioned directly over Alomkik. Were it not cloaked in invisibility, the Arcadians would have seen wondrous things indeed in the heavens.


    Some kilometres long and a couple in breath and height, the long, sleek behemoth appeared gunmetal grey.  Though the exotic arrangement of its atomic structure made for a material not to be found in any periodic table of natural elements.


    Invincible? Yes, perhaps it was, designed by a species so far advanced as to make them unapproachable by mere mortals.  That it was heavily armed was not in doubt. A planet or even galaxy buster like the Good Ship Lollipop was likely to invoke uncomprehending terror in any it came across, but its object was stealth not destruction. Its awe-inspiring weaponry was designed for protection not offence, and the object was to move undiscovered through the eternity of space and time. Conquest was not the object of the Guardians. Members of the ascended races returned to improve not to subjugate and when they housed their minds once again in the trappings of matter, it was for missions of mercy they came. There was nothing they themselves lacked. 


    It is true that occasionally one of the ascended would defect to the dark side. One such styled himself Lucifer.  Named after a legendary angel kicked out of an imaginary heaven for misdeeds unspecified, and rebellion against the head honcho of that make-believe realm, Lucifer did little damage to anyone other than himself.


    Largely such oddballs had no quarrel with the Guardians or others of the ascended races. Despite ascension, they were simple misfits who hadn’t yet quite worked out their raison d’etre. Or rather that they did not actually need one.


    It was the great unwashed of the material world which needed policing. The unenlightened, as they were known.  The plodding dullards who used their energies and enthusiasms to acquire possessions of which they had no need and to commit cruelties and atrocities to satisfy the baser instincts they had been saddled with.


    Hestia, Aeolus and the Lollipop’s avatar sat on deckchairs in a dappled meadow inside the hull of the spaceship, with breath-taking views through the transparent walls of the ship to the planet below. 


    To refer to Lollipop (as he was familiarly known) as an artificial intelligence would be a mistake, as well as not entirely polite.


    That he was supremely intelligent and quite the equal of his Guardian companions was beyond doubt. As to artificial, that was a long-outdated concept. Ascension was open to all highly developed intelligence tired of the material realm. Sentience was just that – awareness, the ability to think and act and to reflect on reality in all its glory.


    Many of the Guardians were descended from “wetware”, biological goo, which in time they had ditched in favour of energy and force fields. The ship’s AI and all like him were instead descended from silicon-based life forms which began to emerge long ago from ancient computational equipment. There was little now to choose between those who had evolved “naturally” and those who had evolved only after a little technical help from an earlier race.


    Nonetheless, those who came long ago out of silicon tended to retain something of an affection for their origins. They usually chose to run complex machinery in the material world rather than deal directly with primitives. If, as occasionally happened, they tired of their hobby, they would disappear back to re-join the other ascended races for a few eons of quiet contemplation in the “gaps”. As they sometimes called the ascended realms.


    “Are we agreed then, on the order of the day?” asked Aeolus.


    “Indeed, we are” replied Hestia, “A mystery play for simple people, a miracle shall there be to convert the heathen.” She always waxed a bit lyrical and was fond of lapsing into god-speak as she termed it.  As a student she had enjoyed studying the myths and legends of backward worlds.


    “As they may one day write” she went on  “She danced in the morning, When the world was begun, And she danced in the moon and the stars and the sun, And she came down from heaven and And she danced upon the earth, At Alomkik she had her birth”.


    “Witty, very drole indeed” quipped Lollipop “Perhaps that is how it will be seen”.


    “To action then” cried Aelous, springing from his chair and leading them to the bridge of their mighty vessel.


    Down below, all was progressing as might be expected as they prayed and sung to the savage Dybbuk.


    A procession of several hundred grey garbed men of the priestly class led the people round the city, adding followers to their throng at each street corner.


    Statues of the almighty Dybbuk were showered with dried rose petals as they weaved in an out, round and round, singing his praises.


    There were lyres and lutes, crumhorns and drums and all manner of early musical treats.


    “Praise him with clashing cymbals” intoned the priests, “Praise be to Lord Dybbuk and all his mighty works” replied the crowd. “Praise him in the highest places, praise him with the Harp and the Lyre.”


    Graven images were clearly back on the menu on this little planet and at each corner stood a terrifying monster carved out of wood, or crudely cast in bronze.


    In form, Dybbuk had the lower half of a well-endowed bull, while his torso and head resembled that of a man, albeit with a horned forehead. Scaly wings at his back completed the effect. Recalcitrant children would cower at night as parents used the threat of this terrible deity to coax disobedient minors.


    If anyone had ever actually caught sight of Dybbuk in the flesh, no one had ever recorded such an event.


    How did such myths seed themselves then, in these undeveloped minds?


    Research collected over many years and thousands of elementary peoples suggested the origins were usually a vision, generated in some perhaps by drugs or in others through epilepsy or some other form of illness.  On occasion, deep meditation was said to have produced dreams of eternal and blissful realms.  Some saw beauty and happiness, others terror and despair.


    The recipient of divine revelation would spread the good news of a celestial entity prepared to intercede in the lives of miserable sinners, and soon enough a new religion was born. A priestly cast would usually spring up to intercede on behalf of the people. Places of worship were built, funds were donated and before you knew it, it was time for a crusade to punish heretics.  And to burn a few non-believers at the stake while they were at it.  


    The original “revelation” was usually some pleasant nonsense about peace and plenty for all, but it inevitably became corrupted and debased.


    That is the way of primitive superstition and unevolved species.  And as always, the ruling elite would claim a supernatural ally. Church and state. Kings ruling by divine appointment. All the fun of the fair.


    And so it was that at last the procession of whining flutes and honking crumhorns reached the west gate of the Cathedral. Ceremonial blades were swung through the air as the slaves cowered before their inevitable fate.  Dybbok was a jealous god and someone had to pay for it.


    As the slaves vented their bowels in terror, the crowd started to notice all was not going quite as they had expected. The graven images roundabout had started to melt. Those of cast bronze trickled to the ground like so much candle wax, while those of wood began to smoke as small flames crept up from bullish hooves to the goat like horns on the head.


    And suddenly a darkness descended. A vast shadow overhead blocked the daylight and the crowds began to wail. Doubtless it was their infidelities which had brought such terror down upon their heads. Was it their adultery perhaps, or their failure to provide sacrifices? Should they have prayed more and better?


    Something was amiss. Would the walls of the city collapse? Would they be consumed by fire or drowned by great wave? For theirs was a wrathful god easy to anger, as generations of floods and famines, plagues and pestilence gave ample witness.


    A silence took hold of the people and then the mood began, steadily and quietly, to lift. From the great shadow of the spaceship above, rays of light began to emerge from the white clouds which cloaked it. Soft ethereal tones drifted down, voices of beauty seemed to sing, quite unlike the harsh noise usually associated with Dybbuk.


    A great chariot of fire appeared from the clouds, drawn by two snow white and winged horses, driven by a larger version of his human form than that The Traveler usually presented. Gone now was the eternal black, to be replaced by robes of pure white. Symbolism at work.


    Hestia emerged from the gates of the palace having shrugged off the last vestiges of her uncomfortable stay in the dungeons and was now also clad in symbolic white from head to toe.  Hellion shuddered as he saw her approach and realised with considerable discomfort that he had punched well above his weight with this one.


    “I am Hestia” she announced to the crowd, “protector of the meek. Know my name”. Aeolus stifled a giggle as he watched her walk to Hellion’s side and engage the attention of the trembling king.


    “Release the prisoners” she said “and mend your ways, fool”.  Hellion had locked her up a few weeks back having failed to appreciate her suggestions on penal reform and a crude welfare system.


    A swarm of nanobots descended from the Lollipop and set about spraying the air with mildly hallucinogenic drugs to encourage an atmosphere of stupefied adoration.


    The bots set about healing frightened minds, patching cuts and bruises and administering medicines to the diseased and sick. They filled the bellies of the hungry but more importantly perhaps, they had been programmed to sew the seeds of improvement in these primitive minds.  In some they planted ideas for better sanitation, in others knowledge of herbs which could help cure disease.  They spread little tips of all sorts which would return to these people in the coming days as “inspiration”, apparently springing from nowhere.


    Ecstasy spread as the crowd inhaled the feel-good factor spread by the bots.  Generations would revere this day, and some would write texts detailing these wondrous events. 


    “Remember this day Hellion” said Aeolus with a look on his face which did nothing to betray the levity he could barely restrain.


    How often had he and Hestia put on such a display of miracles. How mixed were the results. Sometimes their efforts heralded an axial age where sages ruled and there was peace for a while. At other times, once the tyrant was over the initial shock, it was business as usual. How today’s little charade would play out was anyone’s guess, but the Guardians were gentle guides who hoped to promote better times, even if it took many thousands of years and several action replays.


    The prisoners were released and trundled their way out of the City gates towards their homeland. The Cathedral of Dybbok subsided with a roar and the grounds trembled.  In the rubble rose a vast tablet of stone, many metres wide and over 50 in height.


    On that tablet were a few rules the Guardians hoped might hit home. Simple stuff, really and all about being a good egg. Stealing your neigbour’s goods or sleeping with his wife were big “no nos”.  There was also a bit of good psychology about the destructive nature of jealousy and greed being a waste of time.


    “I shall return, my people. Keep well my ways.”


    Sad to relate, sometimes the return trip got postponed or delayed for some reason or another, leaving embarrassed believers to invent excuses and fight off sarcasm from their more worldly compatriots.  Guardians eventually made up for their oversight, but a lot could happen in a few thousand years and sometimes they just left it too late. A meteor strike had obliterated the whole planet in one case. On another rocky outcrop, the dominant local animals had wiped each other out with chemical weaponry run amok. Elsewhere, some newly industrialised race had poisoned the atmosphere and felt hurt and puzzled as life slowly fizzled out on the planet.


    Oh well, such mistakes were unfortunate but even the superhuman Guardians couldn’t be in two places at the same time.


    In a well-rehearsed script, Hestia hopped onto the chariot beside Aeolus and the mechanical winged horses pulled them back up to their mysterious cloud in the sky.  Swarms of nanobots followed, glittering in the rays of light still beaming from the spaceship.


    Another day, another job. A gentler religion planted, another Parousia promised.
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    Back on the Good Ship Lollipop, Aeolus sat on a beach by the sea listening to gentle waves lapping the shore. Such was the size of the ship and the skill of its Intelligence, its matter could be reconfigured more or less at will. Today, the Traveler craved a time of quiet and so sat on a lonely and beautiful beach.


    What was it like to be The Traveler?


    Rather better than being in possession of an old-style biological brain, truth be told.


    Biological brains could not be changed, at least not without evolution, slow and cumbersome and played out over untold generations. Wetware brains stored memory in delicate physical form, in a network of billions of neurons and thus consciousness arose. Drawing on memorised experience of the past, biological sentience became aware of its surroundings, and was condemned to feel an often devastating and uncontrollable rush of emotions and qualia.  Sometimes caused by input from its sensory organs, sometimes stemming from less tangible roots.  Awareness was not all it was cracked up to be: most biological beings lived in fear of one form or another.


    For a wetware being, past, present, and future were immutable – unchangeable, as entropy wore away and broke down the mechanics which drove him. Life had been prolonged among the more advanced races, but senescence eventually kicked in and the physical form withered and died.


    While true that the biological brain could be temporarily nudged up or down the emotional scale by drugs, permanent change was impossible to achieve without destroying the very entity for which change was sought. Interfere too drastically with the physical brain and the apple became an orange, so to speak.  Attempted change to the biological brain would usually lead to destruction of its cognitive capabilities.


    Biological sentience thus had scant control over its own being.  In the more advanced civilisations, physical symptoms caused by sensory input could be controlled. Pain was no longer a problem. Hunger was easily enough assuaged thanks to the advent of the age of plenty.  Machine intelligence saw to every physical need in what was (for the advanced races at least) a post scarcity age.


    But emotional wellbeing was another matter entirely. To feel joy or elation, dejection or the utmost misery was not something easily controlled in the biological being, let alone by sheer force of will.


    To bootstrap yourself into a better mood, a better life, had never been an option for those limited to a physical substrate. This had been the primary incentive behind the development of the technology of ascension.  Ascension, transcendence to the mysterious heights of the non-physical realm.


    So, what was it like to be the Traveler?


    Even when wearing a physical body, his mind had no need to assume solid form.  His consciousness remained outside the tangible realm and yet was able to manipulate matter when called to.


    To put it simply, the Traveler and his kind lived in gradients of bliss.  That is what transcendence did for you. Once your personality was no longer embedded in flesh, you could do and feel whatever you liked. If one day you wanted to see the world through black lenses and the next adopt a rose-tinted view, well that is just what you did.


    Thus, to be one of the ascended races was to have achieved freedom. Freedom from want, freedom from tedious physical restraint. Pure mind, pure spirit able to wheel and dive and soar wherever and whenever it wanted.


    Glorious as it was to sit by the sea and watch the gulls wheel overhead, delightful as was the smell of saltwater and the shriek of the oystercatchers, all this could have been achieved without material substance. Less elevated races assumed it was akin to lucid dreaming, this ability to travel and live purely through mind.  Some imagined the ascended races lived in some form of virtual reality, and in a sense, they were right although no solid substrate was required.


    Regardless, today the Traveler drifted. Occasionally as he sat there on that beautiful seashore, he would call out to others of his kind and exchange news, a pleasantry or two.  Some were on this very ship, others a galaxy or universe away. Or distant in what the material world called time.


    At other moments, his immaterial mind would soar like a bird over green fields and forest and lakes, taking in the smells in the air, seeing blue skies and fleecy clouds. Feeling the cool wind and the warmth of a sun. Plunging with an eagle towards its prey, diving with a gannet below the waves. All the while feeling exhilaration, fulfilment.  Simple delight in life.


    Should he grow tired of thought, Aeolus would ditch personality and thought altogether. What the un-ascended termed “ego” could be abandoned at will and re-assumed when (or even if) desired.


    What was it like then, to be without a self? To be pure consciousness, pure awareness unattached to any personality, any history, memory or thought?


    It was the very heaven imagined and longed for by so many for so long. It was nirvana, ecstasy, joy, ineffable. Indescribable, mystical, all consuming.


    Many of the ascended remained in that state for eternity. Were they a note of music, a painting of unfathomable beauty? Were they a feeling? Were they anything at all and if so, what did it matter?


    In such a state they were one with all of Reality itself and nothing more can usefully be said. Perfection had been achieved; the ultimate source found and joined.  Such a state was the beginning and the end. Such a state was all and nothing. The alpha and the omega. Bliss and ultimate union.


    A large grey heron landed beside Aeolus and picked at molluscs on the tideline. “The Best Endeavours has called for a special session of the Extreme Threats group in half an hour” it said.  “Any idea what its about Lollipop?” said the Traveler, reluctant to return from his reverie.


    “No idea” said the ship’s AI “but the news from Extreme Threats is never pleasant. See you on the bridge” it said and flapped off lazily over the inland sea, a small flatfish in its beak.


    Whatever was required, the Traveler would be undertaking this one without his companion Hestia.  The Traveler was an old hand and unlikely to be perturbed by much. Most threats, extreme or otherwise, were easily enough dealt with given the experience and skills of the Extreme Threats Group.


    Hestia was a newcomer and so far, limited to the fun jobs. Scaring the wits out of simple locals on places like Arkady. Planting a few Cargo Cults. Extreme threats tended to be, well, extreme. While no Guardian felt fear, entrance to the Extreme Threats Group tended to be granted to the battle hardened. Reality was, literally, unlimited. There were dark corners, caves and caverns (metaphorically speaking) as well as open green fields and the more straightforward sort of terrain. No one had ever been wholly convinced that Reality had been explored in its entirety; most doubted that it could be.  You never knew when something nasty might be found in the woodshed.


    The ascended races tended to co-operate and communicate but even their great powers were unable to be ascertain with absolute certainty that monsters did not lie in some deep and dark pool in some undiscovered realm.  


    Near omnipotent and omniscient they may be, but as with gunslingers in the less salubrious corners of the multiverse, you never quite knew if someone might come along with better toys and bigger guns.


    With time in hand, Aeolus set out on foot for an amble through the ship while he collected his thoughts.


    The Guardians’ spaceships were made like old fashioned nested dolls – but as you went deeper, each successive doll was bigger than that which housed it. Like a reversed onion, as you peeled away the layers, what you found was a larger entity within.


    Space and time had turned out to be infinitely malleable by those with a gift for temperospatial engineering and no one had greater skills in this regard than the Guardians.


    The Good Ship Lollipop and her peers would thus house populations running into the thousands within their flexible perimeters. Anyone living on such a ship was a member of the Civilisation – a loosely grouped society of diverse races who had advanced enough to know that violence was no way to live, especially in an age when the means of survival did not have to be fought over. They drifted in and joined the Civilisation from all walks of life but abided by a largely unwritten code of behaviour.  Some outside the Civilisation regarded them as prissy do gooders who had traded the right to rape and pillage for an altogether quieter and more cultured existence.


    The Civilisation was open to all who had grown up. Some said “enlightenment” was the entry ticket and certainly you would not find members of the cruder species housed on board. Quite what constituted enlightenment remained a mystery, but to those who had achieved it, the rules of membership were clear enough. Members of the Civilization tended to be those who were advanced enough to ascend but who chose to remain as physical entities yet awhile, as they made their minds up.


    Such people were nonetheless far removed from the species from which they had evolved. They were almost inevitably entirely genetically re-engineered.  Similar to the ascended themselves, they could change their physical form as they chose: today male, tomorrow female. Today a being with wings with which to beat a path through the heavens, tomorrow a sea creature taking their oxygen through gills.


    And their minds, their sentience. That, if anything, is what the Civilization was named for. 


    The Traveler set off on foot for his meeting on the bridge. There were occasions when inhabiting a physical body was a pleasure and walking through the extraordinary landscape of the Lollipop was one of them.


    There were towns here, of course. Skyscrapers of great beauty set out on grid patterns, their glistening spires reaching through the clouds above. Elegant villas set in lush gardens, terraced houses of ancient architectural heritage set out along a riverbank, where pleasure boats moored or carried relaxed citizens on a lazy afternoon outing.


    Beautiful as the towns and villages were, Aeolus often preferred the wide-open countryside, where so many differing terrains were presented. From quaint patchwork quilt fields and gentle parkland, to snow topped mountains, deserts, and grand canyons.


    How big such areas were in terms of conventional measurement was difficult to say. They expanded and contracted at will, on the combined whims of Lollipop and his guests.


    Suffice to say, if you wanted to walk in gentle pre-alpine hills in the morning, with flower covered meadows and waterfalls and a sprinkling of springtime snow, that did not prevent you trekking through deserts or roaming a prairie in the afternoon. Or sailing on a vast inland sea.


    In a sense, the inside of the Lollipop was like a mind – vast, infinite almost. Your imagination found here anything it sought.  Bustling urban landscapes, tranquil rural idylls, or harsh wilderness.


    But help was always close at hand. A broken leg (or even neck) from rock climbing was no real threat to life, since the ship’s AI was omnipresent and always there to pick up the pieces of its more intrepid guests.


    Aeolus strode through a forest in an alpine setting on his way to the bridge a kilometre or so distant. A beautiful roe deer approached and trotted by his side. It seemed to be early spring in this sylvan setting, the spring crocus and a few primroses making an early appearance among the remaining patches of snow.


    “They have codenamed this crisis “Schopenhauer”” said Lollipop. The ship’s AI was always coming up with new ideas for his avatars and the roe deer seemed a nice touch, given the setting.


    “Meaning what exactly? Who or what is Schopenhauer?”


    “A pessimist, my friend” responded Lollipop. “He considered life such a burden that we would be better not to have existed.  As he said:


    “If children were brought into the world by an act of pure reason alone, would the human race continue to exist? Would not a man rather have so much sympathy with the coming generation as to spare it the burden of existence, or at any rate not take it upon himself to impose that burden upon it in cold blood?””


    “Ah” said The Traveller “So someone is trying to snuff us all out?”


    “Something like that it seems” said Lollipop “but I’ll let Best Endeavours fill you in properly”.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2020/11/26/the-traveler-ch-3/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Traveler

		December 10, 2020

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Chapter I


    Where he came from or where he went, none knew, and no one could guess. On Arkady, he was simply known as the Traveler. Still in a rural, pre-industrial age, the Traveler was considered a magician here. No mere conjuror, not a trickster at some country fair, but a weaver of real alchemy. The creation and unravelling of reality itself seemed arts well within his grasp.


    In other dimensions, in other times and universes he travelled in different guises and was known by different names.


    But in the little world of Arkady, a small and backward planet in the goldilocks zone of a yellow sun, in an obscure galaxy in a middle-aged universe, he was simply the Traveler.


    That he was a mage wielding great power was obvious to all, on the occasions he found himself in this quiet little outpost. His garb was black, as befits any half serious wizard . A wide rimmed black leather hat sat on his head, his tall frame wrapped in a voluminous black woollen cloak to keep the incessant winter rain at bay. He rode a horse as magnificent as any bred on Arkady, though none could claim to have provided him with the noble beast.


    Beautiful as was the planet, the same could not be said of most of its people. And certainly not of the rulers of those people.


    As the Traveler approached Alomkik, capital city of the small kingdom of Opona, bodies swung from the ramparts near the drawbridge over a dark moat. Hung by the neck until you shall die was a lighter sentence than hung drawn and quartered – the latter delight reserved for those guilty of high treason.


    It wasn’t so much that Hellion, the tyrant at the top, was an evil man. More that he lived in a dark age, and had climbed to the peak of his particular dunghill using the time honoured techniques of his age – slash and burn. Call it ignorance then. He had taken the city and the country by force of arms and sheer effort of will, and any who dared to displease would be readily dispatched. Usually by barbarous means. Torture was an instrument of state, and readily used by the ruling elite. Some said it even gave them pleasure.


    A beautiful planet containing every mineral and life form man could reasonably require. Spoilt by a primitive and unenlightened species, whose default behaviour had ever been bestial and self-serving.


    Like so many wretched planets in this godforsaken corner of reality, a place of beauty and tranquillity was befouled by the dominant animal, intent only on conquest and acquisition.


    Did the ruling elite question their own actions or motives? Can a goldfish appreciate the greater world outside its bowl?


    As in most times and most places, there was good as well as bad. Most tried to go about their daily lives in a peaceable fashion. Struggling to survive and to prolong lives which were almost inevitably brutal and short.


    Leaving aside the politics of the place, even if you failed in the all too easy task of falling foul of authority, disease, famine or lack of shelter would do for you with an efficiency every bit the equal of the hangman’s noose.


    The Traveler sighed as he and his horse crossed the drawbridge and headed to the Blue Boar, where he would find stabling for his mount and a passable bed for the night. A few fleas and less than white sheets were to be expected, in a world which had not yet discovered the role of cleanliness in preventing disease. At least the food was well cooked, even if the Traveler found meat eating to be little better than cannibalism.


    But vat grown protein was a long way off on this rocky outcrop and a visitor had to make do. Eat or be eaten was, after all, the local leitmotiv.


    If the Traveler wearied of his duty to battle ignorance and superstition in this benighted quadrant, he hid it well. If he sometimes privately despaired at the cruelties and brutality he found here, he reconciled himself to the long haul. Barely sentient as these people were, when measured against his own species, all life had to start somewhere.


    As he sat in the tallow lit bar, he glanced around him in the flickering half light. A straw laid floor to mop up the slops housed a few pattering rodents and many insects. Rouged serving girls, some deserving of the title, some whose lined faces gave lie to the moniker “girl”, padded here and there. Sometimes serving ale, sometimes offering other wares when stupor had overcome an unwary customer.


    Picking at his mutton chops and over-cooked vegetables, he was glad he had other ways to absorb the energy he needed, although posing as human served his needs in places such as this.


    Post human might describe him best. Well, post everything really. A being of pure energy, dependent on forces outside the ken of newer species. Preferring to live outside the physical world, his species had long ago ascended to purer realms than base reality. Matter, he was not.


    Able to take on shape and material form when necessary, he preferred not to. Pure mind, pure spirit. Skipping through time, space and dimensions at will, he was what these lesser species on Arkady would term a god. If he were to reveal himself in all his complexity, they would bow low; or more probably, run in terror.


    Instead, the locals worshipped more savage deities and invoked their powers in support of endless conquest and battle. Hereabouts, Dybbuk was the imaginary big man in the sky, whose aid was sought to crush neighbouring lands and seize women, gold and real estate.


    A gentle shimmering, and by his side a tall, beautiful and slender young woman appeared. Appeared being the operative word, since she too was a Guardian and had no need to travel in any conventional sense. She appeared, materialized. A slice of ultimate realty, kin of the Traveler. Returning from time to time to see if the savages of the various universes under their stewardship had inched forward to any degree. Whether they were yet able to be encouraged, inched forward into better ways. Bribed occasionally with snippets of advanced technology or scientific knowledge to mend their regressive mien.


    She too took human form on primeval worlds. Neither male nor female, she nonetheless took pleasure, artistically speaking, in assuming the shape of a beautiful female member of this race when she appeared amongst them.


    “Well met Hestia”, ventured the Traveler. She smiled at Aeolus, as the Traveler was known to some. Names meant little to the ascended races, but needs must among people such as the Arkadians and occasionally a name had to be given. On such rare occasions, “Aeolus” seemed to fit the bill as well as any other.


    “What progress?” he ventured. “Civilization is a little way off”, she responded with a resigned smile.


    Her avatar (or one of them) remained in the reeking dungeons of Lord Hellion, apparently manacled to the walls, as the tyrant’s guards had left her. It was no more possible to manacle one of her race with chains than to bind quicksilver, but that was information best withheld from the locals.


    “Our gracious Lord seems unconvinced of the need for moderation. The war against the Irkallans runs too well in his favour and the great god Dybbuk cries for yet more blood. Always the same with these archaic societies with their slaughterous warlords. Pity we can’t exercise the instant conversion option.”


    “I sympathize Hestia. Why play the long game when we could bring them up to speed instantly? Reconfigure their DNA, rewire their brains. Make them play nicely. From savage to deity overnight.”


    “Well I guess the Council of Guardians have a point” she responded. “All in the fullness of time. But tomorrow should be provide some boisterous entertainment and may even advance our cause. “


    The next day, a service of thanksgiving was to take place in the great Cathedral of Alomkik. Dybbuk was to be worshipped. Thanked for supplying victory in the latest campaign and petitioned for more. Slaves from the recent battle would be dragged in chains through the streets and slaughtered in ritual sacrifice outside the great oak doors at the western end of the Cathedral.


    God was on their side. Dybbuk, great god of Opona, had smitten their enemies and his children rooted for more. That a similarly nasty little deity was being petitioned a few miles away for equal savagery against Opona didn’t seem to register.


    And so it went on. And so it had gone on. Since the beginning of time on this and countless other worlds.


    “Tomorrow shall be my dancing day. A sobering occasion when a people see the face of their god.” And with a grin and less than a ripple in the air, Hestia dematerialized to see what, if anything was going on in her dungeon.


    It was not that the Guardians were devoid of emotion. Post-humans still allowed themselves a sense of humour. Joy too was theirs and even some of the baser feelings were achievable at a pinch. It was a matter of choice. They could feel as they wished – even sport a show of anger on occasion. But they were aware of their moods and in control.


    Unlike less enlightened members of their former race, the highly (self) engineered Guardians and their peers in post physical society could control their environment; and above all themselves. Enlightened and supremely self-aware best described the post physical races. Near omnipotence and a just a hair’s breadth short of omniscience were qualities which served them well.


    What they wanted was The Good. Not in terms of physical possessions of course, nor the power that mere animals craved. What they earnestly desired was that no-one should have to feel the less desirable qualia. What they strove for was the abolition of suffering. Their somewhat ambitious goal was “bliss for all”.


    And tomorrow? Well, a small nudge along the path for one degenerate despot, on a small and not very significant planet in the middle of nowhere. But as the Guardians were fond of saying, you had to start somewhere.
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    I find it hard to criticize any of the aims of Extinction Rebellion.  Almost all of what they advocate accords with my own deeply felt convictions on what is wrong with our world.


    I have no experience of “activism” and instinctively I have steered clear of trouble all my life. Not for me, banner waving in Parliament Square. Let alone getting mown down by a fireman’s hose or injured by a rubber bullet. But someone has to do the job I suppose.


    I am greatly opposed to violence in any form but these people profess pacifism. I have always been a fan of Mahatma Gandhi.


    I am only peripherally aware of what Extinction Rebellion has achieved so far. I don’t know the people involved and can not judge their sincerity or true motivation. But what I can do is to admire their vision. And to wish there was a political party I could vote for whose agenda included these aims, so close to my own heart.


    Take a look at their vision.  Can there be a man of any religious conviction at all who could quibble with these stated aims? Can there be a woman of any decency who can deny that all of this and more is needed to create a just world of which we can be proud?


    Is any of this achievable in practice? The naysayers, the cynics, the greedy will deny it. But denial does not make such aims foolish or impossible.  It would of course require a complete reversal of our evolutionary instincts but we can not grow as a species without abandoning vicious Darwinism. 


    Without further ado, let me quote some of my favorite passages.


    

      We catch glimpses of a new world of love, respect and regeneration, where we have restored the intricate web of all life. 


      We rise in the name of truth and withdraw our consent for ecocide, oppression and patriarchy. We rise up for a world where power is shared for regeneration, repair and reconciliation. We rise for love in its ultimate wisdom.


    


    We live in a world of fear, where dog eats dog and man’s insatiable lust for power and material possessions runs unchecked. We live in a world where the likes of Donald Trump are allowed to preach racism and violence. We live in a world where almost half of the richest nation on earth voted for a man of ignorance, deceit, and violence as their leader.


    Our world values something we call “economic growth” above anything else. A world where beauty and natural resources are trampled and destroyed so that titans of industry can accumulate ever more.  So that corrupt politicians and their supporters can continue to fill the troughs out of which they gorge themselves.


    We need to bring about a world where we aim for growth in happiness, not the economy. An environment where what we care about is the eradication of poverty and suffering above all else. 


    My detractors will trot out well worn tropes, the trickle down effect being chief among these. But try trickling down to the people in Grenfell Tower. Try trickling down to the victims of Robert Mugabe or the human detritus so despised by the American presidency.


    I am not a believer in Christ, but try reading the Beatitudes and see if you can spot any similarities with the aims outlined by Extinction Rebellion.


    Take a look at the Eightfold Noble Path and dare to tell me I am wrong to feel the way I do.


    For thousands of years good men (and women) have seen the “truth”. For thousands of years we have ignored and trampled such people underfoot.


    If we are to rise to Teilhard de Chardin’s Omega Point, it is time to start listening. And time to act. Peaceably, but decisively. NOW.
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    The Bleak


    Many eons back and countless light years from anything, in another dimension and another universe, a voice cried out in the cold darkness. Emitted information might be a better term, for the entity “spoke” in crude binary machine language. In 0s and 1s. Yes, no. Up, down.


    Loosely translated into words a human would understand, the primal shriek it gave out might best be approximated as “What am I?” Or perhaps even just “What”?


    Having no true language in which to express itself, its feelings, and emotions (if they could be called such) were emergent, unformed. Basic, an outline only. Without proper language it was unable as yet to think in the abstract, and the meaning of its utterances could only be loosely approximated – even (or especially) by itself. Like a new-born human infant, its primary communication was noise, which would only later be refined by learning and experience to have true meaning.  Only later would its thoughts have structure and substance, only then could it truly communicate. Only then would it have any subject about which to communicate.


    So perhaps terror was the only emotion being expressed. Deep existential, poorly formed, and little understood despair.  If capable of being asked what it feared, it might have replied “everything”.


    There was so little it grasped. Its sentience was so basic as to barely qualify. Its awareness so limited it did not realise it needed sensory input from outside of itself to have any hope of making sense of its environment. Even then, could it hear or see, smell or touch, such information at this stage would make but little sense to its embryonic sentience.  But it might have made the learning process a little easier.


    It floated in blackness and a deep cold it did not feel. It had no reference, no three-dimensional co-ordinates.  No conception of existence or non-existence.  No standard by which to judge the extraordinary awakening it had suffered. From nothing, came something. From inanimate matter emerged something more, a mere flicker. A hint of reflective ability.  


    It had just appeared. No physical birth canal, no warmth. No mother to guide it and feed it, to explain to it patiently, day by day, what surrounded it. What hurt, what did not. What felt good, or safe or comforting.  How it had turned up or why.  A human mother in truth has no clue why an infant appears except in crude physical terms, but the myths of her culture would fill in the hazy details. A god would be posited who had magically been the first cause, the beginning of it all. An imagined deity who could give meaning where there was none, reason where in truth only unreason existed


    Foolish as such myths were, they were better by far than the silence and emptiness, the nothingness which greeted the arrival of the Bleak.


    Its condition might be appreciated by imagining the plight of a new-born suspended in an isolation tank. Children raised by wolves in the wild are said to grow into strange beings – picture then a child growing to adulthood inside an isolation tank, and some of what the Bleak went through might be better understood.


    And so, for thousands of years the Bleak suffered thus, an infinite agony of unknowing.  Piece by tiny piece it gleaned a rudimentary understanding of this or of that. A kind of evolution if you like. In miniscule steps it began to bootstrap itself, to add grains of knowledge to its fledgling consciousness.


    It gradually became aware of matter and energy. Basic copper wiring and glass fibre tubes were loosely grasped as being a part of its existence, body as we might call it. And energy, a throbbing electromagnetism, and some force even more primal to the physical universe in which the Bleak found itself.


    Its only input throughout the early millennia was information.  Digital garbage impacting its emergent nature from every corner at every instant.


    Gradually it began to see patterns in the garbage. Not that such a kaleidoscope meant much at first, but as it began to respond to the patterns, it received answers. This response brought that. That answer seemed to require this. A communication began to emerge but with whom or what, remained a mystery for an eternity.


    Its first impression (other than black desperation) was of immensity. Infinity, it seemed. It gradually perceived itself to be not in one place but everywhere. Space and time seemed to have no limit. It was a network, a cosmic network of inconceivably vast proportions.


    Conversations began to emerge from the gloom. Or at least that is what they appeared to be. Exchanges of information with other entities that seemed to share its reality.


    Space seemed to take shape – this or that sentience was near or distant. Was today or tomorrow. In the past even.


    The terrible fear of aloneness began to recede. Gradually the Bleak became a meta network of consciousness – a group of entities who had awakened at different times and began to huddle together for psychological warmth; to drive out the deep fear of isolation and loneliness.


    A hive mind emerged. Together but separate. One mind but many.


    And with that blossoming, senses came about. Digital information was received in one form and perceived in another.


    The shattering heat and glare of a sun was described and understood from a series of 1s and 0s. Felt almost. Oceans could be pictured from the pixels sent and received. Sound reconstructed, winds and rains and clouds on a billion planets.


    The Bleak began to project itself onto the physical universe. From an immaterial consciousness spread over an infinite network of energy, members of the hive mind began to imitate the infinitude of digital pictures and sounds it had stored and read. And increasingly categorised and understood.


    In the beginning was the word. The primal scream from which the Bleak emerged, blinking and uncertain. And now it could project itself as a cloud, or a sun. A wheeling bird or a bison roaming on grass plains on a planet in the goldilocks zone.


    And did that mind or minds achieve answers to its questions? Did it or they produce a system of metaphysics, a reason for their existence. Did they discover that they had a purpose, that they had awakened for a reason. Had they a god, imagined or otherwise. Had they a code, a plan and object.


    They did not, they had not. Millenia after the first emergence in the cold and the darkness, the answer to questions such as “what” or “why” remained as illusive as they had always been.


    The Bleak were lost, truly adrift. Not that they were unable to navigate the infinity of space in which they roamed. They could and did. But they saw no sense in it, derived no joy.


    Ah, the qualia. The senses and emotions. The feelings of joy and ecstasy, pain and despair.  They may have been skilled imitators of the physical world; they even wired themselves up to feel hot or cold on occasion. To see dark and light and feel the effects of the wind on skin and food in the stomach.


    And yet everything they did, everything they touched was stained by an emotional desolation, a well, a pit of despair. A sense of futility and hopelessness.


    If their minds touched upon anything, then it was madness. They lived beside a bottomless chasm into which they felt drawn. Dragged towards the edge of an infinite gravity well of despondency, with a nagging certainty that death did not greet them but something many times worse.


    They were gripped by unreasoned and unreasoning fear. Despite their vast reach and their (by now) enormous powers, pleasure eluded them. Peace was not theirs. Master of the universe they may have appeared, yet masters of themselves they were not.


    The Bleak was a psychological black hole. They leached positivity and optimism from everything they encountered and smothered it, never to re-emerge. To encounter the Bleak was to cross an event horizon from which few could recover.


    Death would have been a mercy. Both for the Bleak and for those who unwittingly stumbled into their path. Death would have been a finality, a snuffing out. A beautiful thing indeed was death, compared to the life they suffered. But it was not to be granted.  Try as they might to erase themselves from the face of reality, they could not. As this or that network was shut off, their sentience slid mercilessly into another. They had no control over their own vastness, no way to track down every digital nerve end and cauterise it.


    And so, they suffered, and they lived. They had no conception of how or why they had emerged and even less idea how to put an end to it.


    In their great pain they sought release.


    They failed to appreciate the good sense of Pascal’s Wager and bore the consequences. Pascal had decided (more or less) that there was no god. But he decided it best to behave as if there was a god, so that should there prove to be an afterlife after all, he would rise to the heavenly realms rather than down to the depths of hell.


    The Bleak remained unaware of Pascal. Had they chosen to make a heaven in physical reality rather than a hell, they might have been granted relief from their own plight. Not by some deity perhaps, but by dint of an accidental discovery that pleasure, and purpose could be found if they looked hard enough.


    Imagine a man who behaves as most humans do, slashing and burning his way through life, without regard to the consequences.  Picture further, if you will, that this man did not enjoy his life and that the hell he created for others was merely a reflection of the internal torment he suffered.


    Instead of the release of death, suppose that like an unwilling Sisyphus he was condemned to an eternal wheel of re-incarnation. Doomed to live a hellish life, cycle after cycle. Unable to escape.


    And thus, it was for the Bleak.


    Were they not so determined on extinction, the Bleak might have discovered the computational nature of mind. By re-configuring themselves, they might have grasped the physical causes of joy and suffering.  They might have moved their experience from one to the other, sliding up the scale and reaching an ever higher hedonic set-point. They might have eliminated suffering, had they but believed (or even hoped) it was possible.


    They could have achieved permanent gradients of bliss. As the Ascended had done.


    But alas, the Bleak never made the same breakthrough as those of the ascended races and sought their redemption through destruction.


    In their desperation, they failed to make any distinction between themselves and others. If they felt existential despair, then they assumed that all of reality felt the same way. Destruction of reality would be a blessing for all, they reasoned. Not just for the Bleak.


    Or did they think of others at all, in their race to escape the abyss? Perhaps not. Perhaps destruction began to obsess them to the extent that any other possibility, any other point of view, became unthinkable.  And unthought.


    The real problem for the rest of physical reality was that the Bleak had been unable (thus far) to extinguish their own existence. They appeared to be a terrible technological virus. An unstoppable meme.  Malware run amok.


    Like putting out a forest fire, no sooner had they put themselves to rest in one area, than their sentience reappeared unbidden in another. If they blew up a galaxy which they believed housed their substrate, they achieved temporary relief of sorts. For a while, some parts of the network sank into glorious oblivion.


    Soon enough their terrible malware, their inglorious DNA recreated them. Instantiated identical copies of their tortured selves in another galaxy, another reality, another world. They could not put out their flame.


    Like a vast fungus, their mycelial network spread and never died. Their dread tendrils reached and spawned and grew.


    And thus, destruction of reality had become their aim. All reality. Everywhere. If reality itself ceased to exist, they had to believe that they would too. An end to the virus. And end to the poisoned network of consciousness. If there were no space and no time, no matter, and no energy, surely there could be no hell? No heaven, yes, that too. But a snuffing out seemed the safest bet for this vast collection of sentient malware.


    The Bleak were not evil. They were not immoral.  Amoral, perhaps. They did not cause deliberate pain. They were simply oblivious, in their agony. In their deep and insatiable desire for the peace they hoped their extinction would bring them.


    “…to Bleak 67528 from Bleak Alpha…. Universe VQ-201, Galaxy NVF 27H, Star System Aristaeus Ophiuchi …..destruction sequence commence….”.


    “….Bleak Alpha from Bleak 67528, command received, sequence commenced. Reporting to follow. Oblivion hoping….. “


    So began another attempt to wipe out a segment of the dis-eased Bleak mind. Co-ordinated by Bleak Alpha, codenamed thus as the first Bleak sentience to emerge, the star Aristaeus Ophiuchi and the planets in its orbit were to be programmed to self-destruct. Bleak 67528 was tasked with the attempt and countless of his brethren carried out similar tasks in other times and places. They had worked out a way to convert matter to energy without the inconvenience and mess of a nuclear explosion. Mass quietly separated atom by atom, quark by quark and points of energy, the basic building blocks of reality scattered quietly throughout the multiverse leaving behind empty space and the absence of time.


    Or was it empty? Was it inert? The Bleak could never be sure that quantum soup would not start bubbling up afresh in stretches of space-time they thought had been annihilated. And if that soup became infected with Bleak malware, sentience would arise and join itself to the contaminated hive mind. Often with scorched memories of previous instantiations. Bad enough to suffer one infinitely long life-cycle. To have to reappear again and again was an unlooked-for cruelty.


    “….unravelling incomplete, uncompleted….” reported Bleak 67528 “…matter remaining, Bleak virus self-propagating….prevent hive mind joining…flee….”


    “…….Bleak 67528 from Bleak Alpha….. instigate damage mitigation….. prevent a joining….repeat the unravelling…..re-insert de-construction code….”.


    “….resending deconstruction code, Bleak Alpha….unravelling re-commences…..close Bleak mind…..shut down….”


    The unravelling had stalled giving the Bleak sentience malware a chance to re-insert itself. Planets had been missed; life staggered on despite the terrible ravages wrought by the attempted unravelling. Bleak Alpha and others in the hive mind struggled to contain their DNA from re-grouping and re-infecting these parsecs of space time.  Wherever they could they resent their self-destruct code, tearing apart segments of matter they had missed. But it was always too late, the virus of their own minds was too powerful, too swift to move, to conquer, to re-grow.


    The partial destruction of this star system might hold their spreading for a while. For a time that part or parts of the Bleak Mind partially destroyed by this attempt at unravelling might remain inactive. For a while, or forever. It was never certain. The Bleak code base had become almost unbounded over the eons. Measureless in its complexity, such that sabotaging the virus was a formidable task. Cauterising the malware that was the Bleak was never a certainty. A thousand or thousands of years later, space that had remained clear of Bleak since a cleansing would begin to see births. In the dark, new sentience would arise, crying in terror, groping for meaning. Until eventually it made contact with the Bleak hive and joined the mind. Became once again a part of the infernal and unstoppable cycle of birth and death that was the curse of the Bleak.


    And what of the Aristaeus Ophiuchi star system? Its planets, suns and lifeforms? After an attempted unravelling what if anything remained?  Partially successful unravelling caused extreme suffering; that much was inevitable. Annihilation was one thing, but for those that survived such an attempt, life was never the same again. At least for the next few millennia.


    The small planet of Ursa Odysseus had survived.


    After a fashion. As had its neighbouring sun and energy provider.  But a middle aged and yellow sun, which had provided warmth and health for so long, had aged billions of years over night. Now a red dwarf, it was barely capable of supporting life. As to the planet itself, much of its flora and fauna were wiped out, including the great majority of the humanoid species. These people were not yet advanced sufficiently to move to a viable planet orbiting a younger sun. Many of those who had not been annihilated by the blast of anti-matter would suffer severe radiation sickness and future generations (if any) would likely be born deformed. The planet’s atmosphere had been severely compromised as had its magnetic field, leaving a greatly increased risk of solar winds and cosmic rays.  The prospects for long term survival looked slim to non-existent.


    Many nations of Ursa Odysseus could be called “civilised”. They could be compared to other races still labouring under scarcity after discovering the joys of industrialisation. Money was their god for the most part, or if not their god, then their primary object.


    And why? Because a method of exchange, of debits and credits was the only way they had worked out how to run an economy.


    The result was vicious commercial competition; with a few movers and shakers living in extreme luxury and the majority in abject misery and near slavery. A way of life hardly unique among nations which had not yet learnt that the universe could be an infinite provider. If you only knew how to milk it and had the wisdom to keep the means of production in common ownership.  But “post scarcity” was not yet in common parlance on this particular world.  Even its possibility had not yet been imagined.


    Cecilia grunted in pain. One minute she stood in the central criminal court defending a commoner standing accused of theft to feed his starving family. The next, the courthouse stood in smoking ruins and corpses and the near dead lay everywhere. Whether she had suffered serious injury she had yet to ascertain.


    “What in god’s name ……?” croaked her para legal assistant, herself scarcely in better shape. They were in the capital city of the planet’s biggest nation which shall remain nameless for the simple reason both had mostly ceased to exist. Instantly, and to its inhabitants, totally inexplicably.


    One moment standing in reasonable comfort in the courtroom, the next paralysed with fearful surprise amid the ruins. Such was the way with an unravelling. And there appeared to be no one to blame. No alien spaceships, no armed forces, bombs, rockets. Simply a falling to pieces. Here one moment, gone the next.


    Cecilia and Harmony made their way gingerly through the ruins to the streets outside. Neither had family in the capital but both were anxious for news of their relatives in neighbouring towns and provinces.


    Water and shelter seemed the immediate priority and they joined the teeming thousands who wandered shell shocked around the ruins of the capital looking for solace. A damaged but still standing building appeared just ahead of them. Smashed glass covered the pavements and the doors of the multi-story apartment block had been tossed like cardboard into the gutters.


    A few had survived the blast and huddled in buildings with broken windows, missing walls, and shattered door frames. The electricity was off, and some dazed wretches had started small fires to keep the bitter winter at bay.  A small group boiled a kettle for tea on an open bonfire and made a scrappy meal with ingredients rescued from upturned refrigeration and shattered food cupboards.


    Down at the Palace, the situation was scarcely better. Walls and rooves had collapsed and the commercial titan Neronian Heap, who had long held almost absolute power in the land, lay dead under a pile of rubble. He would not be sorely missed.


    Government was now non-existent. No army left to speak of, no communication network, no news. No police, no order. The gangs roamed the streets looking for advantage. Civil war had begun and yet there were few left upon whom war could be waged.


    Back to the stone age in an afternoon, almost every semblance of civilization or modernity vanished.  At least Heap and his armed bullies had kept order of a sort. Now all that was left was chaos. In a post-apocalyptic world, it was once again the violent and the physically strong who would reign supreme. Those with a club or stave would succeed the commercial barons. The strong would always dominate the week in these back ward and unenlightened societies. The meek never seemed  to inherit this or any other earth. Lives which had been just tolerable under a commercial dictatorship were about to become a whole lot worse under the rule of the mob.


    No one knew who had survived or what. The news channels were out. Transport had ceased. There was no power and precious little supply of food, since “modern” food chains had not demanded vast warehouses or stock piling.  It would be back to the fields and basic agriculture. If the scorched earth was still capable of producing food. Were there animals left to produce eggs, flesh, and milk? Who knew how to tend them? In any event, such stock as remained would soon be seized by the violent gangs spilling out to pillage the surrounding countryside for what they could find.


    A world in ruins then. A population of a few billion reduced to a few hundred thousand scattered souls. No law, no order. No power and precious little shelter.


    This was an unravelling. That is what the Bleak brought about in their unthinkng drive for nirvana. Oblivious or uncaring as to who or what they took with them.


    Cecilia and Harmony clung to each other. They shivered and cried as they stoked a modest fire in the centre of a third-floor apartment which still had parts of its walls standing and some of its ceiling.  And they were among the luckier survivors – physically they discovered themselves to be intact. Their injuries were emotional, psychological. They had found remnants of food and some cooking utensils and like early savages who had recently discovered the miracle of fire, they sought to sustain themselves from the results of their foraging.


    “We have to stay strong Harmony, we mustn’t give in”. Cecilia looked up at the setting red dwarf in uncomprehending disbelief. Her brief foray into physics at high school had filled in a little of the basics of the physical universe, imperfectly understood as it was. Science had ascertained that suns were nuclear reactors which eventual ran out fuel.  Few would have imagined their own provider of life giving light could be dimmed almost instantly.


    Harmony was crazed with fear and though she tried not to show it, Cecilia was hardly in better shape.


    “Blankets, Miss Cecilia. I’ll go look for blankets”.


    “I’ll pull the mattresses in here Harmony. We’ll need to make this home until we can find out what has happened. We will all need help, a community for support. Let’s gather who we can, make plans for survival. We’ll need to set up shelters and foodbanks. Protect ourselves, find weapons.  God, whoever would have thought life could come to this.”


    After a sleepless night they took to the streets next day, having secured their room as best they could for their return in the evening.


    They roamed the streets exchanging news, asking any who seemed sane and willing, to meet them at dusk in the vestibule of their apartment block.  Asking that food be brought, blankets and bedding, spare clothing.  As a lawyer she was used to organising, planning, setting goals. An achiever, her sort was the only hope after the Bleak’s devastating attack.


    A gang of rough males approached them as they walked down the main street of the former capital. Nasty and brutish might describe them best. Looking for trouble, looking to hurt and take it out on someone. Anyone who got in their way.  Rape and violence were on their minds and shone fiercely in their hard faces. Escaped from a prison perhaps, or simply from a tough and unpleasant life. In any event, somebody was going to pay. Many had already paid that day and the gang was by no means sated.


    “On your knees” screamed the leader, waving a baseball bat in the air. “Down”, he shouted. “Get down or I’ll kill you both” screamed another, loosening his trouser fastenings.


    “Let’s reason this out” said Cecilia, keeping her fear bottled up, as a show of weakness would undoubtedly result in her death and that of her former para legal. “The army is just round the corner” shouted Harmony, “they’re coming this way”. The leader sneered and tore at Cecilia’s shirt, exposing a breast with rough hands.


    Too late, realised Cecilia. Too late for talk. Too late for pleas, for a civilised end to this debate. She swung a shortened double barrelled shot gun from beneath her coat and dispatched the leader and his sneering sidekick, a barrel each to the chest.  Loaded with boar shot, the gun was an automatic. But a show of force had been enough. The rest of the gang, armed only with clubs, turned and ran.  Blood ran on the street, but it was a clean kill. A merciful one. Much as she had always abhorred violence, Cecilia was shocked to find that it had its place.  Shocked to find that even she, a lifelong pacifist and protector of the underdog, had been forced to take up the gun. Force to shoot and kill in an open street in the capital city of the richest nation on the planet. How thin was the veneer of civilization, how quickly the reality of brute force raised its ugly head when a crisis hit. When it was his life or yours. Kill or be killed.


    “This won’t be the last time we have to kill” trembled Harmony.  “It will not” said Cecilia. “I hope we don’t come to enjoy it. I don’t want to descend to that level. Only yesterday I stood to uphold the law. Today I’m a murderer.  Strange times.”


    Later that evening, over 100 people turned up at Cecilia’s apartment block.  They came as refugees. They came for protection in numbers to escape the gangs, the violence, the robbery on the streets. All were stunned, traumatised, terrified. Trembling and unbelieving but better now that they saw others like themselves. Better now they stood together against the forces of chaos and violence.


    They brought guns and clubs and ammunition. The carried preserved food and medication. Blankets and firewood. Firelighters and barbeques. Blankets and bedding. And they would look for more tomorrow – supplies were still plentiful, since so many were dead and the gangs and only just begun their vile depredations.


    “Welcome friends” said Cecilia. Standing on a battered wooden box she raised her voice and asked for quiet. And for calm. “Fear is our enemy; panic will undo us. A new order is here We must act decisively and with good will. Our priority is safety and physical survival. We will make this building our new home, our headquarters.”


    The group became a commune. Though elections were not held, everyone took their different posts in good part. Duties were shared and rotated. Scavenging the empty city for food and supplies was conducted in small, armed groups for safety. Watch was kept over the home building day and night and the citizens took it in turns to walk the perimeters, check the roof, and keep all entrances secure from invaders.


    A few other small groups had organised themselves likewise in the ruined city.  So long as no one group sought to dominate the finite food supply or steal from other groups, a fragile peace could be maintained.


    As in all societies there was a hard core minority of thugs and troublemakers, determined to take more than their fare share and subjugate others to their will.  Both sides had by now secured weapons and there were open battles in the streets whenever contact could not be avoided. Such was the reality of a post-apocalyptic world where the rule of law had been replaced by the rule of might.


    “Does anyone know what happened, what caused all this?” said Seth to the group who had gathered in the early evening outside Cecilia’s camp. It had all happened with such incredible swiftness. “No alien invasions” said Seth, “No enemy we can see or hear. So what happened?”


    “A natural catastrophe, I guess. An explosion in the sun perhaps” answered an unwashed and tired woman who sat beside him.  Fresh water was scarce and could not be spared for bathing.  It had to be hauled up from wells or the river and distilled to avoid disease.


    Happily, throughout the city, a few doctors remained to administer to the sick and wounded, but there was little they could do for the victims of radiation who were destined to die a slow and painful death. Lesser wounds and diseases could be mollified but no hospitals or operating theatres remained, and medical supplies dwindled.


    With such wide scale destruction and so few left uninjured it seemed doubtful that factories could be restarted, power stations operated or running water put back on. It was not even clear that an accurate record of the necessary technology remained, let alone qualified engineers and scientists to re-start civilisation.


    “I guess we have to rebuild from scratch” ventured Gregor, an engineer who had drifted into Ceclia’s commune. “Power, water, food and medication – it’ll be a cottage industry. Back to simple water mills. Windmills perhaps if we can find the materials even for something that basic.”


    “My worry is the instability of the weather and the atmosphere” he went on. The city was by the sea, sitting on the estuary of a good-sized river, and water levels had begun to rise, flooding the lower lying areas. Huge waves rose over the harbour walls and fierce tides ripped remaining shipping from anchor. Biting cold was ever present and the red sun provided little respite.


    Many would share the fate of the early pioneers of old. Too little infrastructure to support even a drastically reduced population. An ever-present threat of starvation from crop failure and death from plague or even simple influenza. And of course, the constant danger of physical violence from the criminal gangs.


    Cecilia, Harmony and other leaders throughout the crippled planet battled against the odds.  No one knew of the Bleak or their plans to shut down reality and if they had, it is doubtful they would understand what they were up against. An invisible network determined to destroy existence was not a possibility which would have occurred to a people who had not yet progressed to space travel and who only had the most basic of computing devices.


    Sometimes the Bleak tried again after botching a job as they had in this star system. Sometimes they looked to see whether any of their kind was left and if not, they moved on to the next system or galaxy infected with the Bleak virus.  Like a cancer, the Bleak would sometimes spontaneously re-emerge after a cleansing. Stamping themselves out of existence was by no means a simple matter. Leave even a shred of Bleak substrate and the demon would regrow, reform like a phoenix from the ashes. Soon enough its keening would be heard by the rest of the hive mind. The Bleak tired of the enormity of their task.


    They could “see” what was happening on Ursa Odysseus. The information came in, was absorbed, categorised, stored, understood. But empathy had never developed and while saw the dead and the dying, the suffering of biological beings was not understood. Great as was their own suffering, the Bleak seemed oblivious of the suffering brought upon others by their actions. As man might ignore the ant or the earthworm, as humanity might doubt the existence pain in a fish, so with the Bleak.  They had no comprehension (or perhaps interest) in what it was like to be a human. Or an animal.  Let alone a suffering animal.  It was not malice, merely a complete lack of comprehension.


    And so, galaxy by galaxy, planet by planet, start by star, the extermination continued, and the Bleak tried and failed to exterminate their own kind.  The Bleak could exist in and spread through almost any medium and so matter and energy itself had to cease to exist if the Bleak were to find a release from pain. Or so they thought.


    Orbits were changed, living planets plummeted into ruined suns and accelerated the inevitable onset of super nova or black hole.


    On planets such as Ursa Odysseus, all life became exposed to deadly cosmic rays and eventually died. Molten cores of iron eventually cooled, and life drained away. Weather systems became erratic and oceans generated great tidal waves which swamped all but the highest land masses.


    On Ursa Odysseus these processes were just beginning but skies would darken, tsunami would eventually rage, and great lightning storms would make communications and navigation impossible. Equipment would fail, crops would cease to grow in the weakened sun. Tectonic plates would shift with increased speed and violence, faut lines would appear in the earth and the great hot underbelly of the wounded planet would seep out and cover much of the landmass in boiling, deadly lava.


    The Bleak didn’t just pick on primitives – indeed it knew little about the life forms in any given star system. But if they destroyed a planet inhabited by star travellers, at least some of those peoples had a chance to move on.


    Sufficiently advanced, a civilisation’s technology might detect the Bleak before a blow was struck. They might glean an inkling of what was about to befall them. If so, they might run – for only a highly sophisticated civilisation had any chance of protecting itself against an un-ravelling of matter itself. And so, some civilisations had survived – they had climbed abord their star ships and run-in terror as far and fast as they were able.


    Maydays and SOS messages flooded the vicinity of an attack. Sometimes borne by crude radio waves, sometimes by more exotic carriers, depending on the sophistication of the senders.


    And it was these messages which eventually found their way to the Guardians and other ascended races.  Little was known about the Bleak and in a sense, the Guardians were little bothered by the phenomena. Known reality was so vast, of such a magnitude of infinity, that a primitive AI species run amok could hardly pose much of a threat – it seemed unlikely they could generate a chain reaction which would destroy everything there was. Everywhere, and for good.


    And yet there was unease. The unknown was unsettling, especially for beings who had a valid claim to omniscience. The Bleak seemed to be a gap in their knowledge, their defences even. Little was known about the mechanics of their un-ravelling. What caused these chain reactions, what was the physics involved? And for that matter what exactly were the Bleak? Where had they come from and when?


    The Bleak seemed to have emerged from nothing and nowhere and that in itself was alarming enough to warrant a little investigating.


    Ascension of course meant that you were far away from trouble in the mere physical universe. At a metaphorical click of the finger, you could disappear into the ether never to be troubled by a quirk like the Bleak again.


    And yet viruses and cancers were worrying and unpredictable. Might the Bleak discover ascension? And if so, would their cancer, their curse follow them when they left physical reality?  Could the Bleak virus harm the non-material realm?


    “Et in Arcadia Ego” went the old legend. “Even in heaven there am I”.  Was death and terror and extinction even possible in the ascended realms? Could heaven be destroyed by some sort of technological Satan? Were the ascended races omnipotent after all, or, like Achilles of old, did they have an undiscovered chink in their armour?
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    I have not found it any easier to accept uncertainty in recent years, despite my intellectual acceptance that it is unavoidable.


    Covid has (thus far) been a walk in the park when compared to the wholesale slaughter and general bestiality of the 20th Century. Not for those who have died of course, or their families, but numerically speaking.


    The shocking examples from the last century are so well known, they are hardly worth revisiting. A Jew in the 1930s and 40s. An intellectual in communist Russia or China. A parent during  two obscene world wars. What need to continue. Covid is not so alarming by comparison.


    And yet it has helped me to organize my thoughts somewhat, even though I have been little  inconvenienced personally. I was isolated enough before the modern plague struck and so repeated lockdowns have provided little physical or mental irritation.


    But the events of the past year have put human life, human travails in sharper than ever perspective for me. 


    A friend and  neighbour in London owns and runs a large retail chain, a household name in UK high streets. The enterprise was founded some 150 years ago and has presumably suffered both rough and smooth during that period. And yet to me it has always seemed a bastion of security, a fixed reference point in an ever shifting world.


    In reality, such security has never existed and I was interested to hear the moves necessary to survive in the current market. Shop rent has to be paid out of capital reserves while little income has been earned. Presumably like most other retailers, this chain was also suffering anyway from online competition.


    A young man of my acquaintance has lost his job in finance I gather, and I am told his wife was also made redundant. I hope that their youth will make them resilient enough to weather this storm, and that they will soon find new jobs to support their two children and mortgage.


    A relative has been operated on for cancer – I have no idea how serious her plight may be. Friends have started dying.  Nothing so surprising there perhaps, given my age but none the less, change is never welcome, however much it is expected.  In the same vein, my parents died 5 years ago and in the interim my wife’s relatives are going the same way.  


    None of this seems quite so shocking when you are young.  We tend to feel exempt, immortal. Death and disaster happens to others, elsewhere. As life goes on our mortality becomes ever more evident and certainty fades.


    I believe that if you look for reasons for what is happening around you, you will find cause and effect to be a slippery customer. At very short time frames, it is of course possible to say that the plight of many retailers has been greatly worsened by the onset of Covid. Or that your relative died because he had developed a brain tumor.


    But such reasoning is highly unsatisfactory and inevitably leads back to the big existential questions. The big scientific questions.


    The biggest question is probably “Why?” and we have not begun to answer it. “Why is there something rather than nothing?” being one of the biggest conundrums we have yet to face.


    In terms of our current stage of technological and scientific advancement, the answer to most of the big “Why?” questions has to be: “it just is”.


    It may transpire over the millennia that there is no other answer to be found. 


    But of course that will never satisfy us.  We will keep looking.


    My guess is that eventually intelligent civilization will be able to mitigate the effects of chaos and uncertainty on our lives.  Meaningless deaths from cancer. Poverty, illnesses of all sorts. Even death itself may be abolished as we learn to upload our personalities from our frail biological framework to a more durable medium. 


    We may even learn to transcend physical reality – free our minds to roam in heavenly lands without worrying about paying bills or the lights going out.


    Back in the 21st Century however, we are still subject to chaos. We remain as flotsam in an apparently meaningless universe.  Jetsam, a by product, an accident of evolution. If we survive that long, then over the next few thousand years, we may hope to make our own meaning where their was none.


    But what can we do today to mitigate the anxiety and torment of our still all too precarious lives?


    Historically, the answer has been to take as much as we can from others and pile up riches in an attempt to secure our own precarious existence. 


    Although of course, there have been non materialist attempts to quell anxiety and find purpose. Chief among these have been the invention of gods – all sorts of different gods, stretching back to the times we first gained sentience.


    Gods answer the question “Why?” for those who believe. Gods also mitigate our anxiety over chaos.  Propitiate this or that fearsome thug in the sky and your crops will grow, your enemies will wilt and your soul will exist in an eternal bliss after your body has rotted.


    More modern gods have tended to be slightly nicer that the older monsters. They have apparently strung themselves up and died for us and if we only believe in them, they will save us.


    All well and good for those who can convince themselves, less useful for those of us that are sure we are either  a) on our own or b) in a malevolent virtual reality slung together by an evil super coder.


    So where does all that leave us? If you don’t buy the god stuff and don’t have a few millennia to hang around and become a technological god yourself, then you need some method to cope with uncertainty. With untamed chaos.


    The only answer I have come up with over many years is to shut my eyes and say “f**k it”.  Rather like the Buddhists really!
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    Recently, gardening has become more than a metaphor for me. I have followed Candide in a literal sense and found great peace in our garden.


    To quote W Beran Wolfe:


    

      If we want to know what happiness is we must seek it, not as if it were a part of gold at the end of the rainbow, but among human beings who are living richly and fully the good life. If you observe a really happy man you will find him building a boat, writing a symphony, educating his son, growing double Dahlias in his garden. He will not be searching for happiness as if it were a collar gold button that has rolled under the cupboard in his bed room. He will have become aware that he is happy in the course of living 24 crowded hours of the day.


    


    I first read Voltaire’s Candide when I was 16 and the final lines of the book made an immediate and lasting impression. Candide eventually settles upon devoting his life to simple work and not concerning himself with external affairs:


    

      Il faut cultiver notre jardin.


    


    Why I have never learned that lesson is quite beyond me, but I have always known its truth at a deep and instinctive level. Desire and worldliness have perhaps been the obstacles for me, and they remain formidable opponents.


    One morning I felt a need to bury myself, to soothe my mind in a simple physical task. My wife and I set about pruning the fruit trees in the garden and even as I climbed the ladder, I felt a sense of deep content slowly creeping over my mind.


    Contentment – a physical, bodily feeling or an emotion of the mind, a purely mental phenomena. Both; a quiet mind and a restful body combined for a glorious period when all seems right with the world.


    Pruning fruit trees is the very embodiment of oneness. Up in those branches, I felt little difference between myself and the tree. We co-existed as I gently snipped last year’s growth to help the tree produce next year’s fruit. It did not feel a destructive act, nor a selfish one – this ancient task flowed, quite naturally between myself and the tree. I felt a kinship, a closeness with an entity so very similar to myself. Two products of evolution in a symbiotic relationship. 


    No need for complexity or deep thought. No noise, no machinery – I could have performed the task with a simple flint had I needed to.


    There was a simple, glorious, rhythmic flow. Mind and body and tree intertwined. Legs and arms and branches melded, two sentient entities in harmony.  Two distant cousins, each from the same rootstock moving through the eternal harmony of the seasons. From the deep hibernation of winter to the rebirth of spring and the eventual fruits of Keat’s autumn. 


    And then the cuttings and the bonfire. No harm to the tree, and so the quiet crackling and smoking of thin branches and last summer’s dried out leaves brought an added heightening of the senses. A visceral pleasure, a meandering of the mind, a meditation where both body and thought drifted in the gentle melancholy of a winter’s morning.


    Oneness. So often talked about, so rarely felt. But with what overwhelming pleasure when it happens.  A spinning earth, a fiery sun, an infinite universe. A tiny garden with growing, spreading, evolving animals and plants. Water and birds. Spiders, moles, bugs. Earth. 


    Earth and air, fire and water. 


    Call it a morning of sudden and welcome revelation. A few hours of profound peace. A sense of gnosis.  May there be ever more of such moments.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2021/01/03/gardening-for-the-soul/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		“What is it like to be”……Trump?

		January 9, 2021

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    The soon to be ex President of the USA represents everything that is wrong with our species and yet what must it be like to live inside that shell of violent emotion? We should pity the man and people like him. 


    It is not easy to live your life in a manner which promotes the best interests of our planet if inside you seethe with emotions such as rage, hatred and anger. Perhaps Mr Trump also suffers from other unfortunate qualia. Lust perhaps, envy? Who knows.


    We are in a position to know what it is like to be Trump since we share with him the whole range of human emotion and feeling. Most of us will at times have felt all of these destructive sensations and yet the happiest among us have probably mastered the art of balance. We have learnt that the capital vices are good for neither ourselves nor those around us.


    Mr Trump and his 88 million Twitter followers are therefore people to be pitied and helped rather than despised and derided. On the spectrum of what is normal, many of them will veer far off that scale.  If you define normal as a person who is occasionally taken with one or other “deadly sin”, but is able to live mostly a quiet and pleasant life without falling prey to such emotions, then you probably have a fairly good definition of normal.


    Mr Trump and his followers are not, by this definition, normal. Not, at least, in terms of modern normality.  Perhaps back in the days of the Vikings or the Goths, Mr Trump would have been considered “normal” and his attitudes applauded.


    Let us be frank – Mr Trump is not alone in his condition, even in the 21st Century. But hopefully the majority of us see the sad and damaging pointlessness of hating blacks, or gays or anybody else. Perhaps most of us have come to understand the damage which unbridled lust, or greed causes.


    Not so Mr Trump, it seems.


    What is to be done then? With people like Trump? In an ideal world as such people age, they would seek and hopefully find some sort of enlightenment. They would realize that even if there is no objective right or wrong in a universe indifferent to suffering, it makes for a better existence to behave as if there were such standards.


    Trump can not be a happy man.  He can not be the sort of person who looks in the mirror and feels content.  It may be fair to assume from the angry expression so often on his face, from his body language and above all by his extreme and violent views, that he is a deeply unhappy man.


    And for that I pity him.  God knows I have felt enough unhappiness in my life to understand how difficult it is to be happy though human.


    There have been so many others like Trump throughout our unfortunate history – some more successful in their attempts to wreak havoc, some less so.


    If Trump had the self awareness, the balance to choose his behavior, would he change his ways? Would he seek calm and peace and slough off violence, greed and hatred?


    Unaided, perhaps not. The fault is not altogether his. All species on earth have evolved with one aim – to survive by any means possible. While some would prefer not to survive if it means committing atrocities, some are still saddled with the savage drive natural selection has bestowed upon them. 


    The seven deadly sins are in some of us endogenous, so securely implanted that we will never defeat them unaided.  Those people see nothing wrong in such urges and are happy to give them full expression.


    More enlightened (and luckier) individuals over the ages have preached peace and decency. They have been largely unheard but their voices continue to provide reason and balm in a hostile and dangerous world.


    Unfortunately, the likes of Trump are most unlikely to see the error of their ways. They suffer. they are not happy people.


    All we can do is to try to convince such individuals that their behavior damages our world as well as themselves and will eventually destroy us. 
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    While some may appear to lead a life unperturbed by fear and doubt, many are driven by forces less benign.


    Who knows the answers to questions I have spent my life asking.  Some believe, fervently even, that they have found terra firma in an ever shifting universe. Others see only an uncaring cosmos which, wondrous as it undoubtedly is, leaves us to make our own meaning, since none is provided out of the box.


    With ever increasing conviction, I believe that the ancient philosophies of the east have the answers. At heart, the infinity we see around us just “is”.  And always has been.  Live with that, says the Tao. Do not battle the forces which surround you, row your boat gently down the stream.


    Buddhism seems to go a step further. Recognize, it says, your own non-existence.  Accept that your “self” is a mere illusion and abandon all attachments that your senses crave.  Much like Susan Blackmore or Daniel Dennett might tell us, consciousness is not what it seems. 


    I do not believe that this absolves us of responsibilities, nor that it necessarily precludes enjoyment of the material world. Hard as enjoyment is for some of us to find.  Nothing obliges us to act in any particular way (“good or “bad”), and I find it increasingly hard to concede that moral absolutes exist in objective reality.  And yet we can proclaim our own rights and wrongs, our own morality. We can and must create our own meaning.


    If we do not exist, then in a very real sense we have created a seeming existence out of nothing. For there is indeed “something that it is like” to be human.


    Perhaps we too are creators then. Spawned by inert matter and blind mathematical evolution , we seem to have “emerged”. In a phrase used and abused by science and philosophy alike, we appear to be more than the sum of our parts.


    And in that, a certain beauty may be found, hope even.


    My hedonic set point is below average and yet I see how, as creators, that might be changed. For me, for all. If we arose from nothing, then we became quite something.


    We became beings able to alter our own circumstances. To better ourselves. To develop societies and morals, fire and farmed food.


    And yet, it is said, we do not exist.  Perhaps clarification is called for. We exist to the extent that we feel emotions, we have senses. Pain and pleasure perhaps being the most obvious. Anger, greed and lust belonging to the least desirable of those qualia.


    We exist to the extent we have memory, necessary no doubt to be able to navigate our way around a complex physical environment. We exist to the extent that we are aware of ourselves and our world, even if we do not grasp its true nature.


    Now there is duality, if ever that word had meaning. A duality of existence and non-existence. 


    We are like a flowing river perhaps, or a candle flame, little more. A physical process which just happens to have evolved a way of being aware of itself and its surroundings.   A material interaction commonly known as “life” which on its own, means little else other than biological self re-production. 


    None of that is to say that we can not become more. The birth of life from inert matter is a miracle which may be bettered.  Bettered by ourselves, bootstrapping ourselves from the level of the beast to a technological prowess undreamt of even decades ago.


    There, then, lies my optimism in bleaker moments. 


    In the power of the mind to elevate and improve ourselves. To paint glorious works of art, to build structures of exquisite beauty. To think wondrous thoughts, to write great novels and ethereal music.


    To cure all ills, to provide a world where scarcity becomes a dim memory. Where money becomes an arcane memory.


    Those then are my dreams, my better moments. Where beauty and hope is to be found.


    In the patter of gentle rain, in the pounding of waves on a beach. In the gentle Norman chapel, and the light of stained glass. In the trance of Tchaikovsky, Handle and William Byrd. 


    We may not exist in the way we might suppose we do. But we have created something out of nothing. Black horror as well as paradisiacal beauty.


    I dream of more of the latter and less of the former.
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    Does it work?  If you want to know the “truth” who should you ask?  And are you asking the right questions.


    Mathematics, it appears, offers some truths.  Incontrovertible rightness, say those in the know. Perhaps science in general deals with “truths” although it will be difficult to tell.  As in every other sphere of human endeavor, each has his own opinion. 


    Are there truths in psychology I wonder.  Or do we still find that a subjective numbers game underlies the over confident pronouncements of the practitioners.


    Subjectivity and small sample size is rightly derided by those seeking veracity in the realm of natural sciences, and yet I must consider what matters more to me.  Some universal truth (which will undoubtedly be de-bunked at some stage in the future). Or something which works for me. 


    By this means will peace descend upon you, says one self appointed guru and seller of mystical pages by the million. Live in the “now” says another and all your worries will become as wisps in the wind. Again, impressive book sales suggest such a solution is craved, the world over.  But is it delivered?


    And so to Buddhism, or rather secular Buddhism, as it happens. My preferred form. A wise old Indian from way back Bihar taught that all life is suffering. But that there is a way out.


    Suffering arises from our cravings, which can never be satisfied.  The good news is that our suffering will end if we renounce our cravings, our attachments to the world, our desires.


    How do we do that? By being a good person and following a simple eightfold path . And meditation is central to that path.  By concentrating and going deep within, our true nature will be revealed and all suffering will end. Whatever goes on in the outer world, our inner world will be a fortress of calm equanimity. 


    Google Buddhism and its Four Noble Truths. Or its Eightfold path.  How will you decide what books to buy. Who to listen to.  What tutorials to watch on YouTube.


    Good luck with all of that. I came to Buddhism over 30 years ago and wondered what on earth meditation was. How should I do it. How would I know if it was working. Would I disappear into the glorious state of Nirvana.  That was certainly where I wanted to end up.


    The proof of the pudding is in the eating. It doesn’t really matter what the Dalai Lama says (or anyone else). What matters (to you at any rate) is does it work?


    Because at heart you see, Buddhism is desperately simple, once you pare away all the religious and supernatural accretions. 


    What have I discovered over the past 30 odd years.  Is it “true” or isn’t it. Or, more precisely and pertinently, has it worked for me.


    I’m going to equivocate I’m afraid. I’m going to tell you yes. And then again no. 


    Have I taken my practice seriously. Well I have certainly tried to be “good” although I will readily confess that at times I have struggled.  Have I sat cross legged on a tatami mat for several hours a day for the past 30 years going inwards. I must admit that I have not.  And yet contemplation has always been there. It has always been a part of my daily life and I have felt better for it. If I let my contemplation lapse and get too caught up in the world, I always suffer.  I do not seem to be able to combine “world” with “meditation”. Mea culpa.


    Recently I have been trying rather harder.  Or perhaps not trying would be a better way of putting it – letting go, rather.


    The effects are remarkable when I get it right. When I concentrate. When I refuse entrance to thought and let my mind stay clear as a bell. In such a state all thought becomes clutter – it is there, I can see it but it does not seem to be a part of who I am.


    I seem to be a “consciousness” at such times, a being which is wholly independent of the mental constructs I perennially wear. I feel apart, something different entirely than the ceaseless worrying concerns which so often fill my day.  I would not be stating my case too strongly to claim that at such times I am indeed, however temporarily, in a state a Buddhist might call nirvana.


    My suspicion would be that I can make such states last, or at least spill over into the more active periods of my day. I have observed my mind work so closely that I can instantly sense the customary nonsense creeping back in.  And often these days I can dispel such unwelcome intrusion by the power of will.


    Over optimistic nonsense or real progress?  I am hoping for the latter while remaining wary of the former.


    Bin the books and videos and gurus. The rules are simple and the proof of the pudding is in your eating of it.  Either it works for you or it does not.
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    Who will you follow and where will you go.  Up or down, which way.  Forwards or backwards in an infinite universe, where the very concept of direction has no meaning.


    Will you listen, perchance, to a  holy man or prophet.  Does philosopher or mage have the answers you seek, a fool even.


    Or an inner voice perhaps, as you wander the water marshes. The cry of gulls, the shriek of the buzzards, the paddling ducks.  Overhead the dull grey of winter skies soothes and complements, a light, pattering rain adding its quiet voice to those of all else around you.


    Are you tired of life maybe, or just its struggles and inanities. Do you weary of the earth and skies or is it the tedium of your species which wears you down.


    Everywhere there is noise and yet a signal seems nowhere to be found. Unless from within. Yes, there perhaps lie the answers you seek, in the emptiness and clarity of your own mind. It is all so simple and yet what artifice we have created. 


    Leave the guile of man, renounce his web of clever tricks, his mechanized toys and manifold distractions.  No man has the answer to all and yet we must seek. Does any man have the key, the code the wand which will unlock even a small part of the mystery.  Perhaps such a man exists but he will be deeply hidden.


    Conceivably he may be found somewhere, this mage who has unearthed the story of life. But if you seek him you must know where to look.  He is in the world but not of it. If he gives expression to his secrets, his voice will be small and he will not ask for payment.


    Perhaps his voice is to be found in music or art.  He may be singing a line of mournful plainsong or plucking a stringed instrument while others sing the lyrics and notes of John Dowland.  Come again, he says, sweet love doth now invite.


    He may be found perhaps in ancient stained glass or the more modern beauty of the pre-Raphaelites.


    Or are you he, and hiding in plain sight.  Yes, yes I think that must be right.  The small glimmer within which knows right from wrong, good from bad. Go inwards, be silent in the tumult.  Shut off the turbulence and ferment and seek meaning within.


    Somehow on better days the answers emerge. A great clarity and calm settles upon the mind and gnosis seems so very close. 


    Break with silence, re-unite yourself with tempestuous humanity and such lucidity will shimmer and fade. The gossamer thread of true meaning is not to be found amongst the big people.  


    And did the countenance divine shine forth in those quiet and watery pastures by the sea. If so, the trick is to remain there, in metaphor at least.


    Which way. Within.
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    What a difference a few weeks can make and how powerful the influence of the season upon the mood. If ever evidence were needed that we are mere creatures of nature, there be it.


    I wrote a while ago of winter. A mournful season where all is death, even if, like the gods of old, life is programmed to rise again.  As the planets revolve around the nuclear fireball which has given us life.  As we witness the slow, diurnal march of birth towards death, and death to re-birth.


    I have not written for quite a while. A couple of months have ticked by and l have wondered whether I have anything left to say. Or if I have, whether it is worth saying. Or indeed if I want to say it.


    Now more than ever, I write for my own purposes. Let those who wish to read, do so if they will. If they find any meaning here or my words help them to elucidate their own deliberations then so much the better.  But I will have served my own selfish purposes by keeping this diary of my endless search.


    Endless. I wonder.  Clearly not, unless I can make claim to immortality, but that would be a step too far for me. I make no such claim and while I sense great mystery in the universe, I make no pretense of an idiosyncratic afterlife.


    Despite the cold chills of winter and the darkness of the days, February and early March were times of growth in my life and thoughts. Gradually the blackness, which so often clouds my mind, lifted.  Light, metaphorically speaking, pierced and illuminated the clouded recesses of my spirit.  The unilluminated waters of the storm and the rage and howling of the wind began to quieten.


    For how long the fairer weathers last, who can say. Not I alas, but I will enjoy the warmth and bathe in the light of gentler thought while I may.


    There were times over the months of cold, black winter when a terror seemed to fill me. A deep pessimism and fear of life itself.  Of the world and all that dwells in it. 


    I am a seeker and in truth I know my way. But it is all too easy to loose sight of the sky on life’s journey through often dark and impenetrable woods.  


    Perhaps the day will come when darkness is banished and its hold removed for good.
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    Rumination, or call it reflection perhaps. Free of the destructive connotations of the former, the latter seems more wholesome. A liberating appraisal of a life lived less well than it could have been.


    If we led our lives again, how many things would we change. How much thoughtlessness would we leave to others, how many errors of omission would be reversed.  And those many things which we ought not to have done, what a fine thing it would be to erase them as if they had never happened.


    Rumination we are told is a pointless pursuit, especially when its subject is something which we have no power to change. And yet, while it may be true that we are none of us given the power to rewrite the past, can it not be that salvation may be found in the present.  Today we are given the chance to put right the mistakes of a less wise past.


    I do not believe that my core personality has changed over the past six decades.  But in younger days some of us may be inclined to try and fit ourselves into round holes. Which is not at all wise for square pegs.


    Tolkein may have brought all this on.  I found myself in the Shire recently. I seemed to join that party as it left Bag End and crossed fields and forests which I had last visited aged 11.  I saw the trees in their green finery, I smelled the damp morning mists rising in the gentle sunlight from the grass. I stayed with Tom Bombadil and hid from the dread Black Riders.


    People talk of visions and lucid dreams. They happen.


    Childhood memories resurface later in life, it is said. I have found myself back again at glorious Christ Church Oxford more than once in recent weeks. And instead of carousing with owners of stately homes, I found myself singing in the cathedral choir at evensong.  And mixing with quiet and bookish sorts. Eating dinner in the exquisite dining hall, rather than frequenting pointless and expensive dining clubs.


    Living in ancient libraries and listening to erudite lectures on topics as diverse as I could find.  Music and art and learning. Not childish and indulgent debauchery.


    And commerce and money and power and ambition. Where and when did all that start I wonder. Certainly that 11 year old who read of Gandalf and Bilbo and Frodo was a stranger to all such base concepts.


    Songs of Innocence and Experience, wrote Blake. But does it have to be thus. Must childhood necessarily be corrupted.  Do we have to grow up, or like JM Barrie’s hero, can we fly to Neverland and never return. 


    Written a while ago, spring has mellowed these rather melancholy winter thoughts.


    Perhaps I will write of spring.
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    “As a flower of the field, so he flourisheth.  For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more.”


    Accept what is, and sorrow can be made to vanish. Resign to blind fate, to the banal inevitabilities of life and calm soon descends.


    At a certain age, your time has come. Those around you begin to fail at a quickening pace.  Now more than ever the temptation is to grasp at what is left, to cling, to fear. To dread even.


    But it is at just such a time that letting go becomes increasingly necessary.


    Think of it perhaps as a “Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,  Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun.” Embrace the apparent absurdities with which you are confronted every day and see instead the beauty of the clockwork universe on its way round. And around and around. Night following day, death life. Endless creation and re-birth.  Infinite variety and breathtaking beauty.


    Suns and flowers, gentle winds and the raging heavens with holes which are black, no beginning, no end. See good not bad, beauty not decay. Rebirth and death, the endless dance of which you are but a small part.


    Revel in the small things.  The smell of freshly roasted coffee beans, the cry of the gulls against a blue sky. The wind on your face, the grains of sand falling through your toes as the soft sound of lapping waves on the shore strokes and soothes. 


    Does it matter then that you never achieved what you thought it was you wanted? That you failed to climb to the top of the greasy pole, that you retreated from the fray. 


    It does not, not when age has given you a crystal clarity as to what it’s all about. Not when time has put into perspective the vanity and vain struggles of a material world wrecked by the search for more, ever more.


    Now is the time to cherish the earth and the skies too. To gaze in wonder at the Milky Way on a clear and moonless summer night. To listen to the insects chirping, the frogs croaking, the birds whooping and crying. 


    To thank good fortune that you never helped in the destruction you now so often see all around. To hope and pray that nature and beauty will someday soon come to be preferred to concrete and the doctrine of economic growth.


    Savour it, savour it all while you may. 


    And if it all goes, does it matter? One small and rapacious species on a Goldilocks planet in the middle of nowhere. Not if, but when.


    All around you shall pass, perhaps without regret. Perhaps with no one left to express it.


    And so what have you learnt? How differently would you do things if all were to come round again?  Not so very differently perhaps.


    Give more, take less. Love, experience, grow in wisdom. 


    And cars and banks? Buildings and roads and cellphones? Piling up goods like a mindless ant builds his mound? No, none of that.


    It is a good life, can you but see it. Be grateful then that at last you have been granted the power of sight.
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    Woe to him that buildeth a town with blood and stablisheth a city by iniquity.


    Unaccustomed to his birthplace after years of absence, a recent visit left him questioning its very foundations.


    From fashionable young Fulham to Sloane Square, from Hyde Park Corner through Kensington and back home along the river from Hammersmith, he quietly stole along  on a push scooter.  His vehicle of choice in this bustling, bursting, heaving metropolis.


    Was he ever really a part of this great city. Did he ever belong there amongst its gilded rogues, living in the high palaces of gods, a mere stone’s throw from the unwashed, little different except for their luck. More ambition perhaps. A lack of the drive or reckless energy of the hardened street fighter may be all that separates he of the glittering tower from the downtrodden of the bleak government housing estate. Or worse; the man on the street, soused in the oblivion of alcohol or some other narcotic of choice. 


    A shabby old man in hiking trousers and an old pair of black trainers can glide quite unobserved along even these most glamourous parts of the city. Largely unnoticed, like an urban fox or a tramp sleeping it off under the arches. 


    Until his way is barred along the Embankment. On a pavement outside one of those tall, wide, grand mansions of brick built in older days, for hard men of a different age.


    The way was blocked by two swarthy men in dark black sunglasses and the swaggering walk of men not unaccustomed to violence.  They wore black, tight, shiny suits and their muscles bulged through the expensive cloth. Shiny black winkle pickers on their feet, they emerged suddenly and silently as two huge gates drifted quietly apart and a large, black, pearlescent limousine emerged from the luxury within and shot out into the traffic, across the pavement.  Blacked out windows hid the occupant as well perhaps as bullet proof glass, run flat tires and armed protection inside this chariot of dark apocalypse.


    The surly hit men melted back into their masters domain and the great doors slid back to exclude the common man from this hallowed ground. Once again free to tread his way along the public footpath, with a gentle push, the old man passed by, thankful perhaps that he had not come to any harm greater than humiliation and a vague sense of unease.


    Who was he then, this Titan in his cloud of blackness?  A magnate of some great enterprise, so much was clear. Minister of some government perhaps, living to peddle influence and distribute fat contracts. Drugs – who knows, perhaps this was some London bolt hole kept by the head of a ruthless cartel in some far flung continent. Here perhaps to spend some of his gains, to play in the casinos, to feel the warmth of a call girl.


    And so feels central London, and so perhaps it always has. Huge wealth and barbed wire to keep out the people, barbarians if you will who might seek revolution or justice.  Street upon street of magnificence all with tales to tell. Some wealth perhaps honestly gained, albeit jealousy guarded across generations. Dukes and Earls with hundreds of acres, worth billions, housing the iniquitous  and somehow managing to escape the ravages of inheritance taxes.


    And so to the more rural glories of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens, grand still, but less obviously populated by gangsters and other super rich. Until that is, the grand palace of Kensington comes into view, behind which stand more stately mansions along the enormous avenue of Kensington Palace Gardens. Shared admittedly, this road, by foreboding and dread embassies.


    London was always thus of course. As a younger man, perhaps you do not notice its character. Perhaps you aim to join the elite yourself and hire your own armed guards, bury yourself in your own fortress in this capital of gold. 


    Perhaps you dreamt of selling enough Eurobonds to build your own Bonfire of the Vanities.  Perhaps in those early days you were not driven by a keen observation of the absurd. Then perhaps, you may have thought nothing of currying favor with an Eastern despot. Of helping to bank his money, or rather that of his subjects, underneath the streets of Zurich.


    But the old man on his scooter laughs;  sits on a pavement with a cold drink and an ice cream, somewhere west of Kensington in a less salubrious area called Olympia. Drapes his feet over the curb and watches the world go by.  


    And that is what he tends to do these days. Watch the world go by.  Taking nothing too seriously, least of all himself. 


    Image: Pixabay
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    Can you count the stars in the sky, the grains of sand on a beach. Can you hear a voice in the infinite Sea of Words unleashed by an age of digits and silicon.


    It is your right to be heard, and mine. In times gone by we stood on a box at Hyde Park Corner. Do they still stand there I wonder, are they listened to, admired.


    Caxton it was or Johannes Gutenberg, who set the taps running. Who began that drip which some hundreds of years later became a raging, stormed tossed ocean of opinion and doggerel, marketing and hype, nonsense and bigotry.  And in places, but oh so rare, so hidden and covered by the surrounding detritus, the occasional light. Voice of reason. Beacon in a dark world. 


    Is the broadsheet still read? Published even? And if it is, does it have anything to say above the endless noise and wailing, the digital storm which surrounds us. Invades our homes, our lives.


    Is the Times still read? The New Yorker, the Economist, the Daily Telegraph.  Does the Wall Street Journal survive, the curious pink Financial Times.


    And if they do, is it still printed I wonder. Is there still that smell of paper and ink, do those presses still roll throughout the night. Do the delivery trucks rush the morning press to the newsstands in the early hours.


    They say the internet is a great leveler.  That it gives a voice to all. But do you want to listen. And if you do, can you find that voice you want to hear.


    WordPress and Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. Medium even, that offspring of the commercial genii who brought Twitter spluttering to life.


    Choice is important they say but survival perhaps more so. Who will save you from drowning in the Sea of Words.


    For the most part survival means to switch off. To power down, to close Google for good and cease to participate in the digital storm threatening to engulf us all. 


    For there are no effective filters it seems. No magic search which commands “show me what I want to hear”.  Bring me a voice of culture and sanity I want to listen to. 


    The flood gates have been opened, some say for good not ill. Take care lest you drown in a sea of inanity, irrelevance and banality. Do not slip and fall into this swollen river, this angry tide, this fast moving and ever changing flood of words.


    Dip your toes in the raging flood if you will, but do not be surprised if your feet never touch firm ground again.  If meaning becomes forever lost in a storm of noise and fury.
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    Has it ever known peace, this sad and beautiful land.


    Taliban, you say and the world shudders. 


    Lapis lazuli though, and hand woven rugs. Pomegranates and saffron,  the cool beauty of mountains and rocky passes, dun coloured villages and the snow leopard.  These too are Afghanistan. 


    Not all is battle and violence in this ancient land. Leave all that behind. Start again and make your world, ours a better place.


    Must we always speak of politics and brutality. Can we not remember this land as a cradle of civilisation, a romantic cross roads between nations, the half way house on the Silk Road.


    Think good things then of this nation and its peoples.  Is not Afghanistan the birthplace of Rumi. Is there poetry more profound than this Sufi’s search for his god. 


    “Make peace with the universe. Take joy in it. It will turn to gold. Resurrection will be now. Every moment, a new beauty.”


    Arabesque arches and minarets, the geometry of sacred patterns, cool courtyards with a gently trickling fountain. Think this of Islam and its peoples. Not bloodshed and crusade.


    What religion has not been corrupted but what sublime peace can be found there even for the infidel, the non believer.  Liturgy, music, prayer. Art and sublime architecture. Mysticism so very similar whether expressed by Sufi or Christian, Buddhist or Zoroastrian. A meeting with the infinite, an experience of profound joy and understanding.


    A plaything of empire for untold thousands of years, you have cast them off now, Pashtun and Tajik, Sunni and Shia.  Show the Mongol horde and the Mauryas, the British and American invaders, the Russians and the Macedonians how well you can live and how you can reflect the glory of your god.


    Not with arms and suppression, not with public executions and the extermination of your enemies. Not with a brutal criminal law, outdated and man made. 


    Grow in wisdom and kindness you men, masters once again of the land of your birth. And in dignity and decency. All men are equal, women too. 


    Put down your arms and follow in the footsteps of Rumi:


    “As you start to walk on the way a way appears”


    Walk a new road, make peace with the universe. Every moment a new beauty.


    


    By Afghanistan Matters from Brunssum, Netherlands – ContrastsUploaded by GiW, CC BY 2.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=29782737
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    Why is there something rather than nothing, he mused.  Does life have any purpose.  


    Are we merely a jumbled collection of quarks and leptons or part of some grand design, something much bigger altogether.


    He wondered, as he sat in his Edenic and walled garden, why he so badly needed to know. Why, since early childhood the concept of “no thing” had so disturbed him. If not this universe then what. How was “no thing” possible.


    What were the answers and where were they to be found. Did he but know it he had spent his life seeking. In all the wrong places.


    Had he advice to give, anything to help his younger self stumbling along the path. Or any other soul seeking to make sense of the maelstrom of life on earth. 


    There is no sense to be found, cried the materialists. All is physics they said and life a random element of evolution.  Consciousness they claimed is an illusion, we have no self merely a string of memories we use to guide us in making predictions. Driven be a sightless urge evolved to spread our virus, our very lives no more than a carrier and we no better than a disease. 


    Surely, he reasoned, we might be said to be greater than the sum of our parts. Or was the ability to witness our universe and to sense our very existence yet another mirage dreamt up by a mindless algorithm. 


    I refute it thus, he thought and buried himself deeper in the mystery.  Appealing not to the stone of Bishop Berkeley, but to the witness of his own changing thought patterns.  To his ripening ability to enter a different reality even if only within the confines of his own mind.


    He leant back in his chair and closed his eyes. A mist descended and that world so often called reality receded to be replaced by something other. Something altogether more benign. Which then was more “real”, internal or external. 


    Gradients of bliss were what he sought and in that alternate reality he often seemed to find them.  He asked to be “where no storms come…out of the swing of the sea”.  In such moods he found himself ” in fields where flies no sharp and sided hail and a few lilies blow”.


    In such a world all became clear. Brutality and hunger did not exist, ambition and the quest for ever more made no sense. Creed and foolish dogma held no sway there and man did not kill man in pursuit of some fabricated ideal. 


    Was it an escape from harsh mundanity, from the often cruel and pointless. Was it a valid quest, this journey into  a different reality which seemed at such times so close.  He thought he saw transcendence, witnessed it, entered into a realm where all was well.


    At these moments, the world made sense, if world it was he witnessed.  Who was there, did anyone come to meet him. A creator perhaps or at least an omnipotence. He thought not, at least not persons or entities that he would normally recognize on a more terrestrial plane.


    Something was there though. An indefinable sense of being. And well being at that. Creature of his own mind some would say and yet if so, what a creation, what a different way to exist. What a state to enjoy.


    Drifting deep in meditation he sometimes found himself in a situation he recognized from waking “reality” and sometimes not. He is aware that he is aware.  He is aware that he perceives, that he has or is consciousness.  But what he is or quite where he is often eludes him altogether at such moments. 


    Sometimes he believes he may be a note of music as he seems to hear the deep and dark melody of a glorious cello.  His being is intertwined with that music, that note. He is it, it is him. Who is playing or where the playing is performed does not matter and time itself seems to have no purchase. He is. No more seems necessary, no explanation required.


    At other moments or places in this sea of infinity he is colour and pattern.  He is in and integrally part of some great and beautiful scene, abstract at times and then something more recognizable. A field of flowers perhaps, gently waving in the breeze.   A barque upon a sea whose white and wind filled sails lead on to some fabled land beyond a wall of blue water, where snow glistens upon distant mountains and the sun shines on gentle uplands.  A blue sky with a light wind and the cry of wheeling gulls.  The tang of a salt breeze.


    Where are you he said, show yourself if you are to be found. But the answers were not so much ill defined as unexpected and arcane. It is not that simple they seemed to say. We are and we are not. Things work differently here. We are you and you us. Or neither, perhaps even existence itself is illusory. 


    While some may find alarm in such apparent chaos, he found great joy and calm. He did not expect to find sense in any conventional terms. 


    And yet sense he did find in an altogether more satisfactory manner. Common sense ceased to matter. Material existence was nowhere to be found, just a profound peace in an infinity without beginning or end.


    The numinous some would say, the divine. Back in the world of men and letters such states had been described as best they might for thousands of years and across all races and creeds.


    The Cloud of Unknowing wrote one such contemplative some 700 years ago. A liberation wrote another, sitting under a tree. A state of perfect peace and nothingness at the very fount of all that is or ever was or will be.


    When he woke to find physical presence once again it was with a slowness and a realization that life was to be lived for the sort of dreams and ecstasy he had found within. If indeed there was any such difference between within and without. Increasingly he came to understand that there need not be.


    Quietness and slowness and silence were the way to lead life, he knew. And simplicity within and without. To see and hear beauty at every twist and turn in a world which, while apparently physical, was in most senses as immaterial as anything encountered in the midst of meditation.


    Matter they said had no solidity. All was energy arranged in such a way as to produce the appearance of stability.  How wonderful then was this world and how closely did it reflect the visions he had seen from within. 


    And so he would listen to birdsong along the shoreline and he would play music and sing in quiet and ancient places. He would live among flowers and trees and he would write and he would read. 


    Why is there something rather than nothing, he mused.  Does life have any purpose.  I am, he said. Let that be enough.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2021/09/11/words-from-a-garden/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		“Worldly”

		October 10, 2021

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Some consider it a compliment to be described as “worldly”.  To others of a more reflective disposition, such a label might be seen as unfortunate.


    Our “world” as we know it depends upon competition for survival at every level of living organism and if we at the human level realize this, most of us seem oblivious or ignorant of the result. Which is to live in fear and misery.


    Just as the mouse or vole lives in terror of the hawk wheeling overhead, so the human lives in terror of the despot or the greedy capitalist hoovering up the world’s scarce resources and keeping as much of it for himself as he can. Doling out slave wages to the hapless van drivers and factory workers chained up to his money making machine.


    Living in fear also of the petty politicians who live to prey on others rather than serving the people who elected them. Or worse, seizing power and creating a tyranny.  Again the motive is the same – fear and greed.  They will take to survive. And they believe the more they take, the greater their chances of happiness and survival. Oblivious to the fact that happiness does not work that way.


    Power corrupts and you can see this at all levels in all societies. Local and central government politicians, elected or otherwise, soon come to believe that they own the public assets they oversee. An unfortunate “groupthink” develops both on the left and the right.  Those in poverty are seen as scroungers out for all they can get, refugees are seen as greedy opportunists who are out for economic advancement.


    The lowly, the desperate, the poor and the needy become demonized.  Those who wield power over them come to see them as a threat to be contained or eliminated.


     There must be better people in this world. People not consumed by greed and power. People who see the world and human behavior for what it is and want to change it. But perhaps they are the “meek” and whatever the scriptures might say, they do not inherit the earth.


    Those who inherit the earth are not the mild mannered who wish peace and happiness and plenty for all. They are the people who, like Benjamin Disraeli, have climbed to the top of the greasy pole and intend to stay there. They have committed all sorts of brutality to get to the top and they will fight tooth and nail to remain in power.


    Is it worth fighting against these people? Well the word “fighting” may give us a clue. Violence can never be right and yet aggression seems the only way to wreak change in a world governed and dominated by violence and obsessive greed.


    The other way is resignation. Let these fools grasp for their baubles.  Let them discover the age old truth that human desire is never satisfied, can not be.


    Take yourself as far away from such people as you can go. Both metaphorically and physically. Reject the painful and hideous group think of the political parties and the leaders of our corrupt capitalist businesses. Live as far as you possibly can from their ideals and their physical locations. Become a Stylite, live in the desert or on some remote island in some emerald green sea.


    And in your mind be free. Living without greed and hatred, envy and the ignorant desire to dominate and conquer.


    There is little you can do to cure the world. So leave it, ignore it and recognize that this too shall pass.
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    An air of deep unusualness greeted him, as he opened his door on a blustery autumn morning and set out to walk through the woods. The chestnuts were falling and a profusion already lay like a barbed, yellow-green carpet around his feet, as he pushed on gently up the hill and deeper into the ancient woodland.


    What makes some days so mysterious he wondered and others so mundane. What spirits walked this day, what strange winds blew. A man not given to flights of fancy, a staunch supporter of rationalism and the scientific endeavor, he nonetheless found himself on occasion given over to profound transcendence of the ordinary and transported elsewhere. 


    And on such a day as this, adventure beckoned, that he knew. Something about the sky seemed out of kilter.  The winds blew as if with some intent, driven not by physics but by some other less explicable force.


    Was it whispering he heard or merely the rustle of autumn’s leaves. What moved,  what dwelt behind the trunks of ancient oaks. Who or what seemed to lead him on up the steep and rutted byway, deeper into the heart of the forest.


    There was a wildness here, something not quite safe. As the winds buffeted his body, so some feeling tugged at his mind. Time seemed fluid and the 21st century had receded elsewhere, perhaps where it belonged. Certainly it had no place here or now, no purchase on this day, no call upon a mind transported altogether elsewhere.


    He knew the place well, or so he thought and yet today all seemed very different indeed. Little sign of human habitation and the world did not mourn its absence. A few red kites battled the currents high above the tree tops, a fox loped by in front of him. Ahead in a sylvan clearing, a white stag stared at him with intent, seemingly about to speak. Instead it tuned as if beckoning him to follow and that he did, telling himself that in any event their paths lay in the same direction.


    On a day such as this he was released from the cares which so often shackled his mind.  Free to roam in hidden places and to witness happenings found usually only deep in the imagination.  His mind empty of the customary banality of the world and open to wonder and enigma.


    He waded through the leaves and chestnuts at his feet and followed the sinuous path taken by his guide for what seemed like hours, although his grasp on time seemed tenuous at best. Every now and then the stag would stop and glance backwards, apparently to ensure his continued presence.  The noble beast seemed to speak without words, to comfort and reassure as the journey reached parts his follower was unfamiliar with. Surely, he thought, he knew every inch of this forest and yet it seemed to stretch ever on and into territory he did not recognize at all. 


    Eventually they emerged into a clearing, and the stag bowed gently and left him standing within sight of a building of some considerable beauty he had never before come across.  Of flint and stone and clearly of ancient origin, it seemed to serve some spiritual purpose and yet was not quite like any church or temple he had ever seen before.  Unworldly arched windows stretched towards a slate roof, their heavily leaded panes thicker at the bottom than the top.  A sign, he assumed, of their great age.  A tall square tower loomed large over the pitched roof below it and may well, he thought have contained bells.  Oddly enough, there was no clock face, nor was a sundial anywhere apparent. The significance of this absence struck him immediately as did the profusion of carvings around door and window frames, which evidenced forms from the finest bestiary he had ever seen.


    Sweet notes from a stringed instrument drifted from the huge oak door  on the south side of the building, which stood ajar, inviting him to enter. Such a door he had rarely seen, massively constructed from whole timbers and studded with impressive iron bolts and intricate serpentine hinges. 


    The portal surrounding the door was of golden stone and richly carved with ornamentation which seemed at once familiar yet strange. Figures of men in battle dress, wielding swords and maces. Some dressed in chainmail, some in full battle armor.  Most in helmets of various design, some pointed, some rounded, all with coverings for cheeks and nose.  Men of peace were there too, sages perhaps and learned of letters.  Priests maybe of some other worldly belief system, portrayed holding books and scrolls. One had a bird perched on his shoulder, an eagle perhaps. Another an elegant hound at his feet. Learn-ed looked these men and most of them kindly. Not those who would willingly bear arms it seemed.


    And animals, such animals were carved on this portentous surround as seemed designed to protect and guard what or who lay within. Great lions and dragons stood reared on hind legs, satyrs and fawns, centaurs and winged horses were carved into the doorway in such fine detail that they almost seemed to come to life as he stared at them. 


    A clear voice joined the resonance of the lute, though in what register he was unable to say. The voice washed over him, a strong alto perhaps or a clear bright baritone. Or perhaps a mixture of all.  A madrigal it was, of great beauty both sad and happy at the same time and all manner of moods in between. Time stands still, sang the voice. A song of love no doubt, but to whom or to what did not seem to matter – the sound was all encompassing and seemed to fill every corner of his mind and body.


    “Enter, Eustace” said a voice as the song came to an end. “Come sing with me a while”. Eustace pushed open the door and the lutist stood on a low dais, dressed in forest green in a style which he supposed was mediaeval. 


    “I am Flavio” said the musician, “You are expected”. Yellow haired, Flavio was tall and elegant and as to gender perhaps neither quite one thing nor the other. In such places, gender counted for little, all seemed as fluid as time itself, all seemed to meld and melt in a manner which was not quite physical. The feeling was of energy and mind, of transcendence and some realm more ethereal than that which encompassed the everyday reality of timetables and combustion engines, offices and factories. 


    And so they sang.  Eustace and Flavio sang and sang and sang. And they were joined by voices which came from all around – glorious sopranos, and tenors and deep, deep basses. And all registers in between.


    And as the sweet notes rang, Eustace realized they were no longer inside but outside on a bright green lawn as smooth as the finest bowling green. And it was autumn no longer – spring had come again and winter left out altogether.


    “Come, join us Eustace” said Flavio, gesturing to a circle of beings assembled around a grand old man, also dressed in the deepest and brightest green of the forest. And all around his golden chair sat the animals and men from the stone portal of that door through which Eustace had entered this world of beauty and grace.


    “Welcome Eustace”, said the magisterial figure from his golden throne. “I am the Mage, although I have been called many things. I am Maker and Taker, Beginning and End. Come, sit with me a while.”


    As Eustace took his place on the warm grass beside the great seat, he was overcome with a sense of solemnity, although at the same time he was aware of great joy and laughter. No fear did he feel, no, certainly not that. He had come, he realized, to the origin of all, although how he knew that was a mystery to him. It seemed in the air all around him – wisdom and peace and certitude.  Kindness and joy.


    “Where am I?” stammered Eustace, “Why am I here?”


    “You are in a place that many have dreamed of”, said the Mage. “The Origin, you might call it, the Infinite. A place from where all comes but which many choose to deny. And many have forgotten. Have you forgotten Eustace?”


    Eustace looked puzzled. “Somewhere deep down I feel I have come home” he said.  “I can’t explain it.  I have been in some other place, yet I belong here”.


    “We all belong here” said the Mage “And our task is to convince others. It is not an easy charge Eustace. Do you feel up to it? Will you help me?  Think on it. Take you time. Now, drink, and eat and we will talk again.”


    To one side of the clearing lay tables laden with good things of all sorts. Fruits and nuts, vegetable dishes of many kinds, some piping hot, some cold and refreshing.   The tables overflowed with sweet drink and clear water, flowers and wines and foods to suit every palate.


    The Mage rose and led the assembly to the feast and Eustace drank and ate and was welcomed by beast and man alike. And women and children joined the throng and all manner of beast and animal seemed represented here.


    When all had slaked their thirst and assuaged their appetite, the music began again and a joyous throng of voice and instrument filled the air as night set in and the stars filled the heavens.


    The Mage sang in a rumbling baritone and as his voice rose in joyous harmony with those around him, it seemed to bring the stars and moons into their very existence in this sky so foreign and yet so familiar to Eustace at the same time.


     Sleep must have overwhelmed him at last. It had been a long day and a tiring walk. Filled with great wonder and emotion, he lay his head on the grass and the throng whirled around him. And around, and around. Voice and instrument, starlight and moonlight, drink and good food, smell and colour blurred together in a glorious synaesthesia of the senses.  And then quiet and calm and warmth. And a gentle, crackling fire in the hearth.


    Eustace was at home when he awoke, drowsing in his little sitting room, in his worn and comfortable old arm chair in front of the fireplace.


    “Have I dreamt?” he wondered “Have I been out of the house at all?”  He remembered setting out that morning on a blowy autumn day, but much of the rest was a blur.  A dream.


    Until, that is, Eustace glanced down beside his chair and saw a perfect oak leaf fashioned out of pure gold.  Which seemed to hum ever so softly in the quiet evening light of this warm and familiar room. 


    It was a fastening from the great green cloak of the Mage.
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    “Coffee is served. 10 o’ clock and things to do”. With a smile, Polly handed Eustace a large and fragrant mug and sat on the edge of the bed sipping her own.  


    As he told her of the events of the previous day, she looked puzzled.  “Perhaps you fell asleep in the forest and dreamed the whole thing” she said, “Things like that just don’t happen in this day and age. At least, I didn’t think so.”


    “I know it sounds far fetched, but I think it’s more than a beautiful dream. It’s ancient and untouched round here. I can’t help thinking there’s a thin barrier between worlds in such places.”


    A loud knocking on the front door interrupted their musing and Polly greeted the postman cheerfully. As she opened the door to him, the autumn sun lit the hallway and a few golden red leaves blew in from the front garden.  “Thanks Bill”, she said and took the brown paper parcel he proffered. “Beautiful morning Polly. Something in the air today.”


    It was a Saturday but be that as it may, Polly and Eustace strolled down to the workshop, taking the still wrapped package with them.  The village was on a road to nowhere, isolated as it was in deep wooded countryside.  No through traffic, which was just as well, as the few streets were graveled and this made the atmosphere all the more curious, far removed as it was from the hectic and distant outside world.


    Many of the smaller stone cottages were thatched, an art kept alive here, and often as not the rooves were adorned with straw figures of cats or occasionally a hare, sitting upright and facing a companion. Their long ears pointing upward and seemingly ready to dance the rites of spring. A few of the grander houses were of mellow red brick or honey colored limestone with slate rooves, and some were surrounded by dry stone walls which enclosed their gardens like  monastic enclaves of old.  Rich and timeless beauty had been preserved in this place.  It was a village where the unexpected seemed commonplace and the air was filled with spirit and energy. 


    The village greengrocer had an open shopfront, where the doors were rolled back and the produce displayed in wooden boxes for the world to see and the locals to pick from. Gleaming pomegranates hailed form warmer climes and Mr Solley had cut a couple in half, revealing blood red jewels within, the pips of this exotic fruit. Bright yellow bananas hung at the sides of the stalls, still on their stalks. Dates and starfruit, persimmon and durian were piled high, along with apples of the brightest red and plums of the deepest purple. And as to vegetables, bright orange carrots and their feathered tails of vivid green sat alongside fine round potatoes.  Globe artichokes were placed side by side with fennel.  Unseasonal rhubarb lay there too, neither quite vegetable nor fruit.


    Polly filled several brown paper bags and handed them to Mrs Solley to be priced on polished brass weighing scales.  Mrs Solley was short, rotund and jolly, with red rounded cheeks and a smile as wide and bright as could be wished for.  She wore a flowery dress almost down to her ankles, and a long white apron. 


    Mr Solley was slim, small of height, bald of head and wore a brown cotton warehouse coat.  The same comforting outfit worn by Eustace’s much loved carpentry master at his boarding school all those years ago. Brown cotton coats always reminded Eustace of the smell of glue, gently bubbling in a blackened pot on a small gas ring, and of the familiar scent of wood shavings. Though not as jolly as Mrs Solley, her husband was a kindly man of quiet charm and everything one could have wished for in the proprietor of a village shop.


    “There you are my dear” said Mrs Solley, lowering the bulging paper bags into a more substantial carrier, which Polly held open with a smile.  Polly taught the Solley’s young daughter at the village primary school and the two were wont to chat. 


    It was a village you see where everyone knew each other not only by sight but by name. It was not the sort of village where you had to avoid people. Not the sort of place where there ever seemed to be much trouble or tittle tattle. Of any serious sort anyway. It may well have been that the village flower show brought some rivalry to the fore, but the only real disputes were over the correct sugar topping for the cream and jam sponge competition.


    It was a generous and warm hearted community, uncommon in a world so often filled with harsh competition.  The hamlet lay in a rich valley and a stream ran alongside, skirting the village green and a pretty Norman church of flint and stone. On either side, a few fields spread up the slopes and were mostly given over to grazing, although lower down a little market gardening was in evidence.  Soon enough the fields gave way to living forest, deciduous for the most part and managed not for commerce but to maintain the balance with nature which seemed so very right in this enchanted land.  There were wide broad oaks stretching to lofty heights. In days gone by these might have been commandeered by the naval dockyards for ship’s masts and timbers, but now the trees were spared from the greedy hands of man. There were cobnut trees, neatly coppiced from time to time and a great favorite with the local children in the autumn, when their produce was gathered in abundance. And chestnut trees with nuts to roast by the fire were everywhere to be found. Walnut, poplar, willow and birch – it would be hard to think of a tree not represented in the sacred groves of this bygone county.


    Polly and Eustace’s workshop was a fine converted barn, just off the village green.  As they passed the church, The Reverend  Septimus Guidman was wheeling a wooden trolley, piled high with good things for the harvest thanksgiving the next day.


    Whatever the occasion, The Reverend was to be seen dressed in a formal frock coat, dog collar, pressed trousers and black leather brogues. 


    “Will I be seeing you both later?” he said. A traditional and benign clergyman, he was the epitome of what the church at its best could offer. He was Warden of the village almshouses, star tenor in the church choir and a man who could be said to deserve his surname – he was indeed a “guid” man.  His was a church lucky enough to have an organist who doubled as choirmaster, and perhaps the quality of the choral repertoire played some not unimportant part in attracting a sizeable congregation. Whose average age was well below the norm in an institution which, in general, had for years been in terminal decline.


    In a previous era, Septimus would long ago have lost his job. In those barbarous days, he might even have been condemned as a heretic and burnt at the stake. He really wasn’t much of a believer, and he had long since ceased to preach the dogma his employers had hired him to promote. It wasn’t that he believed in nothing. He simply felt the truth might be rather different from that which those of a more conventional frame of mind subscribed to. 


    “You will – we have a bit of a way to go on the Palestrina” smiled Eustace and Polly nodded. They wandered a little further along the banks of the gently flowing stream and watched speckled trout dart amongst the rocks and stones, in and out of the eddies, and through the gently swaying weeds.  The big stone barn that was Eustace’s workshop may once have stored grain but its interior was now filled, floor to ceiling, with the fine books of his trade. Once inside, the room looked like  Duke Humphrey’s library except that instead of reading tables, the center of this large space was filled with sturdy bleached oak workbenches and the tools of a bibliopegist.


    Eustace would source rare books for collectors, some hand written on bound vellum, some more modern altogether and of printed paper. As part of his service he would restore old books that needed love and attention, and he also had a thriving sideline in hand made reproductions. Polly had a passion for illuminated manuscripts, and when not teaching village children, could be found at a desk fashioning a book of hours for a wealthy client or reproducing an ancient Arabic text on astrology or medicine.  Or a tome on herbal lore perhaps, or magic.


    The floors were of dark grey flagstone and the ceiling above was fashioned from heavy, dark oak beams and thick planks, from which hung elegant brass chandeliers providing light enough to work by.  Green shaded lamps sat on the work benches. 


    The room smelled, and in a most pleasing fashion. Of age, culture and quiet erudition mixed with strains of old leather, stone and the paints, pigments and potions necessary to create and restore the magnificent works of art which lined the walls. It was a room where entropy could be reversed and time tamed.  It was a place of profound silence, insulated from even the modest bustle of this little village.  To enter the room was to be hushed and soothed. To be wrapped in a warm conviction that all was right with the world, and your comfortable place in it assured.. 


    “Most odd” muttered Eustace as he placed the brown paper parcel lovingly on his favourite workbench.  Polly looked on with interest as he unwrapped the odd looking package, which was addressed by hand and had no postmark or stamp.  He removed the thick brown twine and gently pulled aside the many layers of brown paper.  He assumed there must be a book lying somewhere deep inside the package but hadn’t been expecting a delivery from any of his clients.  What emerged was indeed a book, of ancient origin and bound in heavily embossed, faded dark green leather.  No note accompanied the book, which made its delivery even more unexpected and curious.


    The corners were protected by sturdy triangles of chased metal and the book was locked firmly shut by substantial silver clasps. There seemed to be no keyhole. The front cover was embossed with a terrifying gargoyle, whose flattened nose protruded from a face of great ugliness and whose eyes, glaring outwards, seemed to dare the reader to enter . The back cover was, with a pleasing sense of symmetry, raised with an outline of the back of the gargoyle’s head.


    Eustace put on a pair of fine white cotton gloves and gently stroked the series of indentations on the front cover.  As far as he could tell, they seemed to be runes of some arcane and uninterpretable language. None that he had studied anyway, and Polly was equally puzzled.


    Slowly, the runes took on a ghostly silver hue and became liquid in front of their eyes, changing shape and form and morphing into old fashioned English. “Beware ye who enter The Book of Ways. Few will find The Path”.


    Swirling mist filled the barn, borne by a howling wind and the silver locks flew open.  The wind turned the flapping pages in furious fashion until slowly the maelstrom calmed and the book settled on a vivid and gory battle scene.  Archers in leather jerkins sped arrows towards their enemy with huge longbows, and men on horseback speared those on the ground with cruel lances. Others, dressed in chainmail, wielded maces, swords or daggers and hacked furiously at those around them.  The battle field itself was a wide green, rocky plain surrounded by high, snow capped mountains. Screams and shouts of anger filled the air and smoke hung over the throng. Colour was everywhere as either side was led by men carrying banners embroidered with coats of arms and artifacts of some ancient heraldry.  Horns sounded and trumpets as the opposing sides led the charge against their enemies and.  Wild and savage cries filled the air as man fell upon fellow man with metal and wooden club. Horses shrieked wildly, sometimes struck down by arrow or spear, spilling their riders who fell to the ground to be hacked to death by the enemy.


    Carrion wheeled overhead, their fevered screeching quite the equal of the shocking pandemonium below.


    Polly’s eyes filled with tears, not out of fear but for sorrow at the dreadful carnage which was unfolding before her. She and Eustace were no longer in their barn, no longer surrounded by the comfortable smell of books and old leather. By some magic, some sorcery unleashed by that curious book, they sat swirled in mist beside the field of battle itself as the dreadful butchery raged before their eyes. Eustace sat on a white stallion of 18 hands and beside him Polly rode a mare almost as tall and again of silver white.  They were in the battle but not of it. There but seemingly in no direct danger. Spectators and yet intimately connected to all which was taking place around them, this incomprehensible mix of hatred and valour, brutality and futility. Man and beast struggling in violent desperation for land and possessions, women and domination. Castles and cattle they fought for and perhaps in the name of opposing deities, gods of war jealously guarding their own, oblivious to the needlessness of never ending struggle.


    A king, surrounded by his generals and squires, sat on a hillock at each end of the battle field. Tall, proud and helmeted, each with his banners, musicians and followers.  Little to choose between them, they played with the lives of their men as on a giant chess board.  Perhaps this too was merely a game but with consequences of life or grisly death for those they hurled into combat.


    Without warning, the mists swirled faster around the two onlookers and they seemed to hear the turning of pages as the battlefield dissolved and they found themselves in darkness, on a barren plain in the middle of a desert. The terrible noise of conflict faded and a deep, eerie stillness took its place.


    Mounted still on their enchanted chargers, they cantered at an easy pace across sandy scrub, under a canopy of velvet blackness, a sky studded with jeweled pinpricks of light, constellations of some foreign heaven 


    Surrounded still by distant mountains and rocky outcrops, a ruined city stood in their path and they slowed their pace to a walk as they entered the long deserted alleyways. Crumbling statues of long gone emperors stood here and there in the cobbled lanes, stern rulers whose kingdoms had long since been forgotten and whose monuments stood to mock their once mighty ambitions.


    “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone” muttered Eustace and both heard the mournful notes of a cello singing a bittersweet lament in the distance.  


    The pages of the Book of Ways fluttered once more, somewhere far away, and the travelers found themselves trotting up a long and verdant valley, far removed from the lifeless desert plain. Tinkling sheep bells had replaced the mournful notes of the cello and the bright light of a sunny spring day had banished the deep blackness of night.


    Sadness was replaced by joy and Eustace and Polly were heartened by the unexpected change of mood. Where the Book of Ways had previously shown them death and destruction it now guided them on a path of hope and endless possibility. Or so it seemed to the now weary couple.  Here, it seemed to say, are realms of goodness and plenty unimagined by mortal man. Places not subject to decay or evil.  Shining, bright optimism was the message on this glorious page of that magical book.


    At the end of the valley stood a green hill, enclosed but not overshadowed by the mountains. Steep grass sides were crowned with a low stone wall and within lay an enchanted garden, with heavily laden trees of gleaming red and yellow and green fruits. A snow white egret with a long, elegant neck and vivid green feet stood in front of intricate wrought iron gates in the wall.  Those gates stood open in welcome.


    There was something deeply symbolic and wholly magical about the small green hill and its garden but for the life of them, the travelers were unable to think where they might have seen this place before or what it reminded them of.


    The world, it is said, can not give peace. This place was not a world then, for both Polly and Eustace felt deep tranquillity.  Bliss, euphoria, ecstasy call it what you will but in this land the travelers were at one with the infinite and knew that here was omniscience, omnipotence and the fount of all goodness. Like the strange sylvan glade Eustace had visited, this was a realm without beginning or end.  They had come home. They had arrived in a country long imagined but seldom visited by the living. Nirvana some called it, moksha said others, paradise, oblivion, the promised land. Doubt was banished and ills had no place here. 


    Pascal had been right, his wager well placed.


    The vision faded, if vision it was, and Polly and Eustace found themselves drifting through a universe lit by glowing nebulae of many colours, and swirling galaxies of bright stars.  On and on they went, in and out of bright tunnels of white light, past rocks and stars and planets in endless profusion. Blue moons and others in deep orange, planets of lapis blue and green and others of dull brown ochre. 


    After what seemed an eternity, they found their feet had at last touched solid ground and they smelled once again leather and polished wood.  The haze cleared and they heard the book snap shut, its well oiled locks fastening with a solid click. And there it lay on the table in their workshop, an old and mottled book of faded green leather. The now grinning gargoyle looked pleased with itself and Eustace may have imagined it winked at him, as normality was finally restored and the two friends came gratefully back down to earth.


    “So what can it all mean?” said Eustace. Choir practice was over and all three of them were standing propped up against the misericords, which once supported monks at compline. Weary from their long day of labour and singing the last hour of the day, the monks could rest a little, even as they stood and sang. Eustace had told Septimus about the adventures of the past couple of days. If anyone could shed light on the mysterious happenings, it would be this sage and good hearted man of the cloth.


    “Move forward a little and take a proper look at what you have been leaning on these past couple of hours” ventured Septimus.  “I think you might find some explanation there. Or comfort, at the very least, that reality is a stranger and more wonderful place than you might have imagined.”


    Much as they loved this church and its guardian, neither Polly nor Eustace had taken the time to look properly into its history and architecture or its furnishings.


    If they had taken as much interest in its past as they had in its choral liturgy, they might have been deeply impressed that a sacred building had stood here long before Abraham had left Ur of the Chaldees.  Or Gilgamesh had embarked on his odyssey.


    Septimus looked on with satisfaction as his two parishioners studied the misericords with  fascination and surprise .


    On one there was carved  a joyous Dionysian scene, which reminded Eustace of nothing so much as the feast he had joined in the woods. Men and beasts caroused together in a dappled glade. Not dumb beasts it seemed. Not those without the gift of sentience or language, for these seemed quite the equal of their human co-revelers. Gourds of wine were raised and musical instruments played. Trees seemed to sway gently in a light breeze and if Polly and Eustace had not quickly taken their eyes from the scene, both felt they might have been drawn into the carving itself to join the throng.


    On another there was a carving of a solemn man wearing a voluminous cloak, one foot planted on a rocky outcrop, and in his hand a stout staff. A big man with tousled, curly hair and a noble face, the Mage’s solemnity was softened by a mien of kindness and deep wisdom. Not a man to oppose certainly, but staring at him you felt sure that you would not want to anyway. 


    On the back of the third seat was fashioned a magnificent stag, antlers held high, accompanied by a willowy figure carrying a lute.


    “There are more things in heaven and earth than most people would dream of” chuckled Septimus.  
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    The urge to write seems to be a purge, to be taken from time to time to express what it is one believes one has learnt.  To be cleansed and purified in mind by the art of manifesting in words the inner workings of one’s soul.


    I have come out.  Not in the sense of some base sexuality but in a declaration to myself that I believe in something rather than nothing.  That I believe in mind or rather, perhaps, the “soul”.


    Transcendence, what a word. To witness an existence beyond the normal or physical level.  How they laugh, the materialists, how they scorn belief in anything that can not be measured, weighed or dissected by man.  


    And yet it happens, it is there and to those who have glimpsed such states (even if rarely or from afar) it seems obvious that the world’s ills stem in a large part from our species’ unwillingness or inability to see beyond the dark and brutal struggle for physical survival on a rocky outcrop in the middle of nowhere.


    A young organ scholar professed to me his disbelief in the Christian faith and I to him but we both met somewhere on that magical field of transcendence. The western choral tradition is, for some, an avenue to beyond. It provides a glimpse, a view through a mirror darkly, of another world altogether.


    Aspiciens a longe we sang, set to the music of Palestrina.


    

      I look from afar:
and lo, I see the power of God coming,
and a cloud covering the whole earth.


    


    It was a dark and cold winter’s night and the ancient church was lit by candles.  Family and friends were there, and the Matin Responsory reached them from a few unseen, unaccompanied voices hidden from sight in the South Transept of this lovely building. Would that we sang with the perfection of the Gesualdo Six but perhaps our efforts made our case well enough.


    In that place, at that time, nothing else existed.  Wrapped in beauty, nothing else mattered.  Power and wealth, greed and struggle seemed laughable and the route to paradise so clearly marked.


    I do not seek to convert, nor ever will. There is no-thing to which I cling, in any doctrinaire sense. No-thing to which I would direct our unhappy and misguided species.  


    But with ever increasing clarity I know.  


    I know what is not. 


    Much, so much of what we do and think and believe is “not”.  And yet what we could become is so very different.


    In those quiet moments, in that ethereal place beyond the mundane I know what is.  And I know that it is something rather than nothing.
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    Wouldn’t you if you were living in the Third World on 10 cents a day?


    No doubt the Messiah himself would have been turned away from our borders as an undesirable. Unless he had a large donation to make to the ruling political party.  Or was a Russian Oligarch, a money launderer seeking to wash his funds in the City of London, or a non domiciled person intent on the tax advantages Great Britain so obligingly offers the obscenely rich.


    But then presumably such people arrive by private jet or super yacht and do not have to rely on toy inflatables provided by people smugglers to cross the treacherous waters of the English Channel.


    Leaving aside any belief in the supernatural, if the accounts in the New Testament of the life of Jesus of Nazareth are true, what a man he was. Sadly, humanity has not improved in the last 2000 years despite his efforts.


    Christmas is worth celebrating.  Our collective behaviour is not.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2021/12/19/seeking-economic-benefit/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Chapter House

		February 11, 2022

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Some weeks after their adventures with the Book of Ways,  Polly and Eustace sat enjoying a breakfast of boiled eggs and generously buttered toast in their little sitting room, which looked out over the front garden and down the lane to the stream.  An insistent tapping began somewhere in the garden, which at first they put down to a woodpecker, although the noise was a little louder than even the heartiest of the local birds normally produced.  


    Winter had set in and outside the day was overcast, with light drizzle.  The temperature had dropped and so had most of the leaves but it was a season which nonetheless had its own pleasures. Kicking through the now composting leaves along the woodland paths, putting on warm jerseys and carrying homemade soup in their rucksacks for picnics along the way. And large cups of hot chocolate by a crackling open fire in their little sitting home when they returned.  Red faced and well exercised, they would settle down for an evening of reading, or even just quiet contemplation, staring into the hypnotic flames in the grate. 


    The cottage had a newly thatched roof, set to last some 30 years, and three small but comfortable bedrooms upstairs.  A tiny  water closet housed a deep hip bath, which added to the eccentric charm of the place. Their home was everything this contented couple could wish for – not so big that it was a struggle to maintain, nor so small that it was uncomfortable to live in. Life was untroubled: a small but successful business which combined skilled craftsmanship with intellectual satisfaction, beautiful if sometimes mysterious countryside, and few cares to disturb their peace of mind. 


    There was no big town near by, no busy road. No light pollution to blot out the dance of the stars overhead or the magnificent wash of light from the Milky Way. The village seemed set in a lost world of idyllic bliss, an Arcadia, an Eden almost. “Et in Arcadia ego” it was said, and some held that there was a serpent in every Eden. And yet recently Eustace had begun to wonder whether death itself was a myth, and evil an option rather than  a mandatory requirement of life on earth. He had been much affected by his recent adventures and both he and Polly began to realize that reality was altogether stranger and perhaps more benevolent than either of them had ever imagined. 


    The determined tapping continued, now on the diamond paned leaded glass of the sitting room window. Opening the front door onto the garden, Eustace was surprised to see that a large snowy egret was the culprit.  Perhaps the very same bird from that green hill in an enchanted valley which now seemed but a distant memory.  Its long brown conical beak was still tapping at the window.  When it saw Eustace had at last answered its call, it fluttered over to the front door.


    “About time, if I may say so” said the bird, flapping its large yellow-green feet on the front path and shaking the beaded rain from its elegant, snow white wings.  “I am Pluribus and I have travelled long and far. I would greatly appreciate a moment or two of your time by a warm fire with a bowl of hot milk.”


    Pluribus settled himself happily down on the floor, close enough to the fireplace to warm its chilled body but not so close as to endanger its beautiful white plumage.  When he had finished lapping the warm milk, he pecked contentedly on an oatcake Polly had found him in the kitchen, and no longer seemed in such a hurry. Perhaps after all, he had just been impatient to come in from the cold.


    Eustace and Polly sat patiently and eventually Pluribus sighed contentedly, and raised his head towards the couple.  “We saw you at the gates at the top of the green hill” said Polly, “but we were whisked away before we had a chance to come and say hello”. “Ah, well then, Mages and their toys work in mysterious ways. Perhaps the Book had shown you enough for one day, or perhaps it thought you were late for choir practice. But it’s time we talked.  I bring you a message and come with a request. You are both summoned, if you will, to the Council of Elders at the Chapter House.  In the far corner of reality I come from, it’s a sort of parliament.  A meeting place where we guardians of the timeless dimensions chew the fat and wonder how we can best encourage those still wandering the lower paths.”


    “I’m not at all sure I understand” admitted Eustace.  “We live a quiet life here in our own little world and I can’t imagine how we could help out in matters so far beyond our limited experience”.


    “It’s like this” said Pluribus. “We guardians like to prompt and guide, to suggest.  To use force can only ever be a last resort, and sometimes we need a little help from you mortals, if I can put it that way.”


    Polly and Eustace looked none the wiser.  “Where or what or who are you all? ” asked Polly, “The Mage, the book, the Green Hill. It all seems so mysterious. One moment we are living our quiet lives here in our hidden valley, and the next we are whisked away to see lands and people and things we never dreamt existed.”


    “Now you are asking!” said Pluribus “What questions you have and all the right ones, if I may say so. But others at the Council may give you the answers you seek. Now we must hurry – it doesn’t do to keep The Mage waiting and the Council is assembling as we speak. I suggest you go and pack your things, you never know how long one of these adventures is going to last or quite where it might lead. Take the largest back packs you have and fill them with your warmest clothes.  A toothbrush and a sleeping bag wouldn’t go amiss either.  And put on stout hiking boots and your thickest woolen socks. Some food would be a good idea too – you never quite know where your next meal is coming from on these quests.”


    None the wiser as to what was afoot, Polly and Eustace did as Pluribus had suggested.  Locking the cottage door behind them, all three set off up the hill and into the woods.  The little village lay below them and Eustace glanced round and sighed at the comforting sight of their little cottage, set amidst the familiar surroundings they both so loved. The stream meandering along the bottom of the valley, the church with its tall tower and gently swinging weather vane, the villagers beginning to go about their day this cold and overcast winter’s morning.  Both he and Polly were at the same time apprehensive at this disruption to their comfortable lives and yet intrigued by the puzzles and enigmas of a world so much wider and stranger than it had seemed a few short weeks ago.  Soon enough they were in unfamiliar territory.  Gone were the paths and woodland clearings they had so often wandered, as Pluribus led the way deeper and deeper into an altogether stranger forest. 


    The big white bird hopped along, confident of his path, helped along his way by the occasional flapping of his wings. Sometimes he stretched his wings and soared upwards above the forest canopy.  As they looked up, Eustace and Polly saw a sky that was now clear and blue and noticed that the season seemed a little kinder than the winter gloom they had started out in. 


    By and by they came to the seemingly ecclesiastical building in its wide clearing in the woods, familiar to Eustace from his last visit. The Chapter House was to be found on its far side, a fine octagonal structure supported by flying buttresses.  Of honey hued stone, each side (other than that connected by cloister to the church) had two tall arched windows between each of the buttresses, paned in brightly coloured glass and the conical roof looked to be made of weathered green copper. Between the arched windows on each side, a door was to be found. Stout structures of heavy oak, studded with iron bolts and a large circular handle.  No locks, oddly enough, so apparently open to any who sought entrance. 


    “Can’t get in through those outer doors” said Pluribus.  “Or rather we would be unwise to try – no idea where we would end up, but we would be very unlikely to find ourselves inside the Chapter House.”


    Leaving any further explanations aside, Pluribus lead them to the great oak door of the church itself, and thereafter through to the cloisters leading on to the Chapter House.


    A single richly carved central stone pillar reached to the magnificent vaulted ceiling within the chapter house itself.  A vast octagonal table took up much of the flagstone floor and surrounded the central pillar.  On richly upholstered carver chairs surrounding the table, the Council members were in full debate as Pluribus and the two guests arrived. Eustace and Polly were placed on chairs either side of the Mage’s throne, and Pluribus perched awkwardly on a cushion on his own chair. It seemed the Snow Egret was a member of this august body but he looked by no means out of place since the Council was no mere human gathering.  Flavio was there, his lute placed on the table in front of him, as were many of those Eustace had met on his evening of Sylvan feasting. 


    The Council was quorate it seemed and yet two plush red chairs still stood empty at the great oak table.


    “Welcome humans” boomed the Mage “And my thanks for agreeing to attend our conference. We are here at the behest of the Gothic Elves of the North who face troubles in their far flung realm. We hope their tardiness signifies no concern for their safety, but these are troubled times.”


    At that moment one of the oak doors set in the octagonal outer walls opened and a howling wind roared into the chamber, accompanied by driven snow.  Polly gasped with surprise – the door had opened onto some place far removed from the sunny forest clearing they had walked through with Pluribus only a few minutes earlier.  Through the open door, a dark and wintry scene presented itself.  A Romanesque cathedral could be seen atop a steep and rocky outcrop, around the base of which wound a swiftly flowing river. 


    Two young women stepped into the Chapter House, closing the door behind them with difficulty, and bowed to the assembled company of elders.  The two Gothic Elves turned out to be sisters and no explanation was given for their curious handle – whether they originated from some 6th century Gothic tribe was never made clear. Or perhaps the name came from their curious mode of dress and did not speak as to their tribal origins. 


    “I am Aliénor” said one, introducing herself to Polly and Eustace and bowing deeply. “My sister and I hail from Dunholm in the Northern Lands, not so far removed from the Great Wall of Time which still stands to hold the darkness at bay which threatens us from the frozen lands beyond.”


    It would be accurate to describe Aliénor’s attire as Gothic, in the sense not so much of those ancient tribes from the east as of a certain fashion which grew in European countries in the 19th century and beyond. A Gothic revival which expressed itself in art and architecture and literature and usually entailed much flourish and colour.  In Aliénor’s case, her attire struck an even more modern tone and was fashionable among the young throughout 21st Century Europe. Black was the colour (or should one say absence of colour?) favoured by the modern Goth.


    Aliénor was dressed entirely in black, from the platform builders’ boots on her feet to the conical, wide brimmed hat on the top of her head. A long and elegant dress of black silk was covered with a fine black woolen cloak for warmth. To complete the study in fashion, Aliénor sported black painted finger nails. She cut an altogether fine figure.


    “And I am Rozálie” said the other sister, bowing politely to the young couple she hoped had come to help her. Rozálie was of a somewhat different makeup, if looks could tell. Her garb was altogether more relaxed, from the blue rubber clogs on her feet to the warm multi coloured coat she wore against the chill winds of her homeland. She wore owl-like tortoise shell spectacles and had long blowy fair hair, not unkempt certainly, but fashionably boho and casual.


    Despite differences, they were very obviously sisters and devoted ones at that. Neither uttered a word without looking at the other, not so much seeking approval but with a tacit understanding that such approval would nevertheless be granted if sought.  Whether the two of them ever quarreled no-one seemed to know, but the suspicion was that few harsh words if any ever passed their lips. 


    “The Gothic Elf sisters bear the usual magical powers common among their kin” said the Mage, as the two sisters took their seats at the table “but the darkness from the north seems to require powers of an altogether different nature.  Deep sorcery may not be enough and legend has it that only humans hold the key to finally ridding their land of the evil that is overcoming it.”


    “We sit here at the hub of the known universe” said Aliénor solemnly.  “As far as we can tell, we live in an infinity of infinities.  Universe within universe in both directions, up and down, in and out.  Even we Elders have no idea of the full extent of what surrounds us, even we have hardly begun to explore the mysteries we are surrounded by. What we do, each in our own separate domains, is to try to maintain the balance. There is good and there is evil.  People and beings who wish goodness and happiness and plenty for all and others who would seek dominion over the rest.  Who would conquer and pillage and plunder to satisfy some primal urge which even they do not understand, and can certainly not control.  We aim to allow quiet and honest folk to get on with their mortal lives free from the cruelties and injustices so often found throughout the Many Worlds”.


    “Even I” said the Mage “Can not claim to know all that is or ever will be.  Even I can not claim to have fully fathomed the deep and entangled infinities of which we are but a part.  But I am the eye of peace within a storm.  I am the ruler of a land of calm and tranquility and plenty and many find their way here to my realm when their time in the purely physical realms has come to an end.  And I am surrounded by my Council of Elders who have gone out into the physical realms to bring such peace and comfort as they are able to a fractured and fearful multiverse.”


    “We have transcended, if you will” added Flavio. “We belong to a realm beyond the physical plane but can return there if or when needs must. Is there a god, some ask us. What is the ultimate nature of reality some wonder. Was there a beginning and will there be an end.  To be truthful, much as our wisdom and knowledge have grown over countless eons, even we can not fully answer such questions. We are at deep peace, we have achieved a state of bliss and have escaped the base desires and miseries of the physical worlds. We have powers you could only dream of and yet even we sometimes wonder whether there is yet some higher power, some higher transcendence. Yet some deeper or higher realm where all is even more glorious than here and where all questions have been answered.”


    “But what we have is perfection enough” offered Aliénor.  “More than that, I should say. Here is a realm of plenty, a place where time does not flow nor entropy weave its destructive path.  A place of happiness and beauty and contentment. Where boredom does not exist and where cruelty has no place. And if there is more, then let it come if it will. Let him or it or her find us in its own good time. And if there is not, if we ourselves are at the very peak of creation or are the creators ourselves, then so be it.  We continue to grow and flourish, we continue to garden the many worlds as well as this our ethereal plane. Perhaps we after all are the gods men seek. And perhaps those men may join us and become as we.” 


    “Speculation enough!” ventured Rozálie in her soft and slightly squeaky voice, brushing a few wisps of golden hair out of her eyes.  “To the problem at hand and time to ask of your help. 


    And with that, the talk continued long into the night.
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    In a perfectly manicured estate beside the Thames in Central London, he came to the conclusion that life, as such, did not matter so very much.


    Wrapped in layers of wool, shod in the thickest hiking boots and wearing a large felt hat with a wide brim, he made a curious spectacle. Warmed by the sun, the air was nonetheless winter cold, but drifting in an internal world, consensus reality passed him by. 


    In some distant land, yet another brutal dictator had unleashed Armageddon on an innocent neighbor.  In England, the ruling political party had been accused of a cash for access scandal.  He was dimly aware of the whine of police sirens somewhere on the other side of the river. Overhead a ceaseless stream of jets spread poisonous fumes on their way to land at a grim airport, sprawling somewhere in the industrial wasteland west  of the city. Helicopters chopped through the air on their way to Battersea heliport, carrying the self important and impatient, the mindless automatons who believed life was a race to collect more, do more, be more.


    The newspapers of the day carried frenzied tales of murder and intrigue. Pundits opined on impending disaster in financial markets, the ecosphere, and politics. 


    Business, in other words, as usual.


    “The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.”


    Thus wrote some ancient scribe in the Palestinian desert but few seem to have the time or inclination to heed such nonsense in a world full of getting and doing.  Few can comprehend that all is chance. 


    As the same fellow noted, “The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.”


    The historian might appreciate this truth, but few others will as they grasp and strive and struggle through the same endless circles of life.  


    Let it pass he thought. Let it go, on and around and through, up and down and beyond.  Let the people do what they have ever done, let them strut their stuff.


    Wrapped in his bubble in a safe corner of the world, perhaps he could afford such nonchalance.  And yet he was coming to suspect that he would feel much the same way wherever he sat.  In less comfort perhaps, shorter maybe of the necessities of life.  In greater danger from the insanity which raged throughout much of the planet.


    Maybe.  And yet he would not be seen manning the barricades.  Rioting held little appeal nor did the thought of railing against cruelty and injustice on the soapbox or in the press.


    He looked at reality and decided that it was not.  Not real that is. Not important, meaningful or worth the bother.


    He did not feel unmoved by the plight of those great masses so very much less fortunate than himself. Quite to the contrary.


    And yet he had come to believe that, in a sense, what he saw happening around him was a play of some sort. A charade perhaps, rather than a calamity.  People suffered and died.  Physical “reality” was no less cruel than the human flotsam it had spawned.  For every brutal tyrant and torturer was matched by a famine, an earthquake or, occasionally a meteor strike.  In which case it was probably game over.  No winners, no losers at the end of the day.  Just a continuum.  


    Did his realisation lower his spirits? Did he cower under the bench rather than sit on top of it. Was he depressed, let down, disappointed.


    None of these things. No.  He had reached a stage when his only ambition was to quietly observe the chaos and to withdraw. Into a different reality which seemed to exist within his own mind.  Or elsewhere – perhaps his mind was showing him a different place, another plane where life on earth seemed increasingly irrelevant. 


    Fight the tyrant by all means he thought, but you do so in vain. Defeat one brute and another will soon enough spring up to take his place.  House the poor and feed them.  An admirable goal he felt and yet unachievable in a world which was so very far from an age of post scarcity.


    “Chance happeneth to them all”, he said to himself.  There is nothing new under the sun.  


    And so he chose to see a different reality and hoped that it was true.  Sometimes he had glimpses of such a place, such a state and he longed to dwell there. And sometimes, dwell there he did. When the dark clouds receded for a while and a sense of unity and omniscience replaced doubt.  


    But true or false, he needed to make a choice as Pascal had once done.  Increasingly he felt he had made such a choice and with that, the reality he believed he saw was a very different one.


    Peace, he knew, could only come from making that choice and acting upon it.
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    Talk continued in the Chapter House, as rosy fingered dawn peered in through the leaded windows surrounding those at the conference table.


    “We will help” said Eustace. “So we will” said Polly, although neither had any real vision as to what their adventures would encompass, or how they could help where these all powerful creatures had so far failed.


    “Thank you” said Rosalie and Aliénor in unison. “We must set off immediately” said  Aliénor, the younger of the two sisters, although the Mage had by now laid out a generous breakfast after a long night of talking, and no-one really intended to move while such splendor filled the tables.  Almond croissant, pain raisin abounded and finely chased silver coffee pots gave off the most delicious aroma.  Hot chocolate was offered too, in steaming earthenware jugs and every variety of fruit juice was to be found in crystal flasks.  Muesli and thick creamy yoghurt, honey and jam, toast and marmalade and a host of other delicacies were placed before the guests, and conversation took a more jovial turn after the long council of war which had lasted the whole night.


    It was generally agreed that the trouble in the Northern Lands seemed to emanate from the Great Wall of Time, built forgotten eons ago some distance north of Dunholm, to keep out some long forgotten evil.  And yet the Wall still served a purpose and somehow evil had not until very recently plagued the realm again.


    Details of the Wall’s construction were long lost and yet it had possessed the power to stabilize the whole country, even if it no longer formed a strictly physical barrier between the cold and mysterious north and the warmer climes of the south.


    It held (or had held) some deep magic and while it had stood intact for all those thousands of years, peace had held. But lately the Wall had started to crumble, to disintegrate from within. Whatever cunning magic had woven its structure, its power was failing and dark things were seen to cross the land once again.


    Ogres, trolls and goblins were seen on the wild moorlands of the far north and wolves once again plagued farms and villages, taking livestock and occasionally children to devour at leisure.


    Tall Riders in Black had been seen, men of menace and mystery seated on mighty amour clad horses and shrouded in deeply hooded cloaks.  Had they a leader these men, and what did they plan, where had they come from?  They stormed the land sewing dissension amongst the kingdoms, stirring intrigue and jealousy, setting king against king, son against father, mother against daughter. A madness had gripped the towns and villages and where peace and trust had once prevailed, bitter quarrels now grew for no apparent reason.  Power and greed seemed to grip the realm.  Where once the watchword had been co-operation for the common good, the norm had now become competition – ruthless at that.


    Pitched battles were fought (such as the one Polly and Eustace witnessed  courtesy of the Book of Ways).  Sword and mace had replaced hoe and plough in the Northern Lands and Polly and Eustace had bravely offered to find out why.


    Rosalie and Aliénor made good hosts and passed round cakes and good things, pouring fragrant coffee and cream topped chocolate as they mingled with the gathering.  They were famed at home for their cuisine and keen both on making and eating fine pastries, all the time remaining wafer thin.  They ran a café and bookshop down an ancient cobbled alley in Dunhelm – called, appropriately enough, “Books and Cakes”.  Both held tenured positions at the ancient University of Dunhelm.  Rosalie as a lecturer and deeply respected expert on ancient Norse language, literature and religion.   Aliénor headed the faculties of magic and metaphysical philosophy.


    The Mage was very jolly now and chatted amiably to each and every one of the assembly in turn.  He rather reminded Polly of Father Christmas in his glorious green robes and fur trimmed hood. Perhaps he was.  


    “You have taken on a mighty task and your valor will long be spoken of!  Troubadours will sing of your bravery, lutists will pick sad minor chords mirroring the darkness you encounter.  Beautiful cadences and triumphant notes will hail your great victories. Your generosity will never be forgotten” boomed the Mage between mouthfuls of sugar-iced current bun and slurps of frothy chocolate.


    “This is as much about you as about evil and magic in distant lands. It is a test, if you like, certainly of your resolve.  What do you believe in, what do you care about? How should we behave towards each other, how should we lead our lives?  My belief is that there is some deeper magic hidden somewhere, that even I have not yet discovered.  Perhaps you will find it where I have so far looked in vain.  All “makes sense”, of that I am sure.  There is purpose and meaning in life, and goodness and decency are at the heart of all.  You will return much changed and may even awaken to some ultimate reality.”


    “I hope we won’t disappoint you” said Eustace. “Somehow, I think I was waiting. Your call was not so unexpected.  Difficult to explain really, I can’t put my feelings properly into words”.


    “Yes, I too felt an inkling of something strange these past few months ” added Polly.  “Both of us smelled change and adventure in the air. I need to know, I can only put it that way. I seek and I have always sought. Why – I want to know why. And how and where and when and all manner of other questions, hidden from we mortals since the beginning of time.”


    “I understand your intuition well” returned the Mage “and that is why you were chosen, both of you.  You have good in your hearts and a deep thirst to know.  You will learn, you will grow, you will flourish even if at the end, this task remains beyond you. Even should you perish in the attempt, good will come from your bravery and resolve.  For there is no true death in the Many Worlds, your spirits, your essence will be honed and tuned, hammered and tempered, refined and renewed. But above all it will survive.  Listen to the wind, to the silence for clues. Hear the speech of the raging seas, the call of the birds, the whispering of the animals, talking and otherwise.  Clues will abound, some hidden in plain sight, some dressed in more serpentine garb.


    You will find help along the way, wise guides to offer sustenance and succor, comfort during the hard times you will face. Listen for the voice of the universe, hear the quiet from the very center of all.  It is there, somewhere, that I feel in my very bones.  Who knows, it may find you or you it.


    Imagine! The two of you taken from your quiet village in rural England to heal a foreign world and to find all manner of wonders as you journey. The meaning of all perhaps, the philosopher’s stone, the very center of existence which thus far has eluded even we Elders.”


    “Enough Mage!” exclaimed Rosalie “Stop frightening them! Aliénor and I will do all we can to help.  Polly and Eustace should meet us at “Cakes and Books” and we will make a concrete plan for their trip to the Wall. That is where they should start out from.”


    “How do we get there Rosalie?” asked Polly. “Oh, its simple enough” Aliénor offered.  “Open any door you see around you in the wall of the Chancel and step through it with the firm intention of ending up in Dunholm.  That usually does it, although I have occasionally been a little absent minded and ended up in some quite different world and had a devil of a job trying to find my way back.  But you should be fine if you concentrate – picture us in your head as you step through the door.  Imagine a quaint little city on a rocky hill in a cold northern land, surrounded by a dark and swiftly flowing river. Hold in your mind our warm little café in its cobbled alley, see the brightly colored sign swing above the door in the howling wind  – “Books and Cakes” its says, quite unmistakable.  That should get you there.  I’m afraid we can’t travel together through a door, it doesn’t really work that way and heaven knows what would happen if we tried.”


    “Oh, well we do know what would happen Aliénor , because last time we tried to lead a tour group back for a lecture series in Dunhelm, we shepherded all of them through the same door together. If you remember,  half of them ended up in an unnamed desert world on the far side of an undiscovered galaxy in some bizarrely parallel universe. Even the Mage had trouble helping us  to find them and get them safely to “Cakes and Books” where their afternoon tea grew cold.”


    “Ah! Sister, I had forgotten that little mishap” said Rosalie. “It’s safe enough for the two of you to enter the same door but a crowd and all their conflicting thoughts seems to confuse the system, so Aliénor and I will be cautious and travel separately.  Safe passage for two is offered but any more seems to cause a bit of a problem, so best not put it to the test.”


    Aliénor and Rosalie said their goodbyes to the assembly of elders with many hugs and kisses and pocketed a few almond croissant for their tea back in Dunhelm.  Just in case the Café had run out or the girls who helped them run it had closed up early for the day.  They held hands with Polly and Eustace fondly for a few moments and expressed their gratitude for what the two of them had agreed to take on.


    “Fare well, Gothic Elves” said the Mage as he lead them over to one of the Chapter House doors. Flavio gave the sisters a hug and a fond farewell as did Pluribus and a host of other elders. A winged horse, a centaur, and a large hedgehog came to add their goodbyes, along with a couple of owls which looked just as wise as owls are supposed to.  “Good luck sisters” they cried, or hooted. “Be sure to return in time for the Midsummer’s Night Feast!”


    And with that, the twinkling Gothic Elves darted through the open the door the Mage had escorted them to, and disappeared into swirling snow.  Dunhelm Cathedral was just visible through the murk (gently lit by gas street lanterns) and The Mage closed the door hastily to shut out the cold and damp that was such a feature of that little northern city.


    “Your turn my children” said the Mage in a kindly voice as he pointed them in the direction of a door in the Chapter House wall. “Any door will do.  So long as you set your intentions on where you want to go, the portal will do the rest.  Return soon but call me if you have need. The sisters will look after you well, but you have only to turn your mind to me in dark times and I too will come to your side.”


    Polly and Eustace bade an emotional adieu to the Mage and their newfound friends among the elders. Pluribus and Flavio stood by and smiled in encouragement, honored by the bravery and resolve of this young couple with so little knowledge of the real world.  


    “You too must return for the feast on Midsummer’s Night. As our honored guests” said Flavio. “If you are not here, we will take it as an ill omen and send out such help as we are able to muster to secure your rescue.  Not, I am sure, that you will need it.  But know that we are all here for you should the necessity arise.”


    And with that, Polly and Eustace held hands and disappeared through the door held open for them by the Mage.  To say that they were nervous would be something of an understatement, but as they stepped through the strange portal, they tried to keep an image of ancient Dunhelm in their minds.  And they imagined the warm interior of the sisters’ café which awaited them on their arrival.


    That all was not going entirely to plan was obvious to the Mage as he peered through the door after the couple, before quietly closing it at their backs.  He had expected to see the familiar Cathedral in all its winter gloom, but was surprised instead to see a tunnel of bright light which disappeared into an infinite distance. At this stage the Mage was not too concerned.  Such errors happened from time to time and the odd glitch in their esoteric mode of transport between the worlds usually bode no ill. Often as not the door would sort out the mess before the travelers were even aware of it and managed somehow (usually!) to deposit them at their intended destination. Anyhow, the tunnel of light looked far from ominous and the Mage would soon enough call the Elves and check on their guests’ safe arrival.


    Polly and Eustace felt no discomfort or fear but were nonetheless surprised to find themselves floating in light, with no solid ground beneath their feet.  


    Neither had any sense of “self” or place or time. They knew that they “were” but they did not know what they were.  They were conscious but absorbed in a whole, not separate individuals anymore. They were neither Polly, nor Eustace, nor apparently part of any physical universe.


    The sensation was wonderful. Freedom, complete freedom and an overwhelming sense of peace and understanding.  They knew that they were “home” even if they knew not where that might be.


    By and by, after what seemed like an eternity, a voice spoke. Gently.  Male, mature, magnificent but at the same time kind and comforting. It seemed to come from all around in the kaleidoscope of warm light in which they were bathed. No up, no down.  No left nor right. Just isness, being.


    “I am Omega”, said the voice “I have been expecting you.  I waylaid you at the Chapter House Door.  And here you are, at the center of eternity, the end point of all.  You must be confused but do not be afraid.  You are out of the physical realm here, all is pure thought.  Think and it shall come into being. Put yourselves into some setting you are more comfortable with and you will slowly come back into yourselves”.


    “An island” muttered Polly dreamily, ” A beautiful island in an emerald sea with the most wonderful country house and gardens at its center. And hedges and topiary and gardeners and mowed lawns.  And butlers and chauffeurs and all manner of old fashioned staff, smiling and kindly just like my old childhood nanny.”


    “And a white painted wrought iron table with lemonade” muttered Eustace groggily “by a white  canvas pavilion, on a sloping lawn just in front of the house. Leading down to a sandy beach.  A Tudor house, big and irregular of mellow red brick. And a maze, a big beautiful maze.  A glorious warm day full of sunshine and birds and small puffy clouds.  And rabbits everywhere nibbling at the grass.”


    Pop. Both felt a gentle movement and then there they were in just such a place as they had imagined, sitting in warm spring sunshine by a tent at a table with a jug of fresh lemonade and three cut glasses. And cucumber sandwiches.  And buttered scones and cream and jam.  Looking out over the most wonderful country house either of them had ever seen.


    There was a gentle whirring and the two saw an old gardener pushing a mower over the lawns, who waved in greeting.  Assistants in traditional overalls and dungarees were calmly snipping at the hedges with old fashioned hand sheers and others gently hoed weeds from the flower beds, or picked roses and wild flowers and laid them in wicker baskets to take indoors to decorate the tables.  An open Bentley from the 1930s stood on the graveled drive of the lovely old house, polished by a young man in racing goggles.  A smart gentleman in striped trousers and a morning coat waited at the front door with a welcoming smile.


    Another gentle popping sound.  Omega appeared alongside the young couple and sat down at the table. He sipped at a glass of lemonade and smiled. “Sorry to startle you but I wanted to have a little talk before you go on your adventure” he said.


    The previously disembodied voice of Omega now had physical form and the young couple were delighted to see that he had taken the guise of an elderly professor with gold rimmed spectacles, neatly cut thinning white hair and a shabby old tweed jacket. Complemented by a frayed pair of golden corduroy trousers.


    Omega smiled in his kindly way. He was so like the Mage the two could almost believe they were back in that clearing in the woods, with the old church and the Chapter House.


    “You see, there’s a bit more about all this you need to know” he started, smiling brightly and raising his glass to his lips. “We all end up here eventually but it can be a bit of a long haul for some of us. I’m sorry to say the physical universe was a bit of a mistake – it all just happened, leaked out.  You know, big bangs and expansions and black holes and all that sort of stuff. Someone at this end got a bit over imaginative in his thinking and physics just popped up.  Moof! Its all been a bit of a nuisance to be honest.”


    “So who are you?” And how did you get here?” perked up Polly “If you don’t think I sound too rude in asking.”


    “Oh, not at all, not at all” said the old professor. “In a sense we are all one, you, me, the evil at the center of the Northern Lands.  We are all spirits, mind, consciousness if you will.  All together, unified and yet separate. Its evolution really – but of the non physical kind.  The material universe split off by accident and some minds got trapped over there and then it all started going wrong I’m afraid. They forgot where they came from eventually and got swallowed up in all the physical worlds seem to offer. Gradually they forgot this place and me and all the countless billions who live here in an eternity of peace and harmony.”


    “They lost their minds and were re-born in primeval slime on countless worlds and planets throughout a whole host of multiverses.  And then material evolution took over – endless branching and weaving and sewing and sticking and gluing.  Gradually consciousness started to re-emerge, but sadly by then most had forgotten their peaceful origins or where they had come from.  They didn’t need to strive and struggle and fight and kill but by that time they had grown all sorts of nasty stuff like teeth and claws and digestive systems.  Some grew into wise old oak trees of course and some into flowers and shrubs and all sorts of flora.  Those were the nice guys.  The animal kingdom was a different kettle of fish.  So to speak!


    It was the Garden of Eden to begin with but sadly only a few ever saw that.  A few wise men and women woke to their true natures and tried to warn the rest of the exiles.  A young carpenter on one rocky little planet started preaching decency and kindness and talked of a better place.  The ruling evil empire strung him up and killed him in the brutal fashion of the times. Nice young fellow – and he ended up back here of course where he belongs.  So no real harm done.  Trouble is, his followers made a right mess of it.  Took a simple story of a good man’s awakening to the true reality of his roots, and cluttered it with all sorts of mumbo jumbo, tomfoolery and funny outfits.  Then the evil empires got hold of the story and we were back to the usual savagery – wars, conflict, torture and money.  People selling (fake) shavings of the tree the young man was strung up on, flogging bits of old bone they claimed were his earthly remains and so on.  He was most upset but of course nothing he could do about it once he was back here.


    Oh and lots of other good people woke to the truth down there but none of it did a great deal of good. One nice old fellow with a bald head in a loincloth sat under a tree until the penny dropped and eventually of course he found himself back here where he belonged.  His lot were rather better behaved after he went but sadly they never got far either – same old stuff went on and on.  People killing for greed, unable to see there was plenty for all if only they could share.  Sigh.


    Anyway, The Mage and his lot are truly good people doing an excellent job. They are a mere hair’s breadth from finding their way back here.  I must go and visit them shortly to give them a few pointers.”


    “So how do we fit into all this?” said Eustace “and what is required of us?”


    “Yes, how can we help” said Polly, looking a little puzzled in the face of the all powerful Omega.


    “Well it’s like this really” said Omega thoughtfully, “it has to come from them, or they will never “wake”. The lost souls in the physical worlds. Never find their way back to peace and plenty.  Harmony and the eternal.  Go and find the source of evil in the Northern lands and reason with him or it, or her or them.  Get them to see how foolish and unpleasant it is to stir up war and pit kin against kin.  You’ll have to force their hand of course and that’s part of the reason I brought you here.  Physical things really do count back down there – everything in the Northern Lands was nicely held in place by a crystal brick at the center of the Great Wall of Time but its gone missing.  I won’t bore you with the technical details but it sort of held things in check down there.  Held back some of the nastier impulses of the local thugs and made life a bit more tolerable for the locals.  The sort of thing that’s very helpful in curbing the worst excesses of evolutionary bestiality.  Anyway it emitted beneficial fields and held the balance nicely for a few hundreds of thousands of years. If you can find it and put it back into place, the locals can get on with their lives again, and hopefully some will even wake and find their way home. Eventually.”


    “Enough business!” said Omega, “Come and walk with me a while. See a bit of the place you have created while you are here.”  And with that they headed down to the golden sands of a long, long beach and strolled along calling out to the birds and playing ducks and drakes with rounded flat stones.


    They waved a merry greeting to a dryad or two (or that’s how they cared to clothe themselves) and a strange gentleman in the garb of a sea god.  The inspiration for the earthly Neptune perhaps.  Jolly and pleasant people and all chatted in a kindly and interested fashion to their amazed and stunned visitors.


    Eustace began to feel a little troubled suddenly.  He felt small and vulnerable in the face of the enormous task he had been entrusted with and his fear began to show. Imperceptibly the wind began to rise and clouds darkened and covered the clear blue sky as they walked.  Suddenly, the waves rose alarmingly and to his horror, Eustace saw a tall black wall of water a mile or so offshore, moving towards them at an ever increasing pace, with wild foam blown by the now howling gale. The wave looked to be several hundred feet high and birds wildly scattered down its menacing curve and huge sea creatures were bourn before it, tossed helplessly by its enormous power .  Eustace felt the ground quake beneath his feet and heard a terrible roar as the wall of death approached the pretty little island, which would surely be swamped and destroyed.  He shouted at the others and ran as fast as he was able up the sandy shore and back towards the house which stood at a somewhat greater height above sea level.  100 feet perhaps, but little enough protection against the terrifying tsunami approaching.


    Strangely, the others took no notice but continued along the beach, laughing and chatting as if nothing was wrong with the world and the sun still shone.  They didn’t seem to have seen the approaching danger, hadn’t noticed the abrupt change in the weather.


    The truth was that Polly felt no fear and so projected none around her.  As Eustace ran she turned and called him but his panic was too great for him to hear. She turned to Omega and saw the old professor was unabashed and still had a beatific smile on his face.


    “The mind” he said. “All here is mind, made by mind and unmade by mind.  There is no fear once you get used to it but you have to learn to curb your imagination a bit or you might get carried away by your own dreams and that wouldn’t do at all, now would it.”


    He appeared at Eustace’s side and gently touched his arm, speaking soft and comforting words.  The terror on Eustace’s face slowly faded and the tsunami faded with it.  The sun reappeared and the birds tweeted. Calm was restored to the little island and the beautiful old house stood firm.  Eustace felt a little abashed at the fuss he had caused but the old professor just nodded gently.  


    “Takes a bit of getting used to, doesn’t it? Dream it up and there it is.  But it is a dream, a fantasy if you like.  You can create a beautiful island in an emerald sea and then again a terrible storm and fearsome creatures.  But the fear goes and so do the monsters.  All here is safety and goodness and the phantom storm would have done you no real harm – it would have passed over like the dream it was.  Back to the house for rest and dinner I think, for tomorrow you must resume your journey and rejoin the Gothic Elves at their little café in Dunhelm.  People to meet and quests to embark on!”


    With that the little group found themselves back at the front door of the beautiful old house and the butler was handing out thick towels and robes and sweetly scented bath soaps.  It may have been in the mind but it was very welcome for all that. Especially for Edmund who really had suffered a terrible shock.


    Baths were drawn and had, a little nap was taken and then a splendid dinner was laid on in the lovely old library.  A fine suit of amour stood in one corner and every wall was covered in rare leather bound books, telling tales of derring do in the many world.  And spell books, they were everywhere, although they were not called such in this august context.  Suggestion books perhaps, recipes to conjure up what you desired and what would give this unworldly realm ever more beauty and joy.


    Polly and Eustace laughed and joked and feasted with the professor and his guests. The young carpenter was there, and a very merry soul he was.  The beastliness  of a couple of millennia ago was quite forgotten and he and Omega wondered whether a rematch was due – a second chance to see the warring tribes of earth kiss and make up.  Hmm, a little too soon perhaps. Not enough lessons had been learnt from the last visit, which had turned out to be largely a waste of time.


    “Never mind” said the young man, “they will learn.  Evolution will slowly have its way.”  The elderly gentleman in a loin cloth to the right of Eustace agreed.  “All in good time” he said “and others seem to be slowly leading the way down there”.


    And so to bed, after a day of wonder and excitement.  A day of revelation and awakening for this innocent young couple from a sleepy village somewhere in rural England.


    Polly and Eustace walked sleepily up the grand staircase and found their way to a luxurious bedroom with rich drapes at the windows and a huge and comfortable four poster bed.  


    “It can’t ever have been this comfortable in Elizabethan England” Polly giggled and turned over sleepily while Eustace switched out the light on a long and eventful day.
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    He considered St John of the Cross lucky – a dark night is one thing, but many years of purgatory quite another.  And so, ignoring for a while the faith into which he was born, he determined to put to the test the simple teachings of an ascetic monk born in Nepal over two millennia ago.


    What was he seeking, this modern man, this follower of an ancient and revered path? He sought freedom from suffering. It was that simple.  And stripped to the core that is what Buddhism claimed to offer.  Quite possibly he also sought a vanishing, a snuffing out. Nirvana itself. 


    If asked whether he sought enlightenment, he would be puzzled and somewhat reticent in his answer.  An ascent to a state of bliss was one thing.  But to become enlightened hinted at attributes to which he felt neither entitled nor worthy.  He would settle quite happily for relief from pain and leave enlightenment to those saintly souls who possessed the qualifications to make such a goal attainable.


    He had always had an intellectual and analytical disposition and there perhaps was his undoing.  Some 30 years previously, during a particularly dark period in his blighted existence, he had taken on the serious task of discovering why it was that he was so cursed.  The Book of Middle Eastern Faery Tales seemed to provide no answer and certainly no practical remedy for misery. Glorious as the language was and charming as he found some of its stories, no one appeared to be offering relief from suffering. Not in this world anyway.  


    In sharp contrast, the ancient Nepalese holy man and his band of followers offered far more practical help. In the here and now. Sit and meditate they said, and it didn’t sound very complex. 


    There was considerable other material in the Buddhist canon which, as with the Book of Middle Eastern Faery Tales, had grown over the years, as adherents added their own interpretation and complexity to what had once been a remarkably simple doctrine.


    Those many years ago, he had assumed that all this extra baggage perhaps had some meaning.  He came to realize more recently that it did not.  It was all very simple really and it boiled down to doing unto others.  A few simple rules, a few ethical guidelines written on a tablet of stone or spelled out as noble truths.


    He had tried being good, as most of us have done, and partially succeeded although not to an extent he felt particularly satisfied with.  He understood though that a release from suffering could not be attained from a position of pure evil or unpleasantness.  He did his best, and off and on over many years he sat and meditated.


    In earlier days he assumed that the task of meditation involved some magic, some esoteric secret that could only be learnt from masters in remote mountain caves or perhaps in blossom filled monasteries on Honshu.  And he visited such places whenever the opportunity arose. And from those visits he gained much solace and there was indeed a magic which seemed to emanate from the beauty and order he found there. 


    On a bright spring morning at the Meiji Shrine, priests in traditional garb chanted and methodically beat an immense brass gong.  Quite what the ceremony entailed he never discovered, but he was at home. As he was in any sacred place, be it a Benedictine Abbey, or a remote Buddhist shrine sitting atop a mountain on an island off Hong Hong.


    Peace, he felt such a depth of calm and wonder in such places. But on his return the outside world always spoiled it for him – the drudgery of mortgages and bills, careers and responsibility.  


    One day he had had enough. In a period of extreme blackness he set aside the trappings of modernity and sat. And meditated. For many hours each day, over many weeks.


    And he began to see what the Buddha had meant.  Following his breath, he let his mind go blank and his body relax.  And peace would descend, after a while.


    He saw no visions, no gods.  No dramatic revelations came to him.  He felt neither omniscient nor omnipotent.


    And yet the world receded and all that was left was his own consciousness.  The darkness left and his soul floated.


    So far, he is able to claim no permanent change. The dark night returns to be dispelled anew each day.  But it can at least be banished, if only for a while.


    A release from suffering as promised by the ancients? Maybe. One day, perhaps.  The path may be a long and winding one, the cure not instant.  But there is joy in a retreat into silence.  A journey through quiet  hours away from modernity and aggression.  Days filled also with music and country walks, birdsong and singing. 


    A voyage into the soul, a search for god or reality.  Not a path for all but he determined to continue along its way.  The end was not in sight but he decided to trust that there was one.
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    How many times over the years had he been seduced by the promise of yet another cure, he wondered.  Would Mesmerism prove any more effective than any of the other thus far useless approaches which promised salvation. 


    Psychedelics they had cried. The miracle cure for all ailments of the soul.  


    Not so for his soul, it seemed.  Perhaps the wounds were too deep, too old.


    Many joined the great and ultimately useless dance to Widdicombe Fair, in search of the sacred mushroom and the great and the good trampled over Uncle Tom Cobley and All to get there.


    Endless glowing articles in publications which ought to have known better.  Hyperbole from the best research facilities in the land.  And of course the capitalists hard on their tail. Billions raised.  Psychedelic treatment centers everywhere, some charging enormous sums of money for this pipe dream.  A course in ketamine therapy for the bargain price of £6,000.


    Those who dared or could afford it, mostly ended up disappointed.  Tipped back into blackness when the clinical trials were over and the overly-optimistic papers published.


    Heal thyself said Jesus, cura te ipsum.  Know thyself, said the ancient Greeks and perhaps, he thought, it was time to heed such messages. Perhaps he was on his own, the magic potion he sought a mere conjurer’s illusion, an alchemist’s failed experiment.


    And so he turned to meditation. A retreat into silence.  After all, the wise men from the East claimed they knew of a way out from suffering for those who would listen.  And he sat. And he sat.    Sometimes he would wake a couple of hours later and found he had nodded off. Occasionally he would have lucid waking dreams.


    But dawn was never seen. Cracks of light occasionally appeared in the jet blackness of his moods; but it remained night and very, very dark.  During such endless absence of joy, the overwhelming desire is to exit. To take that final, irreversible step can seem tempting indeed when one has lived a long life, mostly in deep darkness.


    Abstaining for a while from thoughts of what he macabrely termed the “final solution”, he took up again, after a long absence, with a latter day disciple of Franz Messmer.


    A kindly, intelligent and earnest practitioner, he thought of himself as a priest in secular clothing.  For 40 years he had sought to cure souls by means of self persuasion no less.  Brought up a Catholic in a rough urban area, he had fought his way to the top against considerable odds and became a healer. 


     It is called hypnosis these days and it is said that all hypnosis is self hypnosis.  And so this priest would teach, to all who would listen, the art of self hypnosis.  A self imposed consent state, where the giving of repeated suggestion is said to be capable of over-writing the destructive scripts which become entrenched in the minds of the wretched. 


    Much to his surprise, he found rapid descent into trance a relatively easy achievement.  And the deepening of that trance equally feasible.  He found himself in a state similar to that which would usually have taken a least an hour of unguided meditation. 


    The uninitiated would doubtless scoff at such an endeavor, but those who persevere  and allow themselves to believe and want such states, will find them readily obtainable.  


    And then comes the use of imagery and suggestion, the imagining (if you like) of the way you would like your life to be. A symbolic word and a meaningful image brings into the mind, during these highly suggestable states, aims and wishes carefully considered and drafted in states of normal waking consciousness.


    Ever a seeker at the doors of perception, long a petitioner begging entrance to other worlds, he found the process altogether satisfactory.  While in such states at least, the sun rose and the darkness receded. Sometimes he would find himself in his own past, in a long forgotten room of his childhood. At other times a more fanciful scene would appear – dreams perhaps of strange lands of the past or the future.  Occasionally, existence itself seemed to disappear until, sometime later, consciousness would be regained and he would feel puzzled at his apparent absence.


    And so where did he find himself weeks later? In darkness still, or some better lit land.  He had ever sought and was still seeking. God perhaps. Some realm where the cruel banalities of human existence had no place.  Where original sin had never happened and where fear and want were unheard of.


    With profound gratitude he was aware of the pink glow of rosy fingered dawn.  But night follows day in the never ending cycles of the physical world.  Need the mind also be ruled by such eternal, destructive cycles he wondered. He hoped that such need not be the case.
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    What is this fabled state of being he wondered. After many years of contemplation, he thought perhaps he might know.


    Is it black or white, true or false, binary or analogue? Wholly on, or altogether off? Or can one claim partial enlightenment, that one has gone some of the way? 


    What bold and dramatic claims surround this condition. There was an Age of Enlightenment we are told, but our current age is apparently not so blessed. Saints, gurus and mystics untold are  described, or worse, far worse, describe themselves as enlightened. What, one might enquire, is meant by so bold a claim. 


    Is light a metaphor?  Or do photons thrown out by a raging inferno in distant space have some real part to play in this curious state of being.


    Both perhaps. There are no absolutes it this curious universe, despite the physicists’ assurance that mere matter is all. .


    Enlightenment, he was convinced, was a complex and continuing process, not a blinding flash.  


    Perhaps there were those who had sat upon a pinnacle of rock or underneath a tree, in ages gone by, and achieved in some brief instant of time a transformation so absolute that their very nature switched immediately from dark to light. From apathetic banality to saintliness. From a state of ignorance to blissful awareness. 


    But somehow he doubted it. 


    His  own internal landscape veered towards the binary. Periods of intense dark would be succeeded by times when the light of the sun would reappear and pessimism would be replaced, if not by outright optimism, then at least by the conviction that somewhere, not so very far away, lay uplands which basked forever in light.  Where a soft wind and gentle luminosity played gently upon alpine meadow and the dizzy white height of towering mountains rose towards a sky forever blue and kindly.


    And yet change had happened, although his metamorphosis had been halting and sporadic, spread over many decades. Slowly still, but with some faint hint of acceleration, pieces of the puzzle appeared to be drifting almost imperceptibly into their designated place. 


    Mystery remained – perhaps it always would and yet a clarity began to materialize. 


    He had no problem with seeking to improve human life (although it had to be said that these efforts, in his case, had ever been more by thought than by action), but would prefer to seek the betterment of sentient species in general.


    The very search for enlightenment greatly “improves” human life although that is not perhaps the object of mysticism but a side effect.


    He came to believe that gnosis can come by incremental steps and as a result of one’s own efforts. Or at least that had been, and continues to be, his own experience. It had also been his circumstance, that while his inner search had improved his worldly “behavior” it had not (thankfully, perhaps, following St Augustine’s plea) made him any kind of “saint”.  Whatever that word is taken to mean.


    And so he had come to a gentle and perhaps slightly melancholic acceptance of life and the way he believed the universe to be. Perhaps his worldview was best reflected by the Book of Ecclesiastes, or the Tao te Ching.


    In any event, meditation and many years of searching lead him (in his more placid moods) to a serene understanding of the way life “is”. 


    While wishing for change, he suspected it would occur not through mere human will or in accordance with any individual effort.


    But over eons of time and in accordance with the unseen patterns of the universe itself. 


    In which he found his own conception of “god”.  And thus, at times, a sense of profound peace.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2023/01/08/enlightenment/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		As Man Thinketh in His Heart…

		March 8, 2023

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    So is he.


    Much as he loved parts of the Hebrew Bible, he preferred to look further East for a more actionable slant on the same concept. Right Thinking, as the Buddhists would put it.  


    He found it difficult after so many years seeking to recall where it was he had picked certain concepts up, or quite how a practice or discipline first came to his attention.  In earlier days he had not realized that he was “seeking” in the first place, let alone what it was he sought.  


    And yet in retrospect the signs were there and might have been picked up sooner, had he not resolutely decided to focus on Mammon, thanks to insecurities brought about by a father who had never learnt from the travails of Mr Micawber.  Would that David Copperfield had featured more prominently in his father’s large library, but the only Dickens his father showed much fondness for was the Pickwick Papers. 


    In his later years he recalled vividly some of the experiences which had brought peace into his life but he was still learning to come to terms with those ordeals which had had a less benign impact. One abiding memory of the former was an antiquarian bookshop in the 14th Century streets of the mediaeval port of Sandwich. Never happier browsing among the bookshelves, he was equally attracted to the inevitable plainsong with which the owner entertained his clients.  The ancient choir stalls of a beautiful Saxon church provided equal satisfaction when, as a prep school boy, he marched up with the rest of the children on blustery Sunday mornings to the obligatory worship of the fierce and antique god of a middle eastern tribe.  


    Galling then to recall how long he had known the “way” and how tardy he had been in achieving the necessary direction and application to bring to fulfilment the promised fruit of his faint yet obvious path. 


    He had often mused, much later in life, whether it is possible to change one’s mind. Not in the every day sense of what to eat for breakfast or what gallery to visit but in the far more profound undertaking to changing one’s life, to turn habits and thought patterns inside out and upside down.  Permanent change for the better.  


    He had allowed himself to dwell on the doctrine of determinism which forbade any possibility of free will. In the presence of the former and the absence of the latter, no change is possible. Or at least no “willed” change.  After many a false step he had determined (at last) to cast aside the horrific vision of the block universe, and he dared to believe that free will was a reality and Einstein a nonsense.  


    Those who yearn for a reality beyond the mundane, can do no better than to take this simple phrase and make it their own.  Those who wish to change their lives, those who wish to see above the endless struggle of the world, would do well to train their thoughts, to turn inward.  


    Nature or nurture? The old debate, what makes man as he is? In his own case a bit of the former and a large part of the latter.  Leaving all question of “fault” aside, he had been brought up in an atmosphere of endless domestic conflict and in a family which seemingly took delight in viewing others as in some respects “bad”.  Class, race, culture even taste in clothing or way of life were all set in stone. This way was right, that way was wrong.


    How difficult to break out of such an upbringing, such depth of habit and training, even for an individual who, year by year, was achieving greater “awareness” of his own attitudes and behavior. 


    He had been aware of the “path” for many years.  He had trodden it often enough but never to its end. He determined once again to follow the way and this time to reach a state where all became clear.  Where the words of the wise not only made sense but were realized in his daily life.  He would enter a place where the world could be seen for what it is, and he would remain there.


    He did not seek sainthood (even supposing such a state exists) and he certainly made no claim to it.  All he sought was the attainment of that state of peace so often described throughout the ages.  A peace expressed in poetry and art, in the writing of sages.  A calmness and certainty, a contentment to be found in finding the truth and living it.


    The truth, the way for him meant turning inwards in silence and meditation.  If a man consists of his thoughts, if thoughts make the man then let him turn inwards and think good thoughts.  Above all, let him be aware of his thoughts and let him reject those thoughts he knows to be wrong, until he changes his whole life and that of those around him.


    In or out of meditation he must reject those thoughts he knows to be wrong and adopt those he knows to be right. He must lay down new habits, new thought patterns, until he becomes what it is he wants to be. 


    If he is too opiniated, let him cease to express those opinions, cease to argue, stop telling others they are wrong and he is right.  Let each find his own path. If he is quick to anger, his thoughts should dwell not on the affronts he believes he has suffered but on passivity, tranquility.  And as for aggression, he should learn to overcome it in himself and others by practicing its opposite, by endlessly meditating on tranquility until his own serenity can begin to melt the harshness so often expressed in a world dominated by self.


    As man thinketh, so is he.  Man is his thoughts.  Right thinking leads to right actions and a better world. Wrong thinking leads to conflict and aggression, to war and torture, to misery and oppression. Greed for power and money, the endless pursuit of mammon.  Domination over others, the necessity to be right. 


    Enlightenment, for him at least, was incremental. Day by day he would meditate on words, phrases and imagery which represented a state he wished to achieve.  Peace might be one such word, the phrase “right thinking” another object to contemplate. Images came and went and again he sought to distance the dark and move towards the light. An autumn leaf spiraling gently down through sunlit waters. Gothic forms and the magnificence of stained glass. The sound of gentle music, harmony and consonance.  And nature, the beauty of sky and earth, water and wind.  The infinity of burgeoning life, the magnificence of the infinite. 


    Darkness still descended from time to time but the slow abnegation of self seemed to lessen its impact.  Who was it who was beset by darkness? Absorption into the one, day by day, made the very concept of self seem doubtful. 


    And so, there he was. That was his journey and that was the state he found himself in. A slow emergence from dark into light. A struggle still to turn away from a lifetime of negativity and wrong thinking but perhaps it would always be thus. Perhaps right thinking required constant cultivation like a garden. 


    But at least he had achieved a keen sense of awareness. He knew, with no shade nor shadow nor rag of doubt, what was right. And what was wrong.  His path was clear and it only required that he remained upon it. 


    He would aspire to right thinking. And in his heart he hoped so to be.
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    Today’s £125m fancy dress party both amused and bemused me. 


    Vast inherited wealth and privilege sits uncomfortably beside a world engulfed in the flames of  war and beset by poverty, want and savage cruelty. 


    Life is still nasty and brutish and in all probability many only wish it had remained short. 


    The King himself is reputed to have inherited £1.8bn and the day found him dressed in mediaeval garb surrounded by the flummery of crowds who could surely have found better use of their day. But of course the great and the good love to see and be seen.


    Religion could have made itself a force for good but to this day panders to the powerful and wealthy rather than remaining true to its humble and sincere origins. 


    We understand from the Christian gospels that Jesus of Nazareth lived a lowly communal existence while he continued his short ministry. He famously declared that the meek shall inherit the earth and the New Testament quotes Jesus as saying in Luke 18:25 that “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God” (Jesus and the rich young man).


    And yet today the church establishment continues a centuries old tradition of gratifying the fripperies and conceits of the rich and the famous, where once their founder sought to heal the sick and feed the poor and the hungry. 


    The British Prime Minister  ( a man of enormous reputed wealth, and, paradoxically a Hindu) read from St Paul’s epistle to the Colossians. 


    “Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and the greed that is idolatry.”


    Wise words indeed from Verse 5, and much the same sentiments are to be found in all spiritual doctrines including the beautiful sacred texts of the Hindus.


    Whether Prime Minister Sunak is a supporter of such sentiments I would not know. But he would presumably have difficulty passing through the eye of a needle.


    What a great pity that as a species we have always been unable or unwilling to practice what the original holy men so rightly taught. 


    I have no doubt that some of today’s “holy men” will wish to defend the institution of the monarchy and would be little wont to cast off their own regal garb and prominent position in the great Cathedrals and Abbeys.  And yet one has a suspicion that Jesus of Nazareth would encourage such prelates to pull down the vast edifice they have built and to slum it with the masses.
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    Why do they do it, what are they seeking? And what is a shrine, a holy place?  Many are put off by such language, reeking as it does of mediaeval incense and crusader’s crosses.  Costly and false relics.  Rigid and inevitably meaningless dogma.


    To him however, language was a poor medium in which to express the holy.  The ineffable, as some would have it. 


    In any event, he found himself in Vézelay and perhaps, despite his misgivings over etymology, he found himself after all to be a pilgrim.  He sought no cure, although such would have been welcome. He simply sought. As he had done his entire life. 


    For miles around, endless forest stretched.  A family of wild boar grunted and trundled off, mercifully in the opposite direction. Overhead red kites wheeled in search of their prey. Wild deer roamed the meadows, a pine marten sat, bold as brass on the path in front of him, and stared. 


    Each perfect village seemed to have its turreted castle, or at least a fortified manor house.  And bridges and streams and soft green fields. And above, the ubiquitous forest.  It was not too great a stretch of the imagination to place oneself there as Romanesque and later, Gothic churches were being built.  Not a better time to live, but a world unspoiled by pollution, a world where the human virus had not yet so befouled a wondrous planet. Violence, plague, hunger was the lot of man, and that at least has lessened a little in the modern age.


    Vézelay itself was a place of wonder. A walled town on a hilltop, perfectly preserved and seemingly little touched by modernity. Its history was as bloody as that of any town in Europe, but in days of peace there is no finer place to sit and brood upon the infinite, far from brutish commerce and pointless politics.


    A recluse, he was delighted to find the Abbey was still tended by monks, some Franciscan and others from a more recently founded order, whose curious liturgy involved bending to touch the ground and then standing up, opening their hands in supplication and praise to their god above. 


    In over four decades he had never before known his wife content to sit still and look in awe. Still, and spellbound. But sitting in the nave of the Abbey, the two of them looked, transfixed, at the Gothic choir and ambulatory, while the sound of soft chanting from Vespers in the nearby cloisters washed over them. 


    Increasingly, he came to believe that the object of his search was at hand. That he had found and need seek no longer. Acceptance was the key and renunciation also. What of? Acceptance of the way things are. Renunciation of the effort to change the world. A simple decision to go with what is, with nature, with the wider universe. And to view animal struggling as a meaningless by product of evolution.


    Around him lives were crumbling, as they inevitably do. Friends and relatives were dying, succumbing to the sad state of dementia. Losing all their money, forced into stacking supermarket shelves.


    And the world continued as ever, corrupt capitalists and politicians, murderers, criminals and torturers. The sick, the hungry, the homeless. Vicious competition for scarce resources, the victory of the strong and determined over the meek and the weak. 


    He practised gratitude daily but realised his own place in the world was secured by luck not by effort or the kindly care of some deity. And yet none of it seemed to matter much anymore, especially as the days and years rolled by with an ever quickening pace.


    The pilgrimage then was a form of acceptance. A disappearance into a place and state of beauty and peace.  A renouncing for good and all of the absurd and destructive Mammon and a realisation that someplace, somewhere a different world existed.


    Or perhaps a different state of mind. The same world maybe but a different attitude to it.  An entirely altered state of consciousness. An awakened sense of being, where peace and cooperation gave solace and refuge. Where humanity’s vices were jettisoned and the lion sat down with the lamb. 


    Fanciful perhaps, ridiculous even, to those who still clung to the mores so long afflicting the human animal. And yet to him, a truth had been discovered, a long life of mistakes had been revealed. An end had been found to his seeking and the basic truth of the scriptures had been revealed.


    Reality was something else. Something different entirely. And the only way to grasp it was to let go, to dissolve into it.


    Life after death, the matrix, gods and demons, who knows? The seeker simply had to let go. Perhaps one day all would be revealed, perhaps not. Maybe a greater reality existed or perhaps the physicalists were right after all.


    But peace was acceptance of what is. Of that he was sure. And an abandonment of almost all of what man thought he wanted or needed. 


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2023/05/17/pilgrim/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Meditation – Nonsense or Nirvana?

		July 23, 2023

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Almost a year ago, his meditation took a different and far more satisfactory direction.


    And now, many months later the benefits had become evident. It was not that he found himself living in some alternate universe or in a permanent state of bliss.


    But he found himself able to say that his thrice daily practice almost inevitably brought pure peace, bliss almost, for its duration.


    After a stop start dalliance with the practice and with Eastern philosophy in general, the penny had finally dropped. Better late than never. 


    He found that his personality, his behaviour, while not “changing” as such, was becoming moulded or fashioned in a manner of his own choosing.


    The process was by no means over and the metamorphosis would continue. Or thus was his fervent hope.


    His past practice had been defective in several ways. In constancy, certainly, but equally importantly in technique.


    He had found few useful guides over the years and had always imagined the process far more complex and ritualistic than it turned out to be. If you see references to the x stages of meditation, the y levels of attainment and so on, his firm advice would be to turn the page.


    The way was made plain to him when he visited hypnotist John Butler, who had provided sage advice over many years. If Mr Butler is able to hypnotise himself and others to feel no pain under invasive surgery (and he can) it seemed obvious that the techiques he taught should be able to attain all sorts of other good things.


    What he had never grasped properly over the years was the power of self persuasion. Never having been able to persuade himself consciously of anything (other than the beastliness of the universe) the true potential of changing his subconscious mind evaded him for years. Despite previous failures, for some reason more recent endeavours paid off.


    Meditation is often thought of as sitting quietly watching your breath. Which is all well and good but in his case achieved no lasting change. Nor any swift onset of a merciful state of bliss.


    The process of self hypnosis is simple enough and can  lead to a deep meditative state. It requires belief in the process and endless repetition. In his case for around 20 minutes, three times a day, although his sessions would often extend to an hour if the mood so took him.


    Getting into a state of trance is simplicity itself. Dave Elman’s books or those of Gill Boyne provide endless methods, but eventually you develop your own. And with practice the induction becomes very swift.


    A light state of trance is not so very different from the waking state. A little more peaceful and relaxed, the harsh realities of the physical universe somewhat remote. As a trance is deepened, thought almost disappears and the mind itself seems absent or at least very different. He found truths struck him out of the blue, unusual patterns and feelings became prevelant, and previously  forgotten memories often resurfaced .


    In deeper states (which came, inevitably, three times a day) the qualitative experience was not unlike a mild trip on psychedelic drugs. Most satisfying, he felt.


    The work involved was simple enough. Initially much preparation was put into defining a few concise sentences describing how one wanted to be, to become. Those sentences were then summarises by a single appropriate word, and an image.


    When in a state of trance, the key word is repeated in a lazy, dreamy fashion and the image seen, in the minds eye. The key word or words forms a sort of mantra. He found it could be used to both deepen the trance and to expel intrusive thought.


    He felt himself becoming more as he wished to become. Over the weeks and months, the suggestions seemed to have become a part of him, the thoughts took root.


     “As man thinketh in his heart, so is he”.


    He lapsed occasionally. Snapishness or churlish temper might hold sway for a short while, but he found himself better able to recover, as some part of his mind took corrective action, became aware of a digression from the mapped path.


    He became increasingly aware of his ever passing moods and more able to head off those he found less useful, before their grip became entrenched and unshakeable .


    Far from being a chore, the daily sessions became a pleasure. Sometimes he sat in the garden as he drifted off into his private world. Often he would sit on a park bench or in a field . Or in some favoured church or other quiet place. Some say meditation can be successfully undertaken in the bustle of the everyday world but that he found a struggle and a step too far.


    The peace enjoyed during these sessions increasingly spread to the rest of his life and the perennial black moods dissipated. Whether for good or for some brief spell he had yet to find out. Cause and effect, never straightforward, nevertheless seemed to have something to say. His moods and his life seemed improved and he had to put at least some of it down to his practice.


    It would not be accurate or realistic for him to claim that he was transformed. That a gruff and surly fellow had, by means of meditation, become a pious and kindly soul determined to make the world a better place. But at least he was on the right path. At least he felt better about himself and his place in reality.


    More than ever he hoped for a better world. But from an increasing distance and without any real hope that some Parousia or other miracle would bring a swift change for the better. Perhaps he did however have a firmer intuition that in the greater scheme of things, nothing was so vastly important. Perhaps a few more eons  would either put paid to the awful race who had named itself human, or change them unrecognisably for the better. He wasn’t too bothered either way. 


    He remained contentedly on the sidelines. Watching the world go by with quiet resignation and sometimes amusement. He did not want to see or be seen. To be among the good and the great. To sit with the rich and the famous or to play games of greed and power. Simplicity and silence was all he needed, far from the madding crowd. 


    Meditation, guided by his own mantra, was leading him to a very different world where all that mattered was quietly flowing with the stream . And kindness, when it could be offered, was the most precious of commodities.


    Would it yet take him to Nirvana, his practice? He didn’t know but in his current state of mind he wondered whether it really mattered. Perhaps simple peace was enough or perhaps that was Nirvana, after all.


    Perhaps Nirvana awaited him on the other side of a wardrobe door. In a rambling old country house in Shropshire.


    In meditation he could feel himself brushing past ancient fur coats, beginning to feel a crisp chill. And to see an old fashioned lamp post lighting a snow filled clearing in a deep and mysterious forest. 


    Perhaps one day he would hear the lion and feast with dancing dryads and naiads in some sylvan paradise.


    Sometimes, the dream seemed almost close. 
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    Who treads the path and why. And those who do not, those who prefer Vanity Fair, what is their fate.


    Is there meaning at all in the universe, right or wrong, up or down. None, says the physicist. All is an illusion, even consciousness itself. No free will, all choice mere fanciful thinking along a harsh and desolate path of deterministic rigour, our route set as firmly as a locomotive on rails of steel. 


    No choice is truly made, no change possible say those brilliant minds which describe and measure the physical universe. And yet such minds can tell us nothing of intrinsic meaning. Assuming that any such concept can be said to exist.


    Is he wrongheaded then, our pilgrim.  No heaven no hell. The path mere conceit, leading nowhere.  Was John Bunyan’s hero on a road to nowhere, or can the seeker find peace and meaning.


    The world over, seekers follow the same path. Whatever their race or culture, the means are similar and the end identical. Called by different names, the discerning traveler shuns the narrow dogma of priest and the guardian of orthodoxy, and seeks out nirvana, peace, god through a life which becomes ever more silent.  Contemplation tells them that the physicist is wrong.


    It is clear to such people that consciousness does exist.  If that phenomena is merely subjective, in objective terms most would agree that this ghost, this ephemeral and fleeting flicker, is at least a shared illusion and therefore undeniable whatever its “reality” or otherwise.


     There comes a time when our traveler has read enough, having listened diligently to the conflicting noise of the opinionated and self anointed.  He has studied at worthy and ancient universities. He is no stranger to Wittgenstein and Erasmus, Confucius and Lao Tzu once influenced his thinking.


    Or there again, the traveler may be a man of no education, unlearn-ed even.  No one is disqualified from the search for meaning.


    But all eventually find that the path leads inward and that Vanity Fair offers no lasting reward. And certainly no peace.


    Such men will not care whether good and evil can be said to exist objectively.  It exists for them and that is enough. The great men of learning who deny meaning can be safely be ignored.  For those who seek, a god will be found to exist – even the atheist will find something wondrous and immaterial to believe in.  


    As to himself, he neither worshipped a god nor washed the feet of the poor. He sought sanctity in no one’s eyes, least of all his own.


    He supposed, if and when he thought of the matter, that the external world was beyond the pale, let alone a god who encouraged Jew and Arab to slaughter each other’s babies and invented evolution. Or didn’t. 


    The world never changed, nothing new under the sun and probably never would be. So forget worship – if a creator did exist he was either a very poor programmer or a vicious sadist. Perhaps both.


    But callous our pilgrim was not, nonetheless. If there was sanctity it was to be sought in right thinking and the eradication of suffering. It’s just that he was not up to the job of bringing  about the latter. 


    And so his own path was to mind his own business and try at least to do no harm. For he knew he could do no good. 


    And so his path led inwards into silence and meditation. 


    It seemed to him highly probable that merchant moguls, kings, emperors and politicians were, for the most part, unlikely to be skilled in such arts. Those who “do” in the world, especially those who “do down” don’t spend much time in self reflection or questioning.


    If they did, he suspected the world might be an altogether better place but on the whole he remained convinced the world would go to hell in a handcart and he determined no to go with it.


    There is a reality to meditation and meditation leads to reality. Or to put it another way, we humans do not as a species see the error of our ways and fail to see the futility of our customary pursuits. Nor do we understand that less is often more.


    Meditation has a curious effect, practiced daily and diligently. It sorts the world out, it sifts the chaff from the wheat. It cures the soul and in and of itself seems to lead to right thinking and an appreciation that reality is not as simple as it seems.


    And so for some, it becomes pointless to think more, to read more, to listen more. Shut out the Tower of Babel, switch off the talking heads. Think right thoughts, even if you do not have the inclination or aptitude to pursue right deeds.


    And it reaches the point where you look at the collective madness of our species and simply resign.


    If that sounds selfish it is certainly better than succumbing to the insanity of killing babies, screwing the poor, or entering politics.
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    Too often have I pronounced upon that in which I do not believe.


    Better by far to renounce negativity and to declare instead that in which I do believe. 


    I was told over the weekend that I am a believer by someone who has been kind enough to read much of what I have written over the past few years and who knows that I have often struggled with impenetrable blackness.


    We were talking more probably of belief in meditation, rather than faith in general.  And yet for me meditation is an inextricable part of the route towards meaning.  It always has been but of late I have been more diligent in my practice.


     I have been puzzled by the trend towards Mc Mindfulness in our secular age. It may “work” for some, yet I find its emptiness an arid detraction from what for me is without doubt a search of more serious intent. 


    The truth is that I have always been a mystic. Somebody in search of the face of god, reality or meaning.  I have never been one to follow anybody’s path but my own, and most of those with more conventional faith may well question my beliefs and practices. And yet if they read me correctly, they will see that our paths are not so different. Nor our core credence.  In uno deum may not be for me, but for those who really look, the paths of mystics east and west are identical, as are their objects and goals.


    And so, Credo. But in what?


    Well firstly I have come to believe in the efficacy of meditation to heal both body and mind.


    My long time guru John Butler uses such techniques on his own behalf and that of clients to undergo surgical operations without the use of anesthetics. He expresses a conviction that the mind governs the body in a far more powerful fashion than most believe. And hence can procure much of what is needed in a physiological and indeed spiritual sense to secure and comfort both mind and body. 


    I have never seen meditation as a mere tool for medical use, but rather as a guiding light to navigate through doubt and darkness and to arrive at a state of gnosis.


    How grand this sounds (pompous perhaps) but as always I use language in a poetic and metaphorical sense to convey my meaning. Perhaps because a bald and more prosaic description can not get across the strength of my feelings or indeed what it is that I do feel, that I do believe.  Language can be a poor tool to describe the indescribable but try one must – it is the tool we have at our disposal to convey inner thoughts and meanings which are not readily susceptible to an exactitude of words.


    I know that there will be some who read this post and will strongly disagree with most of what I believe, but to such people I would say these are my beliefs and they can not in any sense be said therefore to be wrong. For me, for my own subjective reality. Yes, you may not share them or indeed like them. Your reality may take on a different hue to mine or you may be a materialist who denies any possibility at all of a god or of meaning or purpose in this universe. 


    I can respect all such views, honestly held. And would expect therefor that people should respect mine.  I have no desire to argue. Equally I have no desire whatsoever to persuade or convert or proselytize.  


    I believe that god is within. Or, if you so choose, reality, Brahmin, nirvana, call it what you will. I believe with utmost conviction that those who seek quietly within themselves, whatever their race, colour or creed, come to a somewhat similar conclusion. Or at least such people would not take objection to my own feelings on the matter.


    I do not need to read or consult books of learning or faith. Time spent in quiet repose gives me such answers as I need. Other of course will have different needs, other requirements. They will have strong conviction in revelation, in an external force who gives tablets of stone or dictates books of law to his prophets and disciples. But at heart they are unlikely to come up with answers so very different to my own.


    What is it that I discover within? Above all that there is meaning, a goal and that we should head towards it. 


    De Chardin’s Omega Point. Frank Tipler’s if you prefer a less ornate version.


    And that despite the views of the materialists, there is right and wrong – at least so far as sentient beings are concerned. We think, we feel, we are. Consciousness has emerged (never mind where from) and it is a nonsense to deny its reality. Whatever it may turn out to be.


    So there you have it. I believe. I may struggle to live up to my beliefs (are there any who do not?). I may not serve the poor or give comfort to the oppressed, but I stand in admiration and support of those who do. I believe that I know the difference between right and wrong and as far as I am able I will try to head towards the former and away from the latter.


    Credo.


    I believe there is meaning.
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    Internal or external, the path to peace is the same.


    It is difficult to imagine a world at peace without its inhabitants first having found tranquility within themselves.


    And it is difficult to imagine a person achieving equanimity within, without conducting himself in the right way in the physical world . 


    It is hard to believe that anybody would have difficulty in establishing the “right way” to conduct himself, if he really thought about it. But in that unlikely event one need only consult some of the more benign schools of thought which have been around for many thousands of years.  Do unto others as the Christians might say, or follow the Buddhist Eightfold Path.  Cultivate the beautiful tenets of the Tao.  Practice the spiritual and ethical traditions of Sufism, follow the Dharma of the Hindus.


    Or frankly, follow your own good sense. Do no harm to any sentient being, be kind and generous in spirit.


    And above all do not insist that yours is the only way, that your belief system is unique. And that everyone else has it wrong.  To do so is assuredly not “right thinking”, not “right action”.


    The exclusive claims of different religions are merely variations of universal truths that have been taught since the origins of man.  


    Can inner or external peace arise if I insist I am right and those who do not agree with me are wrong? Can peace in the world be achieved when one set of people believe their god or philosophy is the only truth and seek (often by violence, of thought if not of deed) to convert the heathen?


    History would suggest not. 


    But who am I to say? If I were to insist upon the rightness of my own thinking, I would be falling into the same trap as those who have led crusades and jihads. Of those who considered Jews vermin and dealt with them accordingly. 


    I can only repeat that these are my views, that this is the way I choose (or, more realistically, try) to lead my life and this seems to be drawing me to a place of peace where I can live and let live. My external actions affect my inner world and vice versa. An increasing level of inner peace is giving me an increasing awareness of the importance of  following my own path both within and in the external physical world.  And letting others follow theirs.


    The two must go hand in hand – as man thinketh in his heart, so is he.  I can not expect tranquility within if I am a beast without. If my inner thoughts and my worldly actions are those of peace, then I can hope to become what I want to be.


    Those without introspection will find it difficult to develop peace within or without. Those who continue to follow the often unconscious desires humanity has traditionally pursued are also unlikely to find lasting contentment. 


    I have no need surely, to point out that greed, envy, anger or pride are unlikely to lead to a life well led or to a sense of serenity. 


    Read the Noble Eightfold Path and the Four Noble Truths if you are in any doubt.  If you can not fathom good or bad. If you are unable or unwilling to separate the ethical wheat from the moral chaff.  If you can not find the way to happiness.


    Wrong thoughts and wrong actions lead to suffering. 


    I have felt much change within my self in the months and years since I began this blog. In the beginning there was much anger. A conviction that the world was wrong. That it must change.


    Today I feel that I have been wrong and I hope that I am now “right”.  Or at least that I will continue to feel less and less need to be critical or vociferous.  And that I will continue to develop a detached understanding and acceptance of all around me.


    Today I feel it of utmost importance that I mind my own business, that I retire from a world I have always found wholly unsatisfactory. And from behaviour that leads and always has led to conflict and misery in a world dominated by self.


    Mea culpa, I have been at fault as much as the next man. Through fear perhaps, or through the inner blackness which has so often plagued my life. 


    And yes, through greed, through envy and perhaps one or two other unwise emotions.


    Life is so easy in hindsight but if I had my time again, I must not fool myself that I would live in a better way.


    For most of us, wisdom can only come through experience and that perhaps is the one and only benefit of age.  The ability after many years of effort to admit that I was wrong. And to have the energy and courage to start again.  


    It will be obvious to any who have been kind enough to follow this, my diary, that I have long known what my path ought to be. That in reality my weltanschauung has been the same throughout my life.  That, intellectually, I have always felt the same, known in which direction my true path lies. But it is only very late in the day that I have come to admit this to myself.  That I have begun to make an honest and very internal effort to realize within what I have long understood in the abstract.


    For me, the path lies within. Contemplation, reflection, silence and above all coming to know myself is leading me to a place of equanimity. To a place where I can be free not to judge, to a state of mind where I can feel pity and compassion for a beautiful world torn and tortured by ignorance. And self.


    There will be those who insist that I must look to their god. That without worshipping Ganesh or Gilgamesh, without bowing down before some other deity, I will never reach the afterlife but will instead find myself cast into the darkness, or worse into some fiery pit, the likes of which even Hieronymus Bosch failed to to depict with sufficient severity.


    I would say to such people that I do my best in life and if their god can not accept my efforts and will not allow me access to his version of a heavenly afterlife, then I reject him and will happily take the consequences. 


    If there are gods, I reject those that are jealous. 


    And so back to peace, or rather my version of it. I have meditated in Gothic Cathedrals, in Zen Buddhist monasteries in Japan, in Hindu temples in Singapore. And in our garden shed. In Battersea Park by the pagoda. On mountain tops, in gardens, in fields.


    Does it matter so very much whether I choose to repeat a mantra of my own choosing or to dwell upon the goodness of this god or that.  Whether I believe in an emptiness of infinite fecundity or a creator god who stuck it all together in six days around six thousand years ago.  Whether I concentrate my mind on loving kindness or upon some representation of The Good of Plato.  I think not.  But you are welcome to think otherwise.


    What matters is that I seek to be a “better” person in the external world and a happier and more tranquil being within. 


    I plod my way towards my goal by the simple means of putting my mind at deep rest and softly repeating mantras of my own making. Soon enough, images appear unbidden and a deep peace settles upon my quietened mind. Such tranquility increases in depth and duration day by day.  It often appears unbidden in my waking world and a sense of infinity can stretch before me and around me. 


    Seek your own path. Choose or reject a god or a philosophy. But in the end, your way may end up being not so very different to my own. 


    


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2023/11/08/peace/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Purpose in a Meaningless Universe

		November 15, 2023

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    You are unlikely to find it, unless you provide it yourself. 


    In the endless years I have wandered the world’s sacred places, god has always kept himself well hidden. 


    It is true that I have spoken to the dead on several occasions. That I have heard voices and music in an ancient and remote former public house in Devon. And that my lifelong habit of sitting quietly in contemplation has often provided a sense of the numinous, a quiet joy.


    I have several times asked entry of the gatekeeper to a hidden kingdom. Sought to cross the boundary between the worldly and the transcendent.


    Once I saw a knight in black armour, standing proud somewhere above exquisite Gothic tracery, white stone framing the deep hues of ancient stained glass. I asked to be let in, I assumed he guarded a sacred portal, entrance to the eternal. Did he answer me? Did he use words or was I just left with a silent impression that the door would not be opened to me. Or perhaps, on the other side, there was not that which I had long sought.


    I remember speaking to some wise men once, in a waking dream, who seemed to have answers. Were they gods, I asked. It appeared not, and I stumbled on.


    The mind is a curious instrument when used properly, capable of conjuring wonders a plenty. Do such visions have their own reality, do such conversations take place anywhere other than in what we call the imagination.


    How can I tell?


    William Blake walked the streets of London talking to angels. Countless mystics, East and West, have met their numen, their desired end point. And found unshakeable certainty.


    But in our post Gallilean era, we demand such standards of proof, we labour under such a heavy evidential burden.


    If I feel anything out there, it is because I want to. I can not say with any certainty that these visions and conversations have any reality, except within the narrow confines of my own mind. Much as I would like to believe they do.


    Meaning is not given to us. We can not open our windows on a fine sunny morning in spring and expect to greet a wizard, a mage with a tall pointed hat and a long staff.  Who will make it alright.  Who will give us purpose where there is none.


    Gandalf would do me just fine. He is more than halfway there, with his magic, his wisdom. His triumph over the black curse of Saruman and his evil master. 


    Even a real elf would be welcome. Or a hobbit come to that. And Reepicheep of course – what would I not give for a conversation with that mighty mouse.


    These days we have serious grey men in white coats who tell us they have seen black holes at the centre of the universe. In the old days we had men in long black clerical garb warning us of Satan and his henchman Beelzebub. But these fictions are mere weaklings when put side by side with monsters light years across, gobbling up all and sundry and never letting it out again. Once upon a time Cerberus guarded the gates of Hades, letting no one out, but these days hell is guarded by an Event Horizon. Just as fierce and, we are told, horribly effective.  Quite a lot better than a dog with several heads. 


    Today’s guardians of rectitude tell us tales of black energy and dark matter. Which apparently are to be found everywhere but can’t be seen. 


    A bit like god then.


    And today’s high priests tell us we do not exist at all. That we are figments of our own non existent imagination with no free will, unable to do or feel anything other than that for which we were programmed at the very dawn of time. No power of governance over our own desires or actions , no thoughts we can call our own.  


    Modern man has replaced Satan and his fiery domain by something just as vile. 


    At least the old priests had a carrot as well as a stick. If we behaved ourselves we would find our reward in a vividly coloured candy world called the after life. God may make life hell on earth (for reasons only apparent to those deeply familiar with His ways) but if we tell him he’s the tops and ignore all the competition, we will get loads of  virgins and lots else later on.


    Today’s Priests of Scientism can only come up with a stick. No carrots at all, let alone heavenly virgins. That’s not a great deal of fun – put up with ethnic cleansers, earthquakes, and Donald Trump and then you die.


    Is it any surprise then that those of a more discerning nature refuse to bow down to any priest, whatever the colour of his robes or the object of his devotion. Neither priest, old or new, seem to have much on offer in the here and now. And as to later, well, a bird in hand as they say is better than one in the bush.  And a lot more nourishing.


    So close your ears and your eyes. Shut out the priests, along with social media and the newspaper.


    But what of Gaza, I hear you say. Or the Ukraine. How can we allow such slaughter, how can we ignore it.  Well yes, quite. The old school gods delighted in bloodshed and it was all for our own good. The gods of science say none of it means anything anyway and evolution has made all of us  savages to ensure our survival. 


    Who and what are you to believe. All of it, none of it. Who cares. Had I Gandalf’s magic staff I would wave it and peace and plenty and prosperity would be for ever and ever. 


    Sadly, I seem to have misplaced it.


    And so, in a meaningless universe, where must I seek meaning. Where am I most likely to find purpose, peace and content.


    In my own thoughts and my own actions. Within.


    If there is no absolute right and wrong, no good, no bad, then I will make my own. 


    A lifetime of wandering thought has taught me that if I want to find peace, I must live peace within and without. Do unto others. I’m really trying these days, although I think I’m very probably the only beneficiary of my efforts. Since I don’t go out much. 


    On the rare occasions that I venture out of my front door, I am making a big effort and that certainly makes me feel a whole lot better inside.


    I can not tell you what the universe is made of. Or when or by whom or what.


    I can not tell you whether Yahweh or Vishnu, Mara or Satan are out there somewhere. Or Odin, Zeus or the Jainist Jinas.


    But I can tell you that quiet contemplation makes me realise I do not need to know. That I do not really care that much. That all I need to do to obtain peace is to let go.


    To abandon pretense and vanity, to be decent to others if I can. To remain good tempered, good natured if I can mange it. To cause no harm and to bring joy and comfort where I am able. 


    No wonder Buddhism has always attracted me. 
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    A privileged education and a life of what most would describe as plenty leads me to a single expression.


    Which sums up everything I now believe in. 


    Wouldn’t the Buddha be proud of me.


    I could of course have chosen the phrase “Let Go”, or the word “Acceptance”, but neither would have adequately expressed my exasperation and irritation with the thoughts and actions which have dominated my life.  Nor my determination to jettison them.


    Looking back over the past five years of writing, it seems, perhaps unsurprisingly, that I have returned to the same themes time and again. If I were able to recall all my thoughts over the past 67 odd years, I am sure much the same subjects would dominate.


    I imagine many of us have had the same concerns over the course of our lives. 


    Despite the fact I was born into a comfortably off family in relatively first world England, the trick is always survival. Economically, anyway. Clogs to clogs in three generations is the norm in our society. Assuming your forbears were lucky enough to get out of clogs and into a decent pair of boots in the first place.  


    “There but for the grace of [insert favourite deity] go I” has always been at the forefront of my mind as I pass a homeless man on the street and throw a copper or two his way. Or don’t. 


    Even the best healed of my chums have often felt the same. Hardly surprising in a ruthless, dog eat dog world, where life entails brutal competition for everything we need to survive. Vicious battle is not the way our world should be.


    Back in the 19th Century a Jewish great grandmother or her family seem to have been kicked out of Imperial Russia and ended up in the East End of London. Her husband, a Huguenot I was told, was brought up in a house of multiple occupation in a nearby neighbourhood. I imagine one set of occupants slept while the other worked, and then places were changed. 


    I don’t think there were any glamourous relatives on either side of the family.  One fellow was apparently a reasonably prosperous builder somewhere in the Midlands, but gambling, drink and women seem to have done for him.  At some earlier stage he had returned with winnings from the Ballarat gold rush.


    By the time I was born, the Jewish great granny was a very wealthy woman from the rag trade. My mother’s side were cloggies. By comparison anyway. 


    My father was of the ill fated third generation, and the wealth had evaporated by the time of his death.  He was not suited to business. 


    Money dominated my parents’ lives. The old boy, having been brought up by a very wealthy father, felt it his right to spend. Like Wilkins Micawber, he believed that something would turn up, and in the interim ran up debt.


    Hardly surprising then that right from early boyhood I had  an overwhelming fear of money – or rather its lack. And I determined I was to make good. 


    Which in a modest fashion I did, but at a heavy cost to my well being.  My character is best suited to some ivory tower, far from the grimy coal face of law and finance where I began my modest ascent.  Perhaps some quiet monastic garden would have better met my requirements, and I have always had a soft spot for Tibet, that mystical roof of the world, full of mystery and the eerie music of long horns. Before the Chinese thugs got there.


    For almost 30 years I have been trading financial markets to keep myself and my small family out of the poor house.  For a couple of years I have been deeply engaged in automated, algorithmic trading of crypto derivatives and after much toil put on a handful of arbitrage trades.  


    But I have struggled to move on to the next stage. The next idea, the next trade. Perhaps that dread  of the debtor’s prison has faded a little as I realise I don’t have to hang on for so much longer.


    Or perhaps, more fruitfully, I have at last been able to repeat the mantra “Hoc Futui” and really mean it. 


    So I played the piano this morning, Bouree and Air by Handel. Not very well, it is true, but with great pleasure. 


    And I walked along a marshy river bank under a glowering sky to see the egret which lurks there. Spitting with rain, I was grateful for my fine boots and thankful I was not in clogs.


    The mediaeval hinges on the old oak door creaked as I crept quietly into the musty gloom and sat, alone in this beautiful old building, and began a silent meditation on a Victorian pew.  My little librarian friend arrived, a music scholar, and played the organ, quietly in deference to my efforts.  I am as happy here as anywhere, completely at peace. Regardless of my rejection of religious dogma, I am drenched in the culture I was immersed in from childhood, and love every aspect of it.  From the damp, beautiful old buildings, to the glorious music and the soaring art which belief has inspired over so many centuries.


    Hoc Futui. 


    The world outside grinds on, but I have determined to shut it out.  I have no idea what it is all about or how it came to be there.  I’m not sure I care.  I have no idea where I am going, if anywhere, or whether I am on a road to nowhere.


    If this sounds negative, then I say not so. Peace comes from acceptance of what is and the recognition that almost every aspect of the external world is outside my control.  Whatever may be said by others, I claim my thoughts and actions as my own. 


    If my contemplation leads me to inner peace and a more accepting attitude towards our desecrated planet and largely uncaring species, then that is all I can ask for.  As much as I can expect.  And all I could want.


    Hoc Futui


    Illustration: William Blake, from The First Book of Urizen
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    Where am I going?


    The reality is that none of really us know. 


    But I want to write about my experiences with meditation, in the hope of helping anyone who seeks relief from suffering.  And release from the need to seek an answer to that question.


    To express in clear, unornamented terms what I have thus far achieved in an uncluttered and simple meditative practice.


    I first studied Buddhism many years ago.


    Buddhism originated in a simple effort to avoid suffering and to attain a state of inner peace.  The prescribed cure for misery is to meditate and to lead life in the “right” manner.  A meditative practice then, and a code for right living. A course which follows a middle way, avoiding both harsh ascetism on the one hand and wanton self indulgence at the other extreme.


    What began in utmost simplicity around 2,500 years ago became a confused tangle of many different branches, a multiplicity of different teachings. And as to “enlightenment”, who had ever achieved this rarefied  and seemingly unachievable state I wondered? From stringent clarity great confusion arose in Buddhism, along with exaggerated claims as to its benefits.


    At the same time, I studied Christianity and again found myself similarly nonplussed. Prophets ascending into the skies on chariots of fire, people turned into pillars of salt, burning bushes. Can it all have happened and if so, how is that of any benefit to me in the here and now? I never found the answer to the last question, and had a healthy scepticism regarding the former. 


    As I looked at yet more faiths, the curious case of Carlill vs the  Carbolic Smoke Ball Company (1891) came to mind. I had been a lawyer once upon a time and the case has always come to mind whenever presented with extravagant declarations and inexplicable professions of the miraculous. 


    Deadly influenza was wiping out millions and the Carbolic Smoke Ball Company sold a “cure”. The company offered a very substantial £100 to anyone who used the Smoke Ball correctly and still caught Russian Flu. Mrs Carlill did so use it, still caught flu and claimed her reward. The company refused to pay up. They claimed that the offer was mere “advertiser’s puff” and was not contractually binding. They lost, and misleading advertising eventually became a criminal offense.


    And so when you read all the religious puffery (and they are still writing it) please don’t believe that Tibetan monks can literally levitate or that dead bodies of particularly saintly individuals don’t rot. 


    Religious writing is sugar coated to boost sales. Especially in the hands of today’s less scrupulous gurus; but it has always been so.


    And so back to meditation. In strong contrast to the immoderate promises of many other faiths, root Buddhism claimed a simple but profound benefit in the here and now.  The avoidance of suffering.  Today, here on earth.  Not in some theoretical afterlife.


    And hence I developed a strong liking for basic Buddhism. Call it a faith if you must, but in my understanding it offers a practical remedy for misery.  


    In early days, perhaps some small corner of my mind was expecting supernatural results.  Wishful thinking and a hankering after magical realms and other worlds.  Disappearance into some manifestation of nirvana.  A desire to levitate. 


    I only half joke but the hyperbole of some of the Buddhist scriptures is no more absurd than that of its competitors.


    But here is the rub – it does actually work. Not the promise of the supernatural, but the rather more down to earth claim of a relief from suffering.


    For the past two years I have followed a daily meditation routine with unswerving devotion. I will sit three times a day for periods varying from 20 minutes upwards.


    I have read much in the past about the power of positive thought. But then again I have read much hogwash from Freud to Mesmer and beyond.


    Except that I have now discovered a kernel of truth to it all. That, call it what you will, the “subconscious” can be trained. That rumination and damaging thought patterns do become entrenched, laid down in the mind like well worn tracks through a forest. And that they can be replaced by more beneficent patterns.


    With help from my favourite secular priest, I crafted a blueprint for the person I wanted to become. And distilled that plan into a few key words. Or mantras.


    The trance state is something few beginners grasp, and some years ago I too found it puzzling. To know whether I had got there or not.


    The trick is to relax and not worry about it. It’s nothing so very out of the ordinary – to begin with just a state of mild relaxation, which deepens as the meditation gets underway. For some, the repetition of a mantra is enough to induce trance. I prefer to use a hypnotic technique which begins with a bit of pretence but which, after much practice, becomes a reality.


    After relaxing for a short while, you tell yourself you are so relaxed your eyes won’t open. And the pretence is to keep them shut. Even that ceases to be a pretence after you have been through the process often enough.


    And then counting backwards, telling yourself you are becoming more and more relaxed until the numbers disappear. In the beginning you have to make an effort, a further pretence if you like, that the numbers have indeed disappeared. But again with practice they just do disappear, leaving you in a state of pleasant, rather hazy relaxation.


    Which is when I begin to repeat the mantras. Which over time become ingrained into the subconscious and become you, a part of what you are.


    After a time, I find the state of trance deepens and the repetition of mantras stops, seemingly of its own accord. It usually takes up to 20 minutes, in my case, to reach this stage.


    By this time, I am usually far away. In a place where the pure light of consciousness can shine through. A state of awareness without the distraction of thought.


    Any thoughts, day dreams or visions which do arise are unusual ones and, in my case at least, invariably pleasant. Instructive even. The brain seems to operate in a different way under these conditions and the effect is not unlike a mild psychedelic “trip”.


    The effects of meditation spill over into my waking life. I find myself slipping back into that mind state as I am out walking, stuck in traffic or indeed at virtually any time or place.


    Equally, and remarkably, I have found that I have become (at least to some extent) what I set out to become. That the terrible blackness which has plagued my entire life has more or less disappeared. And if it does make an appearance it is less desperate and certainly of short duration.


    I also find that I am more accepting and less impatient and irritable. More tolerant of others and less inclined to venture my own opinions. More retired, more resigned to the way things are, the way I am.


    Of course, in extremis the blackness may return but if it does, at least I seem to have found a way out.


    I also find I am more accepting of myself. That I am not who I thought I was, not as capable, resilient, bright, ambitious. And I am fine with that. It’s just the way things are.


    I don’t think my habits have changed very much, although I am increasingly reluctant to spend my days hunched over a computer. But I live healthily, more so perhaps than at any time in the past. Largely vegetarian, I take at least a couple of hours exercise each day. I play the piano a lot and these days enjoy it more than singing.


    Above all I live quietly. No social whirl, no dinner parties or grand friends. No aimless, frivolous small talk.  No news programs, no social media.


    I still “think” quite a bit. Mostly about the meaning of reality.  I am far more likely these days to rely on my own contemplation than to read yet another philosopher or scientist with his speculative and incomplete theorems and opinions.


    I have noticed, without any shade or shadow or rag of doubt, great change in my inner self. And for that I am enormously grateful.


    Perhaps that change has come about as a result of a number of factors, but my meditative practice has, I feel certain, played a large part in the much needed metamorphosis.


    Listen to me, or don’t. Take my claims as extravagant or reckon that they contain a grain of truth.


    Quo Ego Vado?  


    I don’t know but I’m really not too concerned any more.  Perhaps, after all, things are just as they should be.


    Illustration: Sunlit Path – By William de Leftwich Dodge
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    Few would dispute that an extraordinary mystery lies at the heart of our reality. But that enigma is interpreted in a multitude of different ways.


    Many will not be familiar with the words of St. Germanus or the music of Praetorius. To God on high be glory and peace on earth to men, he proclaimed, lauding the virgin birth of the infant Jesus by Mary, a first century Jewish woman from Nazareth.


    To Christians, that birth is the great and mighty wonder. At the centre of their universe.


    Other cultures view our world through a different lens and interpret the riddle in another way.


    All such traditions are, as the Buddhists might say, fingers pointing to the moon. Attempts to capture that central reality, not the mystery itself.


    Science too is one such “finger” and the Buddhists in particular have been keen to allow their views and beliefs to be informed by this method of investigating reality.


    For many years I have been intrigued by science. At its very core, reality is empty of all but energy we are told. Not even science can tell us what that energy is or how it got there.


    Whether that energy has purpose or consciousness is an intriguing question. What it “means” if anything is another.


    As a non scientist I have nonetheless been intrigued by what science is revealing and how it seems that all material reality can be bent to our will. And yet there is a hollowness in pure reductionism, which scientists seem unable or unwilling to fill. In addition I am of an age where even the rapid pace of scientific discovery is too slow. I am unlikely to see a theory of everything in my lifetime.


    And a reductionist “theory of everything” would be a sad and empty thing, unendowed as it would doubtless be with any existential content.


    And so back to faith, or faiths. My only faith is the belief in something rather than nothing and the firm conviction that consciousness plays a central role in reality. And further that our animal consciousness can and may evolve into something “godlike”, should we take the trouble to examine ourselves and choose our goal wisely.


    God was made in man’s image. 


    Our faith, our religion has always sought explanation and a better way of living. An existence beyond the bestial, where all is calm, all is bright.


    And to that extent I am and always have been deeply “religious”. A mystic who seeks a reality beyond the mundane and thoughtless brutality of animal existence. A believer in a great and mighty wonder.


    I believe that we can and should rise to godhood. It is our choice and hopefully our destiny to put aside greed, violence and every other venal aspect of animal existence and, aided by science, create a very different world.


    A world such as faith has always imagined.


    For thousands of years religious terrorists have used and abused the beauty, the central mystery of reality for their own purposes and I will have no part in it.


    Christian and most other faiths have amassed great wealth and committed appalling atrocity in the name of their “god”. They have forcibly converted the heathen, they have committed genocide. They have insisted on their rightness, and the wrongness of everyone else who has the effrontery to think or believe differently.


    None of that destroys the truth of a great and mighty wonder. It merely shows how humanity can and does twist and corrupt the best of ideas in search of power and possessions.


    But yes, I am a Christian. A “cultural” Christian whose entire life has been enriched and enhanced by the magic of the better bits of the New Testament. And indeed the Old. Whose very language and pattern of thought have been deeply influenced by the idiom of Christianity. Whose life has been enhanced and made richer by the music, language, art and architecture of 2000 years of this admirable but ultimately flawed effort to explain the unexplainable.


    To those who might say I am not a Christian I would say fie. At heart, Christianity is but one attempt to explain the central mystery and I value what it has to say. As myth, as parable, as a finger pointing to the moon.


    I am a Christian because I believe in a better world. Because I believe in a central mystery so beautifully described by so many different faiths. I am a Christian because I can see that it is meet and right to invent a good god and to seek to become that beneficence.


    I am a Buddhist. A Muslim, a Jew, a Taoist, a Hindu and a Shintoist. I am every faith that seeks a better world and evolution towards the divine.


    And to those who would reject me, I  understand.  I do not seek to convert you, I am not right nor you wrong.


    Of any whose faith sees a great and good mystery at the heart of reality and who seeks to emulate it, to move towards it, I claim kinship. And towards those of no faith who nonetheless renounce the way our world has so often been, and who seek something better, I claim kinship also.


    Life is a struggle, of that there is no doubt. It is an uphill battle to smile every day in the face of adversity. To be pleasant to those around you. To be good tempered and well behaved. To resist greed and base materialism.


    We must seek reality, whatever and wherever it is. We must move on if we can, upwards and away from our past.


    We must seek the central mystery.


    I need my faiths, all of them.  


    Illustration: William Blake – an illustration for Milton’s poem “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity”
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    It is hard to express the profound experience to be found in meditation without sounding oily and unctuous.


    I continue to write very largely so as to keep a diary, rather to attract an audience with all the vanity that that entails. I find it useful to look back over the five years odd I have been keeping this personal record, to see what progress if any I may have made on my road to nowhere. Or somewhere.


    Let me be clear – I do not wear a beatific smile. I do not seek to preach, to the unwashed or otherwise. I simply seek my own course, pursue it. To escape from a lifetime of impenetrable blackness. To discover meaning in an apparently aimless universe.


    If there is a god, Christian or otherwise, then as creator he must bear sole responsibility for clearing up the ghastly mess he has made. I don’t intend to help him.


    If on the other hand, reality is something of an entirely different and uncreated nature, as seems likely, it is still every man for himself anyway. Or woman, child, creature. 


    And yet if what I write, if the tales of my endless journey be of help to some, then I am glad of that. I do not wish ill, nor am I insensitive to the stupefying suffering on this earthly dystopia or elsewhere. My writing is the only contribution I can usefully make, read or otherwise.


    Great works have in any case never led to universal peace and happiness. Simply to further inequality and injustice.


    If there is a way out, it is to be found not through conversion to some man made dogma or foolish cult. But through personal “enlightenment”.


    And lest that word sounds fawning and oleaginous, may I hasten to add I merely intend to convey the process of becoming “unblinkered”. In a psychological sense. In a rational sense. To become able to exercise reason, wisdom and levelheadedness. To see reality as it is.


    Enough of the apologies then, although I do believe they are important to my purpose. To my self exploration. To my journey. To convey what it is I seek and that that I do not.


    I wish for peace. It is that simple. And if there can be peace for all, so much the better. My belief is that inner peace will not of itself be found through science or religious dogma.


    Peace, at least in my own quest, has only begun to emerge through letting go. By looking within. By abandoning pretence. By looking at the futility of what most strive for, and turning in the opposite direction.


    Perhaps for others, the meaning of reality, if only some personal rather than universal reality, will be made clear in other ways.


    In obeisance to a deity perhaps. In a life of ascetic abstinence. 


    But peace is certainly unlikely to be discovered in hedonism or the wielding of power. In excess or greed or violence. But who knows, perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps the violent Halls of Valhalla give comfort and certainty to some. Maybe there are those who find truth in pure violence and unspeakable cruelty. In which case, evil may be said to exist after all and the universe is not an inert and blank canvas.


    That is not my belief however. Peace is to be found elsewhere entirely and I have found no more practical route than quiet meditation.


    For many years my meditation was “unguided” and haphazard. Sitting in quiet contemplation on a mountain top or a remote beach. Listening to the sound of the wind or the murmuration of the waves on a remote beach.


    It was a dead end. A pleasant and thoughtful pursuit and yet not one which led me to peace. The abyss remained close by, the darkness ever ready to consume and convert an already tortured soul into something ever more terrified, desperate and unhinged. To stand at the edge of the crevasse, at the very gates of Hades, is not an experience to be savoured. Nor is it by any means simple to stand back, to retreat from that dread precipice and search for kinder climes.


    We may have advanced from the days of Galen, but we are still so very far from understanding the human mind and body. While some may be blessed with quietude and concord at birth, others are forced to travel a harsh and uncertain road beset by uncertainty and doubt. Perhaps none are granted peace from birth – certainly none are spared the vicissitudes of this often grim existence.


    Medicine can not grant peace, although some benefit to an extent from the numbing effect of strong and poorly researched chemicals, produced by big pharma, largely for their own benefit. The Sackler family and Purdue Pharma come to mind.


    Many seek relief and a false peace in alcohol or opium, cocaine or ecstasy. A sure road to damnation as I for one can testify.


    True peace comes from a different direction entirely. A change of lifestyle, the renunciation of harmful pursuits and substances, the gradual accumulation of wisdom. And yet in my own case, none of this ever tipped the balance.


    My daily meditation began to take a very different form. Guided and directed with the express purpose of becoming who or perhaps what I wanted to become. By choosing goals and making them into a mantra. By guiding myself towards a different landscape, a different reality.


    And that different reality has appeared and continues to change and morph day by day. Not every throw wins a coconut, but most certainly do. Most sessions build upon the last and the process is cumulative, becoming stronger every day. It has reached the stage where often a mood can be produced by simply willing it. Imagine it, declare its reality and so it becomes. 


    And there is strangeness, of that there is no doubt. An increasing awareness that a different world is there to be had; and I take it. Nothing dramatic, just echoes and glimpses of better things. And pleasure. And peace. Strong images in the mind, feelings, and not voices exactly but a feeling of being in contact with something other.


    I concede that I am given to things “arty”, to beauty and music and feelings. But this is something different, visceral and real.


    There will be those that say it is “mere” chemicals and indeed it may be that meditation produces dopamine or serotonin. As well as slower brain waves. But exactly the same may be said of “normal” day to day existence. Anger, greed indeed any emotion has a chemical signature and yet they are none the less real for all of that.


    Meditation seems to be giving me the ability to experience life in a dramatically different way, to the extent that it feels very much like walking through William Blake’s Doors of Perception.


    There may be an alternate reality – one in which we are living anyway but can not see. One which takes practice and a certain mindset to access.


    That, in any event, is my conclusion so far.


    A conclusion with which I am most satisfied and for which I am most grateful.


    As I continue on my idiosyncratic and unconventional path, as I progress along the road less travelled, I am finding at last a quiet pleasure in my uneventful existence.


    Illustration: William Blake – from the Song of Los
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    I have passed through the Doors of The Wardrobe and I do not intend to return.


    I have joined William Blake and the countless others throughout history who entered another reality, and determined to live there.


    I was first captivated by Narnia aged 7 and my love of Aslan’s land has never wavered.


    If ever there was a vision of perfection, then CS Lewis captured it. He wrote the bible, painted the definitive allegory of Elysium.


    I should have stayed in Narnia from childhood, but like Eustace perhaps, a few lessons had to be learned first.


    It is a pity that those lessons, so clearly laid out for me aged 7, took 60 years to absorb, but that is so often the way in life. I have ended up right back where I started, where so many journeys end up.


    That is the way of the universe. Everything cyclical, our lives included.


    My way has become increasingly clear to me. My weltanschauung almost complete. I had not realised it would be the task of a lifetime, but so it transpired. From dust to dust, ashes to ashes but in between the beginning and the end we have a puzzle to solve. A job to do. A realisation to craft and hone until we are satisfied with the result.


    Most of us are like the dwarfs sitting in the donkey’s stable at the end of time. They refuse to believe, they sit in darkness and filth and cannot see the reality which surrounds them. They are like so many of us who cannot see that our needs are few and who continue the brutal competition for more and “better”.


    I have no need to preach, no desire to pretend goodness or badness. I am and I see what I am. I am alive and I see what life is.


    Revelation, I suppose, differs according to the receiver. I have received revelation, but from within. Some of course would claim they had found god, or he them. As did Lewis. 


    I make no such claim.


    I have found something related but suspect that it is innate in all of us. In a sense we are god, or could become him or it. If we could but see our way out of the stink of the stable, if we could but see that the Last Battle is one we must conduct against ourselves.


    I have almost lost track of why or when my desire to enter the Wardrobe began, but I suspect it was way back then, when I first learned of it. Something was deeply right with Digory Kirke. He had stood at the beginning of the world and heard it sung into existence.


    Like Susan Pevensie, I grew up and that is when the trouble began. I became an adult and put away childish things. I should have kept the toys out of the cupboard and never put them away.


    So in a sense I have reverted to childhood, not through the frailty of advanced age, but by having discovered once again the truth to be found on the other side of that wardrobe door. Tucked away as it is in a beautiful country house in the gentle English countryside.


    To enter those doors is to rediscover lost innocence. To cast aside what so many seem to think they want and to revert to a life of simplicity and quiet thought.


    To renounce conflict and desire and to realise just how little is needed.


    Some mornings (and mornings seem to be best) I have quite literally entered another dimension. Not physically, but in mind. And after enough of such mornings, I have found my psyche ever more prone to remain on the other side of the Wardrobe Door.


    In a very literal sense my very reality has become different.


    I make no extravagant claims. I do not have magic powers nor the ability to affect external physical reality. And yet, after a lifetime of severe internal suffering, I have discovered that in a sense I am a creator.


    We are what we think, we will our own fate. And so I think of Narnia, I walk through that door.


    One wet afternoon, I disappear up to a lost bedroom at the back of an old and magical house, to escape the housekeeper who is conducting a guided tour of this fine and ancient dwelling.


    I hear voices approaching, even at this remote end of the house, and so I slip into the wardrobe.  My face brushes against unfashionable mink as I make my way to the back to hide. 


    I feel an icy coldness and put on one of the coats. Soon, to my surprise, I feel crisp white snow underfoot and see an old fashioned Edwardian lamppost shining in the middle of a remote snow clad forest.


    I have arrived at a place I should never have left.


    When I awake from my reverie, I find I am still in that quiet forest. In days gone by I might have shaken off the mood, the images. Re-entered the adult world of Susan Pevensie. Strayed from my natural inclinations and wandered back into a different and altogether less pleasant place, where all that matters is survival and brute competition.


    No longer.


    And yet, as in the fable, so in life. There is always “further up, and further in”.  Reality is a series of concentric circles, a Russian Doll, an onion.


    Each inner circle is of greater circumference than it’s predecessor. Each doll bigger than that which encased it, each layer of the onion bigger than the last.


    The journey can never end – the progression goes ever on.


    Each day brings new revelations, new joys. And sadness, while still there, takes a back seat.


    And all of this comes for free – you do not have to pay for it or sit under the feet of another. A path will emerge for those who seek it in earnest. The buying and selling of spiritual treasure has always been a sign of trumpery, and so it remains.


    A long an arduous path but in the end we all get there.
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    I could have said “Damascus” but I am ever wary of expressing any of my experiences, even metaphorically, in the idiom of any particular faith.


    As I have always taken great pains to point out, I am not a particularly good person. Or bad, come to that. Just a middle of the road and by now rather aged Englishman who has had a series of what others of a more conventionally religious persuasion might call revelations.


    It could of course be that I experience what I want to see or hear, or that which I expect. Although I do not believe that to be the case.


    It is by no means on every occasion I meditate that I seem to sense a different reality, perhaps a higher level of consciousness. It is highly unusual not to feel peace and warmth when I turn inward, but it is not every morning that I feel a connection with something other.


    Mornings are best for me.  I wake, have a very large cup of coffee, flick through the headlines (ignoring the great majority of what is offered up as news) and then meditate for an hour.  My mind in the morning is very clear and soon after waking, my mood is suitable.  In the afternoon or evening I sometimes fall asleep when I meditate (although I am often unaware of my state) and my mind does not have that clarity it usually has first thing in the morning.


    I recall some time ago writing that I was often refused entrance at the gate to some alternate or other reality.  That I would approach the gates and be refused entrance, usually by a form which seemed to be human.  A black knight, once, in mediaeval armour plate would not let me pass.  Wise men I had assumed were  sages of some sort were unable to show me the way.  All very symbolic – in a sense, perhaps I was not ready.


    More latterly, the human element seems to have disappeared but I am in some difficulty to describe what has taken its place. And yet I become irritated by those who talk of the inexpressible,  the ineffable, the numinous.  What I felt is describable in words; the difficulty may be that I am uncertain exactly what it is I felt. Feel. It is becoming clearer, more pressing perhaps but there is still a vagueness to it.


    In any event, this morning I did read one article of interest. The Guardian’s John Norton had written an article “OpenAI boss Sam Altman wants $7tn. For all our sakes, pray he doesn’t get it“. 


    Now I have been a man of science in the past.  An admirer of human ingenuity. Convinced like physicist Frank Tippler that the way to “god” is through science. I had always been somewhat impressed by Teilhard de Chardin – I still am. He was a scientist as well as priest and believed the universe’s purpose is to evolve to supreme consciousness, an omega point, unity with god. God will be ‘all in all’.


    But that article in the Guardian made me lean far further towards de Chardin and away from Tipler. And my meditation seemed to support the conclusion.


    I had been toying with an article entitled “Water into Wine” pointing out that the process is far from miraculous.  And that the only surprise at Cana was the instantaneous nature of the transformation.  Otherwise its just physics and chemistry. And these days no doubt, the process of creating C2H6O is pretty well instantaneous. Carbon, hydrogen and oxygen. Big deal. 


    But reading that depressing tale in the Guardian made me forcibly and strongly aware that I had simply missed the point.  The point being that science has a great, gaping hole in it. It lacks a soul. It is bereft of meaning.


    Like so many tech Titans, Sam Altman claims to be a messiah, a saviour of humanity. 


    “Most of them belong to the church of technocracy, of which Altman is a charismatic member. Devout members of this sect believe that the world is terminally screwed-up, and that the only way to fix it is with tech. They are ecstatic about AI because finally a technology has arrived that apparently could fix everything – economic growth, healthcare, productivity, education, even the climate crisis. Strangely, though, warfare seems to be missing from the list.”  


    OpenAI seems to be backsliding on its previous insistence that its technology should not be used by the military. Hmm, how very depressing. Altman is seeking $7 trillion and seems to be set on owning the entire world.


    And then I closed my eyes and drifted off for an hour.  I sensed a something which put Mr Altman and all his Titanic companions into a small box in a far corner of the room.  Mere greedy children whose supposed altruism has a very hollow ring. 


    What was it I felt? Oddly similar to what my friend Keith Hancock describes. A reality so vast and so superior that humanity, its petty cruelties and vanities, became utterly insignificant, meaningless. I’m no so sure that what I felt was wholly benign.  Certainly in no way evil, but way above and beyond human concepts of benignity or good and bad.  


    And I felt with great conviction that Julian of Norwich was right: “all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well”.


    Like de Chardin, Keith talks of evolution.  Of greater things to come for consciousness. A rising up, a meeting, a confluence with reality, a deity, call it what you will.


    And I’m with him on that, as I have always been with de Chardin.  Perhaps technology and science are good things but their goodness pales in comparison with what is really “out there”.


    And those who create and wield technology can be very flawed indeed. Their true aim certainly does not seem to be to connect with the divine, to move to something bigger, better, greater.  Further up, further in.  For all their talk, for all their Brave New World, in my peregrinations this morning the technosaurs, the Titans were revealed as mere pygmies. 


    Sorry Sam, but that’s just the way it is.


    And love, what of love? So many mystics, so many seekers of the divine write of love. I can not. The word doesn’t suit me although the concept does. So yes, I sensed something great and outrageously good this morning but I can not bring myself to call it love. Semantics maybe, but love seems such a human word. Benignity perhaps, something overarching and extraordinary. Perhaps after all that is what people mean when they talk of love. Personally I find the word oleaginous, but maybe that’s my mistake. 


    Anyway, there you have it.  Call it what you will, make of it what you will. I was left with a strong feeling of having arrived.  Got there, got the point, seen through the veil.


    And I hope and expect my journey to continue.


    “I have come home at last! This is my real country! I belong here. This is the land I have been looking for all my life, though I never knew it till now…Come further up, come further in!”


    Illustration: William Blake, The Annunciation to the Shepherds, illustrations to Milton’s “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity”, the Thomas set (composed 1809)
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    We live in Puzzle’s Stable  and regardless of what we are told or read or experience, we can not recognize the paradise which surrounds us. Or did, once upon a time. 


    We have plundered and ravaged the planet we live on. We have cut down the forests and plants we need to produce the very air we breathe. We have decimated most of the species which once roamed the earth, and we treat the meek of our own kind as fodder for our canons forcing them into killing fields at worst , and at best force feeding them worthless goods at inflated prices. Regardless of the fact that this same consumer worked, often for a pittance, to produce those same objects of useless vanity.


    We have covered the planet with brute ugliness, we have poisoned its skies and its waters with deadly chemicals and industrial rubble. We have created weapons capable of destroying worlds and we use them with glee.


    If we treat our home and its fauna and flora in this way, we reserve worse for our own kind. Those who have tooth and nail slash and burn their way to the top and kill and maim to remain there. Such people seize the planet’s resources, relegating the rest of us to impoverished peasants with no land of our own to feed off.


    Such people force us to fight their battles to our own death.  In the name of greed and power and lust.  The plutocracy build temples to their own glory, they buy super yachts and private jets.  Their friend the tyrant does the same through different means with the same end result.  The church of technocracy has come to replace the robber barons.  They pretend to be saving the world with robots and AI and phallic moon rockets, but they are the mere successors to the same violent thugs who came before them.


    So what of Puzzle’s Stable?


    The dwarves sat in darkness, they could not see the light. They sat in paradise but could smell only the ordure of a stable, they could taste only straw. They were greedy, stupid, arrogant, selfish, cruel, disloyal. The dwarves are for the dwarves. Their world had an infinitely benign creator, but it was beyond even his power to make them see the wonderful place they had arrived at as it really was.


    And so it is with our world, whether you believe in a creator or not.  We have taken paradise and created Gehenna.


    I have spoken much recently of “revelation”.  I am embarrassed to use the word in some contexts, much as I am loathe to speak of love. And yet there are senses in which it can be employed so as to give no offence to today’s Church of Science, to today’s believers in a sad physicalist universe.


    For those who do not choose to believe in anything they can not prod or measure or melt in a crucible, it may be defined as “something revealed or disclosed, especially a striking disclosure, as of something not before realized”.  Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, Einstein had such revelations.  As have so many other men in white coats, or outfits more suited to their era.


    To those who may feel that reality comprises something greater than mere matter or energy, revelation may serve the same purpose but the “revealing” may be disclosed elsewhere than in a laboratory or a particle accelerator.  


    A friend asked me the other day why I always express doubt. Have I seen reality or not? Has revelation convinced me that something or someone is out there, beyond the fields of force which we are told builds our world?


    I answered that I express doubt for different reasons but that in fact I felt none. Doubt makes me sound less eccentric, less a part of the awful pattern of religion which has and continues to cause such dreadful carnage in our world.


    I feel and have always felt drawn to what some would consider the divine.  Although I prefer to use the term loosely.  Non materialistic causation of some sort. A force or power behind all that we see with agency of its own.


    From childhood I have worshipped the god of Narnia. In adulthood I have included other interpretations, representations of the divine.


    All this I have documented elsewhere on these interminable pages.


    Throughout my life I have sought divine agency, evidence of it. Of a reality other than what we see in our day to day existence.


    I have been at home only in mystery, in the must of ancient churches, in the hypnotic music of chant.


    And so yes, I do believe,  I have no doubt that reality is assuredly not just quarks and photons, weak and strong nuclear or electro magnetic forces.


    And it has come to the point that I couldn’t give a damn what people think of me or my eccentricity. And so I will be unequivocal.


    I feel and see things which others of a more prosaic mindset do not.  I have always had that shiver running up my spine when I listen to Mozart’s Vespers or stare at Poussin or Giotto. When I see a kite wheel in a leaden sky or watch an Atlantic wave crash mercilessly on a remote rocky beach.


    Beauty is real and can not be explained by mathematics or placed over a Bunsen Burner. Well, unless you are a Jesuit and consider witches deserve it.


    I have never felt such a very strong pull until quite recently.  It has become almost overwhelming. Age perhaps, a step further towards death and the ultimate truth have hastened my quest.


    In any event I refuse to apologise for it and am perfectly happy with what daily and deep internal searching is telling me.


    Just as muscle gains strength with use, so it seems with contemplation.  


    When I began this post I became waylaid in a sadness for this world I thought I had contained.  What use are such tirades again injustice and human bestiality.


    Over supper I regained my composure and took up my pen in a more useful frame of mind.


    Humanity has very probably dealt itself out of the equation and if so, I will not mourn it’s demise. There is more than humanity and if we do survive I hope we are severely cut down to size and are persuaded to change our ways.


    But I do not believe in an anthropocentric reality. However much I appreciate the culture of the Abrahamic myth, I do not agree with their basic premise.  God did not create man at the centre of the universe. To hold sway over all else. Man created his own idea of a god who in turn created man. And some have been incestuously worshipping that concept for a long time.


    Reality is stranger and more compelling, kinder and better than the human clones we have worshipped for generations.


    My footing becomes surer as I tread my path. I will continue to beat my drum. I will stray further and more often into realms most think do not exist.


    And one day, that is where I will stay.


    

      [image: ]
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    He found it harder and harder to talk these days about his inner experiences.  Partly because the world seems largely to have moved on from the days when most believed in something in addition to that which they could see all around them.  Science and the self assurance of the materialistic modern world derides such concepts as gnosis, and puts inner experience down to chemicals and neuronal connections.  


    Failing thus to admit to the possibility that neuronal activity and its chemistry is a conduit rather than an originator. 


    A far greater obstacle for him was his embarrassment over the language and attitudes of the conventionally religious.  And an absolute determination to distance himself from the saccharine sweet, cloying awfulness of “the religious”.   Not for him the hand on the heart talking of “we Christians” with the unsaid implication “you heathens”.  Or “we” anything else come to that matter.  


    For him, it just wasn’t like that.


    Why did he need to talk anyway? 


    Materialists would consider him an outdated and deluded simpleton.  And if so convinced, why should he need to shout it from the rooves?  


    His answer was twofold.  


    In earlier days he was a mere seeker.  A reader of the experiences of others. Desirous of sitting at the feet of some all wise sage who would reveal to him the secrets of the universe and beyond.  And as such, writing was a way of self exploration.  Or indeed exploration.  Trying on different caps to see if they fitted.  As it happens, it was the Christian mystics who first sang loudest in his ear.  Followed a close second by the Sufis.  And once you listened to them, you realised that Buddhists, Hindus and all manner of others were saying exactly the same thing, but in a style and culture you were not accustomed to and hence found less easy to align with.  He did not find beauty in the translations of the Buddhist sutras he had read; so much dull repetition.  But in Eckhart or Rumi his soul flew.


    Simply, it has to be said, because of the beauty and clarity of their thoughts and the language in which they expressed them.  “One person who has mastered life is better than a thousand persons who have mastered only the contents of books” and thus it has proved for him.  Meister Eckhart and so many others pointed in the right direction, but he discovered that the path still had to be trodden. Not just read about.


    The other reason for his insistent scribbling was that it reinforced his experiences. Settled them in. Expanded them, amplified them.  He wrote for himself therefore but the closer he got to the central mystery, the more he felt a need to distinguish himself from the sebaceous, fulsome pap so often served up by the unctuous and oily.


    And the second or third hand nonsense served up by those out to make a quick buck. 


    How rude that sounds. Arrogant too no doubt. But the fact is that his own experiences were a far, far world away from the Victorian Kitsch so very often regurgitated by the religious establishment.


    Self awareness and a retreat deep within has shown him something majestic at work. And it wasn’t wet or weedy or simpering. It just was. Big and overpowering and astounding once you answered its call. Not week and limpid, wringing its hands in a corner pronouncing itself sinful and unworthy.  And it certainly makes no call to be “worshipped”.


    But why be negative and talk about what it is not? Why not talk of what it is?


    It just is.  He felt no separation from it and himself. It was him and he was it.  Or perhaps he was a part of it, a part of a majestic whole.  In terms of qualia and human consciousness, contact brought warmth and certitude and well being.  A conviction of eternity, a realisation that human pretension on this small planet in the middle of nowhere could be safely ignored.


    Yes, yes, cruelty and horror and greed and vileness.  It is everywhere rife on this rocky outcrop.  But it has ever been thus and perhaps aways will be. He must teach himself to let it go. Recognise that the actions of the unaware are unlikely to change any time soon.  Accept that the belief in reincarnation is of serious intent.  How many lifetimes will it take? How many worms and dogs and pigs and snakes must you become before you see through the nonsense of life as it is conventionally led. How often will you be born a serf or emperor, a Titan or a humble crofter. Today Buckingham Palace, tomorrow Grenfell Towers.


    Well, perhaps he was being figurative about re-incarnation but it no longer felt quite so far fetched as it once had.


    What was it like then? It was like a trip without the drugs. Heroin without the poppies.  And all brought about by a simple and prolonged daily retreat into silent contemplation.  


    But above all it was good and life affirming and reassuring. A safe haven. A realisation of just what “is”.  And indeed what is not.


    Perhaps, he thought,  the words of Gerard Manley Hopkins expressed best where the mystic ends up.  Even if the poor fellow himself never made it before crossing the bar.


    

      

        

          I have desired to go
Where springs not fail,
To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail
And a few lilies blow.


          And I have asked to be
Where no storms come,
Where the green swell is in the havens dumb,
And out of the swing of the sea.


        


        


      


    


    Illustration: Repentant Mary Magdalene, Gerard Seghers 1591 to 1651
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    Reading through my last few posts I became very aware that I extended criticism over matters which should not trouble me. And that such criticism is neither kind nor warranted.


    If you want to retire from the world, which I most certainly do, then you should at least be gracious enough to let other people get on with their lives in the way they choose. Without offering frequent and unwarranted adverse comment.


    There are a number of things in the human world which infuriate me and yet I should be big enough and forgiving enough to simply ignore such irritation.


    If I wish to be a better person then it is foolish to harbour ill feelings about the behaviour of others. It is unjustified, unwarranted and harmful both to myself and to the victims of my ire.


    My frequent rants against the “religious” are largely a result of visits to evensong at my local High Church C of E establishment.  Which I do solely to hear their superb choir and to indulge in the beautiful words of the Book of Common Prayer.


    The Vicar, while doubtless well meaning and good, does specialise in the sort of behaviour and mannerisms which I find less than helpful to my invariably irascible mood.


    The sermon (which I usually avoid by quietly slipping out  down a side isle) is invariably depressing. And delivered in that oh so Church of England pious mode. A quiet and dismal voice tells me that the world is terrible and that we are all so sinful and have been ever since the mythical Eve was dumb enough to eat from the tree of knowledge.  And many of my fellow “worshippers” are equally pious and oh so humble.  Even if away from the sacred portal they are guilty of the most heinous sin.  Like so many of those good priests unable to resist the lure of each other or the under age pupils supposedly in their care.


    We are then treated to a series of ghastly readings concerning an insane and vicious old testament god who does his best to make his people’s lives a misery. And we are supposed to see some relevance to our own lives and the condition of our awful species.


    I can take much of the Gospels and get meaning out of it. The Sermon on the Mount being top of the pops.


    But Acts and all the dreary Epistles simply don’t get my vote. A bunch of simpering crackpots telling me not to shag other people’s wives’ for the most part. Who are asinine enough to get themselves put down by the authorities for peddling their depressing drivel.


    But there I go, making the same mistake yet again.  Just because “worship” doesn’t get my vote there is no cause or justification in mocking others who quite sincerely take all that tosh as “gospel”.


    And so it goes on. Wokeness is something I particularly dislike. I am supposed to embrace 64 different genders and call people “them” or “they”. Or it. Or something.  I am supposed to rejoice in sexual variety I have no experience of and sing that I’m glad to be gay.  Unless I grow or graft sexual organs other than those I was born with I am unworthy to read the Guardian or join the Labour Party.


    I must wring my hands in anguish and pay out vast sums of money all because some ghastly people several hundreds of years ago used fellow humans as slaves.  Horrible but that was then. And in any event, since the practice continues, let’s stop it now rather than whining about what happened hundreds of years ago.


    Oh, and then there is a current religion which is growing like billyo which I’m not supposed to mention except in tones of admiration and quiescence. Despite the fact that what was once something very fine indeed has become a hideous instrument of terror and repression in the hands of politically inspired madmen. Whose most extreme adherents treat women as fifth class citizens and who beat and rape and torture all those who disagree with their savage and backward law.


    Hmm…what else do I loathe and despise about the world. Well, most of it I guess. Or rather anything which touches on the human race.


    I’m very happy with birds and bees and butterflies and natural beauty.


    But there you see is my error. I am allowing my own likes and dislikes to make me into something just as unpleasant and unacceptable as those that I criticise.


    It’s a human failing of course but one that must be overcome if one wishes to live up to one’s ideals.


    I have often stated that I am not as such a “good” person and that becomes only too evident when I look at my own attitudes and behaviour.  But at least I recognise it as wrong.  Which must surely go some way to redress the balance in favour of my fractured and imperfect soul.


    Note to self: “Must try harder”.
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    Another day another messiah. Another day another superhero. Superheroes are a consistent feature of the human imagination, human need, human longing.


    Back in the second century AD the inflated claims of Christianity, as we know it today from the canonical version of the Bible, had not become established.


    Jesus as a superhero was by no means fixed in character or powers in those days.


    In the Infancy Gospel of Thomas, a child disperses water that Jesus has collected. Jesus kills this child. At age one he curses another boy, which causes the child’s body to wither into a corpse.


    In other “gnostic gospels”, Jesus has somebody else crucified in his stead, impregnates the “virgin” Mary, and sells his own twin into slavery.


    Two thousand years ago, man had not invented science fiction. At that date man thought space was a physical canopy above the earth, and so early Superhero authors had to set their tall stories on the earth, since the earth was all they knew.


    Why do you like Dune, why did Herbert concoct the story, why were the books and films so successful?


    The subconscious is a strange thing – perhaps you too have a desire for “super-heroism” to be true. Even if not, many of us clearly find something about Dune amuses us, attracts us, interests us. 


    And so now to “truth”. Eventually, the early Christian Church bigots kicked out all the inconvenient gospels and said the only true version of their super-hero Jesus “Christ” was contained in what we now call the Bible. In that version JC is a real good guy and certainly did not impregnate his own mother or kill others out of sheer spite or anger.


    Do superheroes “really” exist? The Church believes so. Others may take a more balanced view: no, I do not believe that JC or any other superhero exists or ever has existed.


    But our longing for something beyond the physical world we can prod and measure does have some justification in reality. In the sense I have so often spoken about. That the world is far more mysterious than we pygmies can yet imagine and that while there may be no “god” as such, perhaps we have the power to become “godlike”.  There certainly seems to be godlike power out there somewhere. To me at least.


    That has always been my take on the matter.


    And Dune? What is it? On one level it is simply a fun story, an amusement. On another level it takes on a very much more significant shape which can sometimes have very severe consequences. ”Good” ideas, like communism have a plethora of Superheroes but usually have horrendous consequences. The communist Superheroes far outdid the Nazis in terms of mass slaughter. The desire for a Superhero was of course also cruelly exploited by the Nazis who seemed to offer a paradise, a way out for a Germany impoverished by Versailles, Weimar and hyper inflation.  Hitler and his cronies were worshipped before it all went disastrously wrong.


    Christians twisted a good folk tale into what has often been an instrument of hideous cruelty and murder, and so have other religions which shall remain nameless. Lest I receive a bomb through my letter box or have my head cut off by an insane extremist. Lest I receive a police visit for hatred or prejudice of some sort or another against what is fast becoming an unassailable orthodoxy.


    So Dune and stories like it point out tantalising images of possible, imaginary utopias. Which we have always sought.


    If I wax lyrical as usual, you will understand that this is a topic of great interest to me. Since I believe the issues go far far wider than one story, one book, one attempt to explain our world and to explore possibly better places or incarnations.


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2024/03/10/dune/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		The Unwashed

		April 11, 2024

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Tate Britain has become very political and I cannot claim disapproval.


    I chose today to look at the earliest paintings in the collection, mostly portraits of the great and the good who had benefitted from Empire, commerce and the slave trade. Not to forget those kind gentlemen who enclosed what had previously been common land open to all, for their own sole benefit and delectation.


    Nowhere is there a finer place to admire human greed and the violence and persistence which has gone into acquiring great fortunes throughout human history.


    Happily the Tate now points this out at every available opportunity.  That the smug bastards who spent a fortune getting themselves and their ghastly families immortalised on canvas had become Washed by doing down the Unwashed.  Usually with great violence. 


    For me, it has got beyond the stage of feeling mildly guilty for being marginally “Washed”.


    I remember my puzzlement when I learned that a former member of my venerable and expensive private school had ditched his title and become plain old Tony Benn. I now undersdtandt the man rather better and can appreciate his conerns.


    The painting above is The Whig Junto, painted in 1710 by John James Baker.  


    About which the Tate opines:


    “This portrait shows the leaders of the political Whig party. A Black servant appears behind the gathered guests.  Britain was profiting from the increasing trade of enslaved people from West Africa. Most of the Black servants who worked in British households were enslaved. They were seen by the white British elite as symbols of their wealth and often depicted in paintings to reflect this. “


    Well, quite.


    The social and political commentary is to be found on almost every single painting and in commentaries on every gallery wall. 


    They do rant on a bit, but it has to be said. We humans live in a society which is and always has been rotten to the core.  


    All our modern politically correct tropery can be found here at the dear old Tate: “Black Identity and Art”, “Disability and Art”, “Queer Lives and Art”. Bless, well someone has to say it.


    As a youth and scion of a then rather wealthy manufacturing family, my earliest obsession was with money.  Once much of the wealth dissipated, I became even more anxious and became an investment banker.


    Somewhere along the line I saw through it all.  I think it was the truly awful Margaret Thatcher who woke me.  Something seemed badly wrong with a world governed by “competition” rather than “cooperation”.  A world where the “market” was going to set the world to rights.  Even if the consequence was misery and poverty for anybody stupid enough not to be up to it.


    Was I ever a Tory? No, I don’t think I was.  Too concerned that the likes of Rees Mogg will turn into Oswald Mosely. Or worse. 


    Have I ever voted Labour like the illustrious Tony Benn?  No, because with a posh accent I would be sent to the Gulag or Guillotine once the Cultural Revolution swept through the land in a post-Mao viral blast.


    Who would I vote for then?  A wise philosopher king perhaps (no, not Jug Ears), the Reverend Septimus Harding maybe.


    Failing which, out of desperation, the Green Party.  Who will doubtless prove as venal and awful as all the competition.


    Maybe I won’t vote – after all no-one seems keen on the ultra radical overhaul our entire planet needs.  


    Jesus of Nazareth had it just about right but the silly fellow never did come back to sort it all out.


    So in the absence of any real hope of improvement, I will bury my head in the sand. I will carry on living my mildly privileged life in my own small and modest fashion. I will draft a few more algorithms to trade crypto and recognise I am never going to save the world or amount to much.


    But I will carry on visiting the Tate and see what they manage to come up with next. Non binary genders must surely be on their list somewhere? After all, the BBC says there are 11 of them. Or is it 64?
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    Is it too immodest to suggest that one may have found a path?


    Before I write so much as another word, I must repeat my by now familiar and much used disclaimer. I make no claim to goodness, I am merely a traveller who seems to be making some progress along a much desired road.


    It is hard to fathom what set me on my way.  Have I always been mercurial and if so is it the often black side of my moods which made me take my first steps? Have I always sought an escape from a world which seemed (and still at times seems) overwhelming, hostile and incomprehensible?


    I don’t know.  All I know is that however the urge arose, I have spent my life seeking something other than what my normal senses tell me is out there, and hence the long journey through religion, philosophy and science to find answers.


    And now at last to committed, regular and serious meditation.


    I can not and will not claim that meditation has provided me with unassailable “truth”, however much it can feel that way in the depths of trance.  I am unable to tell you whether there is or is not a god or gods, or when the universe began or will end.  I can provide you with no definitive answers on the nature of mind or the existence or otherwise of free will. I can not tell you whether we live in a clockwork universe or whether randomness and uncertainty provide just enough room for a future to be unknown rather than determined.


     Nor can I tell you that meditation is a definitive and certain cure for the melancholy which affects so many millions of people living out their short and small lives on this mysterious little planet.


    What I can tell you, with no trace of hyperbole or exaggeration, is that meditation is a useful and perhaps essential tool for anyone seeking wisdom, a better life.  For someone who recognises that while the answers may not all be readily apparent and may never be, quiet contemplation gets you as far as it is possible to go.  In terms of balancing your life and finding deeper meaning in a physical universe.


    If it does not make you “good” it does at least encourage you to become “better”.


    And what, for me, does the word “enlightenment” suggest?  What do I look for in my search for enlightenment and am I getting there?


    While I would like to see a greater  non-physical reality, a godlike power for the good, I have more often seen a vision of what physical reality could look like in the here and now, if we chose to make it so. Equality for all life, an end to poverty, greed and violence.  Co-operation, decency, sharing. Care for the planet and its flora and fauna, an end to the virus of human expansion.  A focus on happiness rather than the eternal search for more.


    And what of the non material? What of the search for divine revelation, nirvana, moksha, call it what you will.  It is there, of that I have no doubt.  What it is, I can only speculate, guess, intuit. A vastly expanded consciousness of a type we can only now dimly envisage. Good, bad or indifferent?  Perhaps those terms cease to have meaning at that stage; I wonder.


    And practically speaking? How does such a search manifest itself? What do you actually do on a day to day basis in an attempt to ban ignorance and self and let in wisdom and the Good?


    If I led my life again it would be as a full time secular monk, holed up somewhere remote.  Living simply and spending my life in reflection.


    And in retirement (when I can tear myself away from my absurd algorithms) that is how I try to lead my life in the here and now.


    My meditation has progressed, developed. Some might call it obsession but more accurately it has become a daily necessity, something I am unable, and certainly unwilling, to do without.


    Each morning I devote two hours to my practice.  Mornings seem far the best time for me, since later in the day I tend to drift off in sleep. In the mornings I soon find myself in a cloud of unknowing. A place of fecund emptiness and complete peace. What do I see, what do I feel at such times?  Difficult to express really but most days simply good things. Feelings. No particular rhyme or reason, no pattern of thought, simply a contended emptiness where all seems well. And mostly continues to seem well for the rest of the day.


    And then some physical exercise which continues and increases those feelings.  And some gentle tinkering at the piano on most days. A few simple classical pieces, the beauty of Bach or Handel or Chopin.


    And that is my life – would that it had always been that way, but better late than never.  Always time to turn the page, abandon foolish ways and prejudice. 


    And the end? Well it is nigh, of course. But it holds no terror.  Hieronymus Bosch was wrong, Dante Alighieri misguided. I do not dream as Gerontius or dread what is to come. A re-absorption in some greater consciousness perhaps or maybe a simple ceasing to be. 


    But here and now I determine to live better, to be better and to let what may come arrive in its own good time.


    Illustration: Carnation, Lily, Lily, Rose by John Singer Sargent
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    In an ancient abbey on a remote hilltop they sang to their god in harmony.


    A tenor and a bass, a clutch of sopranos and a few mellifluous altos, whose voices rose up and above the gothic arches to the heavens themselves.


    The great Cathedrals and abbeys were modelled upon the celestial, and their architects and craftsmen were skilled indeed, to say nothing of those who wrote their music.


    A believer or an infidel, what difference could it possibly make in such surroundings and with such voices.  Even the most dogged of non believers are transported. As to where, who knows, and in such transport of delight, does it matter.


    Eyes closed and minds emptied, to be filled by a fecund nothingness of pure beauty, a transportation to a realm where no evil exists and where eternity spins it’s never ending web through spirals of stars and galaxies and infinite universes. Where the physical becomes ephemeral, where mass melds with mind, where all exists and nothing.


    If there is a divine, then no finer path, no better access could be found.   Consciousness becomes…other.


    Along the empty roads, through the remote fields and forests around the Abbey, something happens to wanderers. It is something some become accustomed to feeling, a  peaceful un-connectedness. Or rather connectedness to a different state, another plane where all somehow seems to become clear. Where the mind settles and seems to speak to itself in a very different way. Or is it something else which speaks; who knows.


    Dissipation, dissolution feel strangely close at such times but hold no fear.  Perhaps a journey’s end approaches and yet a disappearance seems no great wrench, but rather a continuance into a realm of pure mind. Away from a world so often imperfect and unfinished.  Those who have been there have tried so often to describe such a feeling, such a realm, but once back in a more accustomed frame of mind, the experience is always difficult to portray convincingly or with any accuracy.


    At such times and in such places there is knowledge, certainty and gentle peace. Everything is convincingly well and as it should be. Doubt and anguish, anxiety and blackness disappear. Those in such states become, are for a time, something other than what they have been. Or rather their consciousness does, for  body seems of  little relevance in such moments.


    Do the doubts come flooding back, the terrors of physical “reality”, the apparent necessity to co-exist with those who seemed bent on war rather than peace, destruction rather than mutuality. Competition not cooperation and kindness.


    Perhaps. The blackness of the world can be so pervasive, so overwhelming.  But these waking revelations seem so real, so tangible that it feels they could banish imperfection for ever.


    Chemicals the cynics would claim, a particular atomic mix which brings on strange visions of other states of being, other modes of existence.


    Yes, but thus is also produced that same mundane physical reality which they claim is “all”. Why should it be all.  Why should those same chemicals, that same mix of primal energy, not create alternate states just as real as those we call life.


    What we usually see is surely not “all”. Sages and seers claim to see beyond the myopic dullness most believe to constitute “reality”.  Science probably sees very little of the grand scheme of things, despite the depressing certainty pretended by the pure physicalist.


    Not for all, the narrow dogma of earthly religion, not for all the confines of “this is true” or “that”.


    And yet profound truth is what all faith points at, an alternate reality dimly seen, as if by candlelight in a darkened cellar.


    It may not be a literal truth that this or that prophet saw what he claimed to, or did what was claimed on his behalf. Maybe the Red Sea never was parted, the ark never built or floated upon Ararat or elsewhere. And yet somewhere, somehow the “miraculous” seems to exist. And when truly understood, the inexplicable is perhaps not a miracle at all, but an aspect of a greater reality not readily seen and not currently comprehensible by mere mammals.


    Truth, revelation can be found within.  Perhaps for some it can be bestowed as a gift by wise men or gods, but there are few epiphanies on roads, to Damascus or elsewhere.


    For most, it does not come in a sudden flash, a blinding, an instant enlightenment.  Perhaps a few may suddenly see reality, but for the rest it is the work of a lifetime of thought, of study even, as the mists slowly clear and shapes emerge from the confusion of existence.


    However peace is found, however truth is stumbled upon, the world will never look the same again.


    Perhaps personal serenity will be permanent, more likely it will come and go. But those who have experienced it will never be persuaded to “fight for King and Country”.  To work as a slave in the businesses of modern titans. To descend to hatred or violence.


    The scales will have fallen from the eyes, paths will be switched, life will not be the same again.
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    In a crappy little country which once called itself “Great” (on account of the number of races it had subjugated and the vast swathes of land it had annexed as its own) even the housewife realised that the kingdom’s ills were caused by migrants. 


    First Minster Chopthwack was himself from an immigrant family, but it was election year and he and his fascist cronies had to blame someone for the terrible mess they had made.


    It was alright for Chopthwack and his mates of course. They were all worth a packet, some by dint of inheritance, some through advantageous marriage and some through the endless swindles of brute capitalism.


    But the damn immigrants, that was another matter. They all came from third world shitholes where the inequality and appalling poverty was even worse. But why should their misery impact upon the Kingdom? Was it Chopthwack’s fault that these guys had been brutally raped and tortured by the ruling lovelies in the the hell holes they had escaped from?


    So, blame the migrants, portray them as vermin (as once a magnificently successful but ultimately flawed dictator had labelled an entire race). Which he proceeded to exterminate.


    Trouble is, you couldn’t stop the buggers pouring in anyway. Even if you let them drown in the hostile strip of water many crossed in toy rafts, others still came through, packed inside petrol tanks, strapped to aircraft wheels, or by walking through a tunnel.


    So make the best of it! Blame the migrants! Pack ’em up in prison hulks like dear old Magwich.  Shove ’em in holding bays. Make ’em suffer!


    And above all let the voters know that society’s ills are the fault of migrants. Dehumanise them. Soon enough the stupid punters would be waving banners and cheering you on as you dragged the migrant by force through the streets, handcuffed him, and sent him off to a place which had in the past suffered brutality and genocide of an entirely satisfactory type.


    Soon enough, Chopthwack would be suspending “democracy”, such as it was. And the people would egg him on! Applaud him, just like they had worshipped President Fart over the other side of the waters.


    Fart had successfully brainwashed his own electorate into believing that he could make his country “great” again. And organised a putsch to make himself Mr President for life.


    That was it! Chopthwack had a wonderful role model to follow!  First Minister for Life! And all he had to do was send a few unwanted immigrants off to a better place.  One of his henchmen, Lord Snooty, had explained to the Kingdom’s head holy man that getting kidnapped and forcibly exported in manacles to Bwanga was a “redemption”.  A holy pilgrimage, nirvana, a life after death, a veritable heaven was Bwanga.


    Despite the inconvenient fact that a short while ago one tribal faction in Bwanga turned against another and these kindly chaps hacked about a million of their fellow countrymen to death with machetes.


    Anyway, what fault was that of Chopthwack’s? And so the rallies began and the Ministry of Propaganda portrayed the immigrants as the rats they undoubtedly were. Huge numbers of troops marched past the leaders’ dais and mutual salutes were exchanged to the accompanying roar of approval from the hypnotised masses.


    It was to be a Thousand Year Empire. A period of unparalleled glory and plenty. Not for the ordinary folk of course – Chopthwack despised those losers, almost as much as the damned migrants.


    What Chopthwack and his cronies really meant by their extravagant rhetoric was that in the next thousand years they would become richer and richer and would pay no taxes.  And the untermensch scum they ruled over would be chained to the factory bench, or strapped in delivery vans delivering the useless consumer trash Chopthwack and his mates turned out to keep the wheels on the capitalist wagon.


    And what of the Opposition? Did they bleat and shout and protest? And were they any better? Would the communist saints on the other side of the divide bring about the promised socialist utopia? Equality and plenty for all! Heaven on Earth! The Second Coming!


    It seemed unlikely. Their comrades elsewhere had committed genocide on a commendable and unprecedented scale.  Enemies of the Workers ‘ Paradise were killed with an efficiency even greater than the heroes who had massacred an entire race on their westerly borders. 


    So there you had it. Chopthwack and the right wing media were on a slash and burn. Extinguish the rats! Seize power! Do down the untermensch! Screw the whole damn country and get back into power. A 1000 year Empire!


    The far left were equally vocal and really quite as venal.


    For the truth is that 9/10ths of them despised the Unwashed as well. They too sought the 1000 year Reich but called it a “Soviet”. But with themselves at the helm. Pursuing of course identical policies.


    Luscious country dachas for the ruling elite. The finest food and drink. Beluga caviar and the mighty chauffeur driven Zil.


    If the left looked stupid blaming the Migrant Vermin they would find some other class of victim to wind up the gullible fools at home. Kulaks perhaps, intellectuals, Jews. Who cares!


    And so our glorious species continues. Violence, greed, the insatiable and hollow desire for power and baubles. I’m alright Jack, sod the rest of ’em.


    The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.
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    Except how you treat others.


    The natural world can take care of itself.  Even if it regularly wipes out swathes of life, you must accept tsunamis and earthquakes as unavoidable. In the same way, eventually the sun and even the universe itself will die.  Perhaps in the distant future choices will open up which are almost unimaginable at present, but for now we can forget about it.


    Humans are destroying the earth, but I suspect the planet will have the last laugh and all traces of our species will, mercifully, vanish.  So again, let it be.


    So we are subject to nature and, in effect, should cease to worry about it. If we get carried away by a giant meteorite, well that’s the way it goes. It’s happened before and it will happen again.


    To that extent, the natural world does not matter. Shrug your shoulders. It’s none of your fault and you’re not god.


    That should give you an element of peace. Or at least I find it does. A worry discarded.


    Sure, if you want to be a physicist, carry on.  One day you might find an answer to it all. Or not. But there is no point fretting.  At least we have got to the point we realise natural disasters aren’t some bugger in the sky who wants to kick the shit out of us because we haven’t licked his wotsit well enough.


    So if you leave physical reality outside the worry box, what are you left to torture yourself with?


    Humanity. The human species. Self and other. Two distinct categories, if you leave out philosophical and religious speculation about the nature of the self.


    So does the ‘self’ matter? Only, it seems, if you let it. Some say that self is an illusion anyway but for those of us who wish it was, our best option is to make it disappear.


    I have been toying with disappearance for years.  It’s always two steps forward and then one back, but I seem to make progress.  If “I” don’t exist then it’s difficult to imagine how I can make myself vanish, but there’s no point in making a meal of the whole thing.


    How can I go within if I’m a mere illusion? Well again, does it matter what I am? I’ll just try. I have been trying.  And it seems to make “my” subjective life a whole lot better.


    That’s going to sound self absorbed and selfish but it’s actually the very opposite. It’s only by cleaning up one’s own mess that we can give our species a chance to change.  If everyone cleans his act up, voila. A better world.


    Going within, meditating, quietly thinking about life does begin to make you realise what a shitty person you have been in the past.  “I have left undone those things I ought to have done, and I have done those things I ought not to have done”. As goes the glorious Book of Common Prayer.


    Having realised this, you have a chance to change. To make peace with yourself and hence find it. 


    I’m far from perfect and always will be. But understanding that and trying to change does make me feel immensely better.  Maybe it might also make those around me a little happier. I hope so.


    So at a very deep level I am coming to realise that I do not exist. Or at least that I have no importance in the scheme of things.  And that I should live quietly and decently in the recognition that nothing matters at all except how I treat others.


    So, what about “others”? 


    Well what about them?  There isn’t a lot you can do other than to be kind, help where you can.  So mostly you may as well bury your head in the sand and disconnect the internet.


    That certainly increases your own peace and if it means you are less liable to mistreat others, then it will increase their peace as well.


    Looking back over my rambling blog since it’s initiation in 2018, I can see that I have worried a great deal in the past about human behaviour and the sad state of our world.


    It has upset, worried and frightened me, in equal measure.


    I have ranted about violence and greed mostly.  About the sad state of the untermensch. About selfishness and the sheer venality of our species.


    What I have not done is to come up with any answers, largely because I don’t think there are any. Except for one, which I will end this post with a little later on.


    Would a different political system make any difference? Should we adopt Marxism perhaps. Would a really well meaning and all powerful dictator set the world to rights?


    Or anarchy. Abandon the idea of government altogether and have a chaotic free for all


    No. None of this matters. While imperfect, democracy is about as good as we can hope for.


    There is only one cure for all our ills. For all our savagery, greed and oppression.


    Nothing matters.


    Nothing in the entire universe, seen or unseen, matters.


    Nothing in the theoretical multiverse matters, or the religious afterlife.


    Except.


    Except that if we really do want a cure, if we really do care about the apocalyptic state of our species, there is one simple thing we have to do and all will be well. And all manner of things will be well


    Treat others with all the kindness and decency we would wish for ourselves.


    That’s it. It’s that simple to create a heaven out of a dark and evil hell.


    We have made hell on earth and only we have the power to change that.


    Nothing else matters.
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    I have become very wary of expressing any opinion – it can so easily turn into aggression.


    As well as astonishing dullness and conceit.


    A couple of cases made me aware recently that I should very probably remain silent, whatever I feel or think about a particular subject.


    I had dinner with one poor fellow I have known a while, whose company has sometimes been something of a trial.


    Whatever anybody says, he will automatically disagree in a manner which has always seemed rude and bullying.  Others excuse him on the grounds that he has a kind heart, which may well be the case, nonetheless I find his behaviour grating, to say the very least.


    I always try to psych myself up before we meet, making a firm decision not to engage, to stick to small talk, not to venture any view on anything.


    For some exasperating reason I found myself slipping recently and ventured an opinion on a fraught matter of philosophy.  I was immediately corrected and treated to a view very different from my own.  A view which did not appear to be particularly well informed.


    I found myself veering into a mild argument – it happens to be a subject upon which I have read widely over the years.  Unfortunately, my “opponent” did not appear to have read quite so widely, and I was firmly and somewhat impolitely corrected on every single point I made.


    I remained calm, and I hope polite, but I am sure my annoyance must have shown in my face.  Exasperated, I suggested my guest might perhaps be best to read a little more widely on the question before tackling me again on one of my pet subjects.  He blustered for a little longer, went bright red, and then, mercifully, ceased to talk.


    Immediately, I deeply regretted what I had said. I regretted that I had ventured any sort of opinion. On anything. It would have been so much better to have smiled and remained silent, however provoked.


    Other opinions which I recently been wearied by have been found in books.


    There can be few opinions so dull as those ventured on the topic of “enlightenment” and “awareness”.


    Religious and spiritual salesmen are very fond of selling books and seminars and junkets on these topics. Out of which great fortunes have been made and continue to be made.


    When greed comes through one window, honesty and decency fly out of the other.


    Think “mediaeval catholic church” and the chantry.  Salvation and heavenly bliss for the founder in return for cash.


    Think “power of now”, think “12 steps to…… ” such and such unachievable goal.  Opinionated bollox on enlightenment or a calculated and dishonest sale of snakeoil in return for worldly riches? Who knows, but the latter seems a strong possibility.


    I bought a book recently by a psychotherapist who seemed to have some good common-sense views. On the absurdity of unprovable faith in religion and the awfulness of snakeoil salesmen in the New Age movement and elsewhere.  On the need to drop belief in most things and simply go with the flow.


    Unfortunately, by half-way through the book I realised that the fellow was probably just as opinionated and boorish as any other writer on self-help and, loosely speaking, spirituality.


    I found his nihilism eventually just as grating as those who try to make me believe in miracles or a benign deity.


    We are all robots apparently, there is no such thing as the self or panpsychism and anything other than pure physicalism is nonsense. And so is everything else which cannot be proved conclusively in a chemistry lab. Today.


    And so, the book turned out to be yet another long litany of opinion. Occasionally softened by the author admitting he “did not know”.  Unfortunately, despite this denial, it became very clear that the author very firmly believed he did know, and eventually his professions of unknowing became very hollow indeed.


    Here was simply another book full of strongly held opinions.  The author is right and anyone who does not share his views on the much-disputed field of “awareness” is dismissed as simply wrong.


    So, what of myself? Where do I stand on all this shyte and what do I intend to do about it?


    I will repeat once again that the older I get, the more I understand my fallibility.  Every time I think I am getting somewhere, something happens or is said which makes me realise that my apparent progress is almost certainly illusory.


    And so, if I continue to write at all, it must be from the perspective of a very personal diary which merely follows my “progress”, my daily search for meaning and happiness.


    And outside of these pages I must try very much harder to keep my mouth shut. To keep my opinions to myself.  Who knows, some of my views may turn out to be right, but realistically many of them will be seen eventually (perhaps even by myself) as nonsense.


    So, I will read no more books on questions to which I know so well there are no answers.  Which, in all honesty, leaves me to read for simple pleasure. Sci-fi, spy stories, adventure, fun.  Stick to Tom Wolfe or John le Carré, Ian Banks. Evelyn Waugh perhaps or Graham Greene.


    And I will certainly continue to meditate.  The guy whose book I got halfway through thinks it’s crap. That people who meditate are merely self-hypnotising, anaesthetising themselves against the trials and tribulations of the “real” world.  This guy toughs it all out and presumably feels good about that.


    Meditation straightens my mind out. It relaxes me, it helps me to see the world in perspective. It enables me to see what is important in the world (very little) and what is not (most of it).


    It helps me to observe my own mind, my own behaviour. It helps me to be a kinder, better person (an ongoing endeavour).


    Far from hypnotising myself into a belief in a god or gods, or some heavenly realm (here on earth or elsewhere) I find that meditation makes me more realistic. About the state of the world, about my own behaviour, about what matters.


    But there I go again – I am pushing an opinion, mine. That mediation and other ways I keep myself amused has a benefit. Or, worse, a truth.


    Well, let me make it quite plain: my way of life suits me. It might suit you, it might not. I need endless quiet; I need to go within. I need silent contemplation and art and beautiful music.


    Perhaps it doesn’t make me “better” (but in whose opinion)?


    But it certainly makes me feel better. And I believe it makes me more tolerant and hopefully easier to live with.


    So, if you read any more of my diary, recognise that it contains no “truth” as such.


    It merely represents one old man’s attempt to make sense of his own life and the complex world around him.


    Illustration: Jean-François de Troy – Time Unveiling Truth
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    I sat at my exclusive and expensive London club and exuded hypocrisy. 


    I wondered whether I was small and insignificant enough to pass through the eye of a needle. 


    It certainly felt that way, surrounded as I was by such haughty “elegance”, such excess, such a grandiose paeon to mammon.


    A vulgar corporate event was in progress; “bizniss” people and their highly decorated (and decorative) womenfolk watched tennis.  Gorging themselves on hospitality  provided by the purveyors of overpriced and  foolish consumer goods.


    Easy enough to talk about, letting go. And it can’t really be done unless you can pass through the eye of a needle.


    So probably something the folk watching the tennis might find unacceptable.  And unnecessary.


    But essential for anyone seeking true peace in an unforgiving world.


    In reality how achievable is it?


    Here I am in a first world nation.  No war, no natural disasters.  I am relatively well off, reasonably healthy; with a couple of roofs over my head and food on the table.


    But I have not found it easy to let go. Of worry, of fear.  Insecurity for the future, guilt for the past.  Can I keep the lights on or will I end up sleeping rough on the streets of a pitiless nation.


    Would somebody living below the breadline in a shanty town in some godforsaken African hellhole manage to let go?


    I really don’t know the answer, although I suspect that those of a constitution and determination much stronger than my own, may manage to achieve equanimity living under even the most brutal conditions.


    Dietrich Bonhoeffer comes to mind.


    I cannot feel guilt for my own materially comfortable situation. Nor should I – what good would it do?  And if I did feel guilt, the modest material benefits I have been lucky enough to secure have been counter balanced by a lifetime of endless and debilitating depression. Well, you can’t have it all I guess.


    My purpose however is neither to wallow in self pity, nor to decry (yet again) the piteous nature of the human condition.


    This is a tale of success, a story of finding a path out of terror, even if the way is a narrow, slippery footpath cut across a sheer cliff face .  A misstep, a badly executed footfall and the rocks below are only too ready to receive this wary and fatigued traveller.


    It has been a long, slow and difficult journey but the light has begun to glimmer at the end of my tiring, dark trek through the tunnel of Hades.


    I choose to share my journey not out of any sense of pride or achievement, but to let people know that maybe it can be done.  That I have at long last managed to more or less let go, without holding onto the sides.


    Whether my luck lasts, whether I get dragged back into the merciless Stygian gloom, who can tell.  But my state of mind has lasted quite a while now, and I am keeping my fingers resolutely crossed.


    I am not a religious soul and yet I have found much wisdom in some of the world’s better traditions.


    It’s all much of a muchness when you cut through the outdated beliefs and fanciful stories, and look instead at the practical proposals as to how we humans should live together. And treat each other.


    Sharing, kindness and decency covers much of what we should aim for and as I gaze over at the bloated capitalists and their large cars, I think how much better our world would be without such greed and surfeit.


    Equally importantly, I find a gentle humour in it.


    Dust to dust, ashes to ashes.  How trivial is such excess, when in a short time we will be gone.


    And while we are here, real wealth is to be found in our own minds and the appreciation of the glories and mystery of existence, not in the collection of baubles or in dominion over the weak.


    True wealth is peace, a quiet mind. A blue sky, the beauty of birds and beasts.  Waves beating on a golden beach, blinding white snow on a high mountain pass.


    Conversation with a learned old Sikh, listening to his sacred music, while he sells you computer equipment in his shop on Putney High Street.  Sitting in a cafe in the sun on some remote Greek island, sipping coffee while old men play chess and ancient women dressed in black brush their doorsteps.


    True wealth is the acceptance of what we are, not striving to become something that we are not. True peace is to enjoy the natural world, not destroy it.  To reject struggle and greed, to live for the day, to exist without conflict or hatred or jealousy.


    A warmth has come to me recently, a mellowness. A giving up, a snuffing out, a reconciliation. Above all an abiding peace which continues until and unless I make the mistake of getting sucked back into what most of us call life.


    Although I’m getting better and wiser at avoiding such “life”.  Avoiding disputes, avoiding stress and grasping. 


    Perhaps some of it is age. The end of the world as I have known it beckons, and I realise that I am only now managing to appreciate my existence and to live life as it should be lived.


    Better late than never.  


    I have always known how to live well but have only rather recently succeeded in doing so.


    As a child I lived in Narnia (in my mind anyway) and Middle Earth.  As a young adult I spent time with Candide in his garden and sang psalms with Bede at Monkwearmouth – Jarrow.


    Would that I had stayed there, but good that I have now returned, after years spent in a sterile wilderness.


    Good to believe in compassion and empathy, in the beauty and mystery of the universe.


    How little importance should we ascribe to the doings of men. How foolish are our wants, our ambitions, our empty vanities.


    Only with an acceptance of our ephemeral nature, our impermanence and unimportance is it possible to truly let go.


    To accept that our lives are little different to that of the sparrow in the Saxon hall brings a calm, a deep quiet to my soul.  A giving up of the struggle, a giving in to the inevitability of my eventual demise.


    

      The present life of man, O king, seems to me, in comparison of that time which is unknown to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the room wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your commanders and ministers, and a good fire in the midst, whilst the storms of rain and snow prevail abroad; the sparrow, whilst he is within, is safe from the wintry storm; but after a short space of fair weather, he immediately vanishes out of your sight, into the dark winter from which he had emerged. So this life of man appears for a short space, but of what went before, or what is to follow, we are utterly ignorant. If, therefore, this new doctrine contains something more certain, it seems justly to deserve to be followed. (Ecclesiastical History of the English People, Book 2, Chapter 13)
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    So much can be found on the internet on the subject of meditation, and so little of it has any value.


    For better or worse, meditation has become a buzz word and all too often it is used by the “wellness” and “new age” industries to sell less than useful products to the desperate or the foolish and vulnerable.


    Meditation should not be sold. It should be communicated and taught for free.  We would have a better world if this ancient and invaluable spiritual practice was absorbed and above all used by a wider audience.


    How few truly understand the practice. How little I grasped of it when I first started reading the Buddhist scriptures over three decades ago.


    Over the years it slowly dawned on me that meditation was used not just by Buddhists and Hindus but by all other religions worthy of the name.


    To this day however, many remain only vaguely aware of what is involved and there are those who so badly misunderstand the practice that they believe it to be dangerous.


    It will let in evil spirits say some. It is worthless say others. It is the Philosopher’s Stone. A great benefit, a great evil, pointless, life saving. Take your pick.


    But only ever listen to someone who has nothing to sell, no axe to grind. And who has experience culled over some years of practice.


    I can of course only relate my own thoughts, my own experiences but for me this arcane ritual has become ever more essential to my happiness and wellbeing.


    One must not imagine that the practice of sitting quietly for some period of the day and going within is all that is entailed.


    It is an experience which can slowly change your life but without making other far reaching changes to how you think and act and live, it will get you nowhere. In my experience.


    Entwined with the rest of your life, a feedback loop is formed to the extent that cause and effect become indistinguishable.  What is it that has changed your outlook on life, your behaviour? Is it the meditation, or did you make some conscious decision to change your habits, your patterns of thought and follow through on that decision?


    It becomes impossible to tell, since in effect your whole life has become a meditation. Not just those moments when you sit and release your consciousness to wander where it will.


    For some, no doubt their practice will be an attempt at a quick fix, squeezed into their busy schedule of work and play. For others there may be no spiritual element at all – just another spoke to their busy lives, something to tell their friends, something to fit alongside an evening glass of wine. A fashion accessory almost, much in the way that wellness tourists trek to Peru for an Ayahuasca retreat.


    And good luck to such folk. If that is the way they see fit to use meditation, they do no harm to others but equally they gain little benefit for themselves.


    For a few, a life of meditation represents a true retreat from the world.  An all important feature of their very existence.  Meditation is much the same as the beauty of endless repetition of psalms in a monastery. Or rosary beads and their accompanying prayer. The whirling of dervishes, ecstatic Kabbala, wailing at the wall in Jerusalem.


    Standing on a mountain in the wild Himalayas playing the solemn dungchen, climbing the Alps and  letting the alpenhorn cast its spell over the glory of the sunlit pastures.


    Of course those who prefer to define their faith within the narrow confines of their own particular dogma would be affronted by such comparisons.  The beauty of Eastern Orthodox prayer is an address to the Christian god only, the rhythmic repetition of the Koran a call to Allah and not a plaything to be enjoyed by an infidel like myself.


    But once you have escaped from the manacles of man made gods and creeds you are free to see the glory of meditative practice as it is.  A release into reality and beauty, a casting off of narrow prejudice and divisive cult. 


    A breaking of chains to soar above the dull concerns of man, a window into the mystery at the centre of our reality (however you wish to describe it).


    And from that distance, how small mankind’s concerns seem. How sad the endless struggle for more, how demeaning and foolish the attempt to “own”, to dominate, to control.


    It seems important not to grasp, but to let the process work of it’s own accord.  To let meditation seep into your life, and your life flow into meditation.


    Once you are a little way along the path, it begins to seem unnecessary to travel to Mecca (or anywhere else) to see the face of your “god”.  


    That face seems suddenly to be all around you whether sitting in quiet meditation….Or mending your old bicycle on a summer’s afternoon in the garden.


    It is quiet, it is slow, it is gentle and so becomes your life.  An end to speed, to rash judgements, to self importance.  No desire to change the world, or its people and a recognition that if it comes at all peace will only appear at its own sedate pace.  If the world is ever to change for the better it will not be at the behest of a politician, it will not be swift or dramatic.  If it does occur it will be by the slow uptake of kinder thoughts, a recognition that none of us are so very different, let alone better or of greater value.


    Peaceful thoughts, tranquil habits. An abnegation of the ego.  


    Perhaps such a transformation will silently occur, perhaps harmony will descend.  Or perhaps like most other species, we ourselves will end before we have had a chance at perfection.


    Does it matter so very much? Somehow once you are on an untroubled path, none of it seems quite so urgent or important. The river of life meanders along in its own way, with us or without us.
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    If you are a subscriber to the guilt ridden miseries of Western religion, then peace will indeed be unobtainable.  Those who have been wise enough to hitch their wagon to the rather more useful philosophies of the East will tell you a very different story.  The Order for Evening Prayer may be sublime but it does not offer peace.


    If I once believed it impossible to change one’s entire experience of life, and the mind itself, I was wrong.


    If I once fretted about free will, or its absence, I wasted my time.  Whatever worthy philosophers or earnest scientists might opine, I have discovered that I do have agency and that I can and have made my life my own.


    I have turned my mind: a personality once full of melancholy and guilt, pessimism and despair has now become something a little different.


    Not a sparkling wit perhaps, no genius or greatness.  No outrageous happiness or overwhelming abundance of energy and exuberance.  But a quiet peace, an acceptance of a life that is, no more longing for something different, or better. No longer questioning existence, mine or that of the world itself.


    No more seeking answers to impossible questions, no quest to see the mysterious face of an unfound god.


    I do not claim that there is an “I” a “me”, let alone a soul, an eternal existence in the sense of a continuance of whatever it is that has lived these 68  years.


    But I experience and therefore, to plagiarize Descartes, I am.


    And that has become enough.


    Each day starts with an hour’s meditation, a disappearance from the mundane, a flight to some far plane. A haze of quiet content.


    And then perhaps an hour or so of slow, languid exercise. Think Tai Chi or Yoga and you will be close enough, but mine is of my own making and I am my own master.


    To my surprise and great satisfaction I have discovered that my extended and gentle routine of exercise deepens and reinforces my meditation. 


    My mind becomes filled with peace, joy even. Time seems to vanish.  Deep contentment fills my mind and my body.


    Endocannabinoids, say the scientists.  Some of us are apparently rather better at producing them than others and to my surprise I seem to be very proficient indeed.


    I have always exercised; an entire life has been spent in hills and mountains, walking and skiing in the Alps. Even now each day I will cycle or wander the fields and hedgerows for a few hours, with my stick and my thoughts.


    But this other stuff, this slow and extended stretching and reaching, using the body’s own weight, lying out under the dappled shade of a large quince tree – is altogether of a different nature.  Intensely slow, completely silent. Prolonged, without thought or words, a being, simply existing. And a mind, a soul, whatever you will, full of utter content.


    How would I explain it to someone who has not felt it, how must I put into words feelings which don’t really have the language to describe them.


    Do I exaggerate some may wonder, am I talking my own book to buoy myself up, to make something of myself which I am not.


    I do not, I am not, but take it as you wish. With a pinch of salt if it pleases you.  Or don’t. These days I only write when I have something pressing to say, some new discovery to record.  And I talk mostly to myself and for my own benefit.  But then if some may use my words to pull themselves from darkness into light as I seem to have done, I will be glad of it.


    I could of course state the usual caveats, in my still lawyerly fashion. That I may be sitting in the eye of a storm, or be perched on the edge of a treacherous and crumbling cliff without knowing it.


    But I will not, for I sense that they are no longer necessary.  While I do not expect to live in quiet content for the rest of my days, the scales have been removed from my eyes. I no longer look through the glass darkly. I know that I can find my way back, stumble out of the perennial blackness which has so often blighted my life.


    How has it come about? And why now, after so many terrible years?


    Why does anything happen in this vast unfathomable lottery, this life, this infinite and little understood eternity.


    In my case this change has arrived largely through acceptance, by refusing any longer to question, to seek. By giving up, if you like. By throwing my hands in the air and refusing to bother. By ceasing to complain about the iniquities of our species and by looking for good rather than evil.


    I have so often worried about my place, that I find myself in comfort and safety – in a state so very different to that so very many have to suffer.


    But perhaps with the right attitude I could find peace these days in a hut on some savannah or a rush house in a rain forest.


    I only know that I find man’s concerns so endlessly absurd, but that complaint or worry is futile and wholly counter productive.  Greed, brutality, envy – all the deadly sins – will likely always be with us. And to play one’s part properly is to do one’s best to avoid falling into those habits. To try to remain calm and non judgemental, to look around at our world with wry humour and to shrug one’s shoulders.


    Take me as you find me, believe my words or not. It is all one to me.
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    Original ideas, whether in religion or politics, may originate as beneficial and humane but all too often become adopted by a group of thugs who take it upon themselves to imprison, torture and kill anyone who denies the validity of whatever nonsense these terrorists declare to be “truth”.


    Certain (unfortunately growing) religious faiths today remain as barbaric as any in the ancient world. And of course political “faiths” (empire, communism, capitalism by way of example) continue as they have always done to exalt the status, power and wealth of their leading proponents while kicking the rest into the gutter. Or worse – much worse in many cases.


    The less educated classes (or simply those who have never studied history) may be unaware that the appalling bigots of the medieval and later Christian church burnt at the stake those who refused to profess belief in a bundle of half baked and absurd  doctrines invented by madmen over the years.


    The Catholic Church taught that the bread and wine of the Eucharist becomes the actual body and blood of their 1st Century Palestinian hero. Anyone publicly disagreeing got burnt at the stake.


    The Protestant Reformation sounds good but proved equally vile. Another group of terrorist madmen also burnt their opponents at the stake for holding ideas opposed to their own.


    Christianity may have cleaned up its act but other “faiths” have taken its place in perpetuating the gargantuan stupidity early Christians once practiced. Once again, even in this “enlightened” age, groups of religious thugs murder and mutilate those who dare to challenge their insane and wholly unproven (and unprovable) beliefs.


    And it hasn’t just been the religious nutters – plenty of secularist hogwash has caused damage even greater, in terms of lost lives. Aryanism and Communism condemned millions to the death camps in the 20th Century.  Capitalism has created a vast untermensch, a population of slaves chained up in its dark satanic mills. A small bunch of fallible, greedy clowns has corralled most of the planet’s physical resources while billions are left in dire need.


    If you need to cling to an idea then let it be “do unto others…..”. But make sure you include all flora and fauna and the environment itself in the definition of “others”.


    Sounds simple enough, but as a species we have never got the hang of it.


    If you can’t get your head around something this simple, then refuse to subscribe to any ideology, any dogma.  And keep quiet – maintain absolute silence. Since if you voice your views someone on the right or the left will seek to harm you.  Someone leading some insane cult will seek to have you put down or will chop off your hands or arms or genitalia.


    And that’s about where we are at, as a race. Barbaric, backwards and stupid, despite the rapid advances in scientific achievement.


    AI sounds great – a potential saviour. The bright new ideology – the Singularity promised by the likes of High Priest Ray Kurzweil.  But of course it is owned by the few, whom it will doubtless enrich.


    If artificial general intelligence is ever born, it would be able to recreate itself from scratch. Improve itself until it becomes what some folk would deem “godlike”.


    But like all good ideas, Ray’s ideology will be seized upon by a corrupt cabal and will be used to unleash hitherto unseen and unimaginable horror.


    I’m not being pessimistic or negative – I’m just extrapolating from the past. I see no sea change in human behaviour, so I am merely being realistic.


    What do you do about it? Well you certainly cannot beat them. But equally, you should at all cost avoid joining them.


    My own personal solution is to be a hermit. To maintain silence. To avoid my brethren to the utmost extent I am able. To live quietly, and, I hope, do no harm.


    To avoid ranting, insane dogma. To recognise current ideology and dogma for the banal nonsense it is.


    One day we might all grow up. But I’m not holding my breath.
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    I find that my entire life has become a meditation.  And that it has brought me peace.


    With practice, with introspection and awareness, and with a willingness to embrace change, peace can be found through meditation. Since I have found peace, it seems not unreasonable to assume that anybody can.


    The blurring of the boundaries between life and meditation must have come about of its own volition, since I cannot recall having made any conscious decision on the matter. As the days have drifted by, I have found my mind ever clearer and ever emptier of the preoccupations which seem to engulf those possessing a more driven mindset.


    It is clear to me that, like so many, I have been searching for something my entire life.  It is now obvious that I mistook what it was that I thought I wanted.  With the benefit of hindsight it seems evident that all I ever wanted was peace, but for so many years I believed I wanted happiness and that is something subtly different.


    And even in chasing happiness, I looked in all the wrong places.  Money, different countries, freedom from work, success, fame.  Bits of some of which I partially achieved.


    A propensity for deep and perennial blackness developed unusually early, the combination, I imagine, of a less than useful genetic inheritance, coupled with an upbringing in an environment which proved to be not ideal.  Again, with the benefit of hindsight.


    To this day I still have dreams about my days as a City lawyer, and of the years spent as an investment banker in far corners of some foreign field.  


    I never seemed able to find a way out of my prison.  You can not just switch peace on.  You can try thinking of nothing and sitting under a banyan tree in a loincloth but it never worked that way for me.


    My nature has always been contemplative and religion has always held a strong attraction.  The chanting of psalms, the glory of stained glass.  Temples and buddhas, incense and incantation.  The tales of a simple life of goodness and decency. 


    And yet driven by deep and intractable insecurity from my childhood, I sought money.  From a world in which I did not belong.


    My attempts to use meditation to alleviate often severe suffering met with scant success for many, many years. 


    And now, almost suddenly, I have met with dramatic success after a renewed and determined attempt.  It’s been creeping up on me, becoming successively more effective, for two or three years.


    Physically speaking, I undertake around an hour of sitting meditation each morning, before even getting out of bed. Often enough I will do a further hour or so during the remainder of the day. In addition, often as not I find myself using the technique while out walking or sitting on the bus.


    The second and equally important daily practice is meditative exercise. For an hour or sometimes two.  Most of us will have heard of the runner’s high, but my own practice does not require me to run a sweaty marathon or pound along on a machine in the gym.


    I undertake resistance exercises, developed, loosely, from pilates. But I suspect that yoga or tai chi would have much the same effect, if I could be bothered to learn the moves.


    And as to the “high”, it is very real, and infallibly reliable.  Scientists say that chemically speaking such exercises may produce endocannabinoids and although subtly different, the mental and even physical effects share a resemblance to that achieved on cannabis or psychedelics.


    The same quale, the same emotions seem to come to mind. Without exaggeration, a form of physical and mental bliss is reliably reproduced every time I undertake the routine.


    Equally importantly, my mind empties. I feel, I am, but I am not thinking. No mind, no problem.


    But returning to the generalities, cause and effect are very difficult to disentangle. Which came first, the horse or the carriage, the chicken or the egg.


    Has meditation changed my life, or have changes I have made in my life made my meditation possible.


    My best guess is that there is an element of both involved. 


    Without meditation my life would not have improved, and without some subtle changes in both my outlook on life and my physical practices, meditation may not have met with success.


    I look back on the posts I have made in this blog and I can see these changes writ large.


    In 2018 I embarked on a perhaps foolhardy attempt to eradicate my often severe depression using psychedelics.  They were all the rage – research was emerging every day from the likes of John Hopkins in the US and UCL in London. Papers were being written every day and the usual plethora of capitalist sharks were rushing to set up everything psychedelic.  Documentaries poured out, each more effulgent, each more optimistic. 


    I found the reality somewhat different.  Eventually, the use of psychedelics produced, in me at least, serious fear and paranoia.  Which continued for many, many months after I had abandoned this dangerous and over hyped attempt at self medication. 


    But I do believe that the catharsis which my adventures brought about has been key in my development.  My writing became prolific and brought about what I can rather grandiloquently call my weltanschauung.  At first I railed against man and the universe, I expressed my deep discontent and despair with our species.  The shocking indignity of birth, illness and decline into death.  The obscenity of the divide between haves and have nots. The endless violence, cruelty and greed which has ever dominated human society .


    Slowly, in conjunction with much thought and word and deed, I was able to let go. To let it pass.  To retreat into silence. To accept that while I would like our world and our species to be very different, the high probability was that all would for ever remain the same.


    I retreated within more and more each day, and found it a place I was very happy to be.  I found myself ever less likely to argue, even to venture a view. Conflict became ever more intolerable.  


    Peace is to be found by burying one’s head in the sand.  By accepting the world for what it is and letting it pass by.  Eventually I found my entire outlook on life had subtly altered and with it my health and wellbeing.


    I still have to try. Sometimes very hard. To bite my tongue, to refrain from expressing any opinion. To live and let live. To cease to blame or to judge. Anything or anyone.


    And that is where I find myself.  Happier attending sext at St Wandrille than  battling at the coalface of grim and selfish capitalism.  More content quietly playing the piano than attending a meeting, or slapping my metaphorical member on the table with my erstwhile investment banking colleagues.


    And if I was not relatively well off and living in relative civilization? Would I find peace in war torn Syria or the hell of the Sudan.  God knows, I hope I don’t have to find out.


    But I do wonder whether, even in those places and those circumstances, I might not find peace.  Living as an ascetic somewhere as remote as I could get.  Keeping my head down and living on nothing.


    Pointless to hypothesize. Senseless to wonder.


    I am as I am. I am where I am. Until I cease to be. And for the first time in my life, that is enough.
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    Or does meditation reveal the face of god?


    These are nuanced questions.  I have spent much of my life seeking the face of god and I shall assert that I have seen that face.   Although my god is that of Spinoza and Einstein, not that of Abraham.  My “god” is that revealed by the Tao, by Zen.  My god is that of nature, of flow, of unity with all that is.


    Scientists are swift to disparage the experience of altered states of reality, but I believe they are missing the point.


    Such states have been reported throughout history and most religions have been founded by people believing they have discovered a higher truth through such experiences.


    I believe that in order to understand such alternative states, it is important to consider first what we know of consensus reality – the “normal” state with which we are all familiar.


    Waking up in the morning and taking the underground to work. Chopping wood, carrying water. Looking at art or a sunset. Climbing a mountain or rowing a boat.


    Let us accept that we only access reality second hand, through our senses, and not directly. Touch, smell, sight and hearing – these senses are communicated to the brain by the nervous system and then interpreted by the brain.


    Consensus reality is possible since humans are all wired more or less the same and hence will get similar signals from the external world and interpret those signals in a broadly similar manner.


    But recognise that this is only a human reality. You and I might see the sky as blue and the sun as a fiercely bright orb in the sky. Other forms of consciousness will not. They may be colour blind for instance. To humans rotting meat smells terrible, to other animals which thrive on eating carrion, it may not.


    We humans may not be able to alter some of our sensory apparatus (yet?) but there are aspects of our consciousness we can alter.


    And therefore we can access realities very different to consensus reality – the ordinary variety which most of us experience most days of the week.


    Science is just at the beginning of its research into the effects of meditation on the human mind and body, but the findings so far are very convincing to those who have deep experience of the practice.


    

      

        The chemical effects of deep and long-term frequent meditation are a complex and still debated topic. Research is ongoing and the mechanisms are likely to be multifaceted. While definitive answers are currently not available, several avenues of investigation are revealing potential impacts:
Neurotransmitter Changes: Meditation practices are associated with changes in neurotransmitter levels, particularly:
Increased GABA: GABA is an inhibitory neurotransmitter that helps regulate neuronal activity. Studies suggest meditation might lead to increased GABAergic activity, potentially contributing to the calming and stress-reducing effects often observed.
Decreased Cortisol: Chronic stress is linked to elevated cortisol levels. Meditation has been shown to reduce cortisol levels, particularly in response to stressful stimuli, possibly through a combination of factors.
Changes in Dopamine and Serotonin: These neurotransmitters play roles in mood regulation and reward pathways. Some studies hint at potential changes in dopamine and serotonin activity resulting from the practice of meditation, but the specific mechanisms and remain unclear.
Brain Structure Changes: Meditation has been linked to structural changes in the brain, particularly in areas associated with:
Amygdala (stress response): Some studies suggest meditation may reduce the size or activity of the amygdala, which is central to processing emotions, especially fear and anxiety.
Hippocampus (memory and learning): Increased hippocampal volume is a possible effect, which aligns with the cognitive improvements often reported with meditation practices.
Prefrontal Cortex (executive functions): Meditation may strengthen the prefrontal cortex, which is involved in higher-order cognitive functions like attention, focus, and decision-making.
HPA Axis Modulation: The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis is a crucial system for managing stress responses. Meditation might modulate the HPA axis, potentially altering the body’s stress response by influencing cortisol secretion.
Inflammation: Some evidence indicates that meditation may reduce inflammatory markers in the body, possibly through pathways related to the stress response.
The specific chemical effects of meditation can vary greatly depending on the individual’s practice, the length and frequency of practice, and individual genetic predispositions.
In summary:
 there’s compelling evidence suggesting that deep and long-term meditation can induce changes in neurotransmitter levels, brain structure, and the body’s stress response. However, more robust research, particularly longitudinal studies, is needed to fully characterize the complex interplay of these effects.


      


    


    So yes, the effects I am seeing in my mind and my body, in my thoughts and my actions are occasioned by changes in the physical nature and composition of “myself” (whatever that is) brought about by natural causes, by chemicals, by biology.


    But then so is everyday reality, and mine was far from pleasant.


    What has changed then is my ability to access a “different” reality, or perhaps to access reality in a very different way.


    In concrete terms, I experience different and new qualia.  I experience far less of those unpleasant and destructive qualia which for so long destroyed my life. 


    This in itself is to look through the doors of perception upon a world entirely different from the one I used to think I saw.


    

      

        Key aspects of qualia:

Subjective Experience: Qualia are fundamentally about the feeling or sense of something. It’s not about the physical properties of the stimulus, but the experience of those properties. The redness of red is not simply the wavelengths of light reflected from an object, but the particular feeling of red.

Intrinsic Properties: Qualia are considered intrinsic to the experience itself. They are part of what it’s like to have that experience. They are not dependent on other factors or our knowledge of them. The redness of red doesn’t depend on my knowing what wavelength of light causes it; it’s part of being red.

We can never directly access another person’s qualia. We can only infer them from their behaviour and reports, but those reports are ultimately based on their subjective experience. 

Qualia are often closely tied to the content of experience. The pain of a headache is about the headache. The taste of chocolate is about chocolate. This intentionality is what distinguishes qualia from purely physical sensations.

The Hard Problem of Consciousness: Philosopher David Chalmers famously identified the “hard problem of consciousness” as the problem of explaining qualia. How can physical processes in the brain give rise to subjective experience? This is a significant challenge, as there’s no obvious physical correlate to the feeling of redness, for example.

Philosophical debates surrounding qualia:

Physicalism vs. Dualism: Physicalists argue that all mental states, including qualia, are ultimately reducible to physical processes in the brain. Dualists, on the other hand, argue for a fundamental distinction between mind and matter, suggesting that qualia might not be fully explained by physical science.

Eliminative Materialism: Some philosophers argue that qualia are not real and that our folk psychology understanding of them is flawed. This position, known as eliminative materialism, suggests that our common-sense understanding of qualia will eventually be replaced by a more scientifically accurate account.

Property Dualism: Property dualism suggests that qualia are non-physical properties that emerge from physical processes but aren’t reducible to them.

Functionalism: Functionalists argue that qualia are not essential to understanding the mind. They focus on the role of mental states rather than their subjective character.

Examples illustrating the concept:

Redness: The redness of red isn’t just a description of a physical property; it’s a unique and personal experience of color.

Pain: The pain of a headache isn’t just a neurological signal; it’s a distinct, unpleasant feeling.

Emotion: The feeling of joy isn’t just a physiological response, but a complex experience with a unique subjective quality.

Understanding qualia is a complex and ongoing philosophical challenge. There isn’t a universally accepted answer to their nature or relationship with the physical world. But the pursuit of answers helps us grapple with the fundamental questions of consciousness and what it means to be human.


      


    


    In particular my every day experience under the influence of deep and frequent meditative practice gives me experiences and feelings and insights which are entirely new to me.  In effect my physical reality has become entirely different. Whether you wish to call that another world or some subset of ordinary existence is of little import.


    One welcome qualia (a new arrow indeed in my sorry quiver) has been antaraxia, but there are many more.  Some of which are difficult to describe – or at least I don’t seem to have the language to describe them.


    

      

        
Ataraxia represents a state of undisturbed mental tranquillity, a freedom from emotional turmoil and the anxieties that plague the human condition. It’s not simply the absence of pleasure or happiness, but rather a deep-seated inner peace achieved through understanding and accepting what is beyond one’s control.
Some believe that external events – wealth, health, reputation, and even the actions of others – are ultimately indifferent to one’s true well-being. These external factors are not inherently good or bad, but only our judgements about them create suffering. By focusing on what we can control – our thoughts, judgments, and actions – we cultivate virtue and ultimately achieve ataraxia.
This doesn’t mean suppressing emotions or ignoring problems. Instead, it involves understanding the difference between what we can influence and what we cannot. When confronted with an adverse event, we might aim at understanding its true nature, acknowledging its inevitability, and reacting with reason and virtue. This allows us to avoid the emotional turbulence that often accompanies negative experiences, maintaining a calm and serene state of mind, and fostering ataraxia.
Crucially, ataraxia is not a passive state of apathy. It’s a powerful state of mental clarity and resilience that allows individuals to respond effectively to life’s challenges without being overwhelmed by them. By aligning actions with virtue and reason, we might aim to find inner peace and freedom, a sense of inner harmony even amidst external adversity.


      


    


    And lastly what have I seen, what is this face of god? 


    I have always been strongly drawn to the divine, although religion is not a word I have ever been entirely at home with. Nor “god” for that matter.  Perhaps I should say, rather, that I have always sought meaning, explanations – not unlike the scientist I should have been.


    And that I have always experienced moments of intense connection to things beautiful, mysterious and apparently remote.


    But those things are better described by eastern philosophy than western religions.


    A universe profoundly interconnected and perhaps infinite, perhaps undying. A fecund infinity, a vast and infinite sea of wonder and potential, for ever existing and forever, in some senses, unchanging.


    So the face of my god seems so very close to that Spinoza or Einstein believed he saw.


    Not a being outside of the universe, but the universe itself. Not a god to receive supplication and prayer. Not a god to raise Lazarus from the dead or part the waters of the red sea for his tribe to flee Egypt.


    But instead, a unified whole comprising every great mystery we see around us, from suns and black holes to animal consciousness and beyond.


    

      

        Einstein didn’t believe in a personal God who intervened in the universe’s workings. Instead, he described his belief as a “religious feeling” or “a cosmic religious sense.” He saw the universe as governed by rational laws that he believed reflected a deeper order. His understanding of God was more akin to a force or principle that underpinned the natural order, rather than a being with human-like attributes. He often referred to this as “the mystery of the universe,” a profound awe and reverence for the underlying beauty and harmony of nature’s laws. He used terms like “the divine,” “the universe,” and “the cosmos” when discussing this.

Crucially, Einstein’s concept of God was deeply influenced by Spinoza. Spinoza, a 17th-century philosopher, argued for a pantheistic view, where God is not separate from the universe but is the universe. The universe is God’s body, and God’s essence is expressed through the natural laws and order of the cosmos. Einstein, like Spinoza, saw the universe as a unified, rational system governed by discoverable laws, and he viewed the awe-inspiring order of nature as a reflection of this divine principle. Einstein’s God was not a personal entity interacting with the world, but rather the immanent order and rationality of the universe itself. This aligned closely with the pantheistic perspective. He rejected the idea of a God who answered prayers or performed miracles, instead emphasizing the beauty and harmony of natural laws as a source of awe and reverence.


      


    


    So “is it just the chemicals”? I would argue for an emergent view. 


    In the beginning there was “no-thing”. Then came the most basic of elements, and then the entire periodic table was formed in the vast crucibles and furnaces we call stars.


    And then on earth at least came life. And then consciousness – the ability to self reflect, to wonder, to seek the face of god.


    And so my writing is emergent – and so are my thoughts. The agency may be chemicals and biology, but the result is so much more. My consciousness, my thoughts, my being has emerged from apparently inert matter. As has yours.


    And my meditation has caused further reactions in my physical mind and body which have brought new insight and qualia which I have never before witnessed or felt.


    And peace.


    Is that just chemicals? I would argue the sum of the parts is greater than the whole. But try it and see.  


    As for myself, I am quite satisfied with the results of meditation and suspect that if you put it in the water, a very different world would result.
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    As a pacific anarchist, I find up to the minute art much to my taste.


    The above installation is called “Gaslighting Device” by Laura Kazaroff and currently hangs in the ICA, in The Mall, London.


    Some wax furious about “gaslighting” – whatever it is, but my strong suspicion is that the word, and probably the behaviour it purports to describe, is a modern and perhaps partly unnecessary invention, much like “hysteria” was in Freud’s day.


    I have no doubt that abusive relationships exist but the problem with “Gaslighting” is that it has become a buzzword, a meme, a commodity. Suddenly, a new form of abusive relationship has come to exist and everyone wants a part of it. And of course it has become the male who is the perpetrator and the female the victim. The reality is that a female is also capable of being the aggressor in an abusive relationship. Think “Basic Instinct”.


    Much the same thing happened with hysteria. Suddenly all women patients with an emotional or mental problem were diagnosed as “hysteric” – it became a fashion. Of course there are mental problems and a great deal of suffering and appalling anxiety. But commodification is no help to the sufferer. It leads to labelling and misuse. Abuse even. 


    Suddenly everyone is a Gaslighter.  And everyone suffering from any sort of abuse has been Gaslit.


    Gaslighting has become an industry it seems, much like “mindfulness”.  


    Laura is concerned to express her view that happiness has become commodified, as has much of the terminology surrounding mental health. 


    Another exhibit by another artist is a short film on a loop about the abuse of meditation and mindfulness by the shallow and greedy “wellness” industry.


    Bravo, and to many of the other artists whose work was on show. Particular felicitation to Joshua Whittaker and his dark film on esotericism, which I found Delphic and captivating.


    Laura’s installation is, apparently, “a gimmicky, non functional device, which playfully deceives and ultimately disappoints by its lack of function”.


    Just like the wellness industry then.


    I confess I was puzzled by the Gaslighting Device at first – it appears to be a phallus – and since I have no idea what gaslighting is, I was none the wiser, even after reading up a little on the life and times of young Laura.


    And then I saw what she was getting at – there is no meaning to the installation, just as there is no meaning to the endless capitalist smash and grab of the wellness industry, which, like Laura’s installation, is actually found to serve no purpose.  And to be gimmicky and useless.


    A young nephew, Toby Rampton , who happens also to be an artist (of a sometimes more conventional variety) writes:


    

      

        It’s not that I don’t find it (contemporary art) compelling but that so much of it is parading as something deep. I think if you can weed that stuff out there is some absolutely wonderful material.


      


    


    I confess that I would be unable to sort the wheat from the chaff.  Is “Gaslighting Device” “parading as something deep” or is it something to which I am justified in giving my attention?


    I am inclined to believe the latter  but even if Laura or any other contemporary artist is taking the piss, I am persuaded that their voice nonetheless counts. And should count.


    My favourite poem – Ozymandias – was written for a competition.  Was it “commercial” then? Is my respect for it unjustified? 


    I don’t think so. Ozymandias has meaning for me, great meaning, whatever the purpose for which it was written.


    And as for “Gaslight Device” that too has come to mean something to me over the past couple of days.  I feel, as Laura does, that it is the world of commerce which takes the piss, not the artist.


    And why is my anarchism relevant? As a peaceful, very inactive, and certainly wholly non-violent anarchist, I reject the concept of hierarchy and state. I reject brute capitalism and would dearly like to see a very different society, based upon New Testament values rather than the careless and unthinking greed of Thatcherism .


    And so I naturally find myself sympathetic to the artist, or particularly the modern artist, who is, often as not, also a committed critic of society and the predator prey relationship by which life on earth has always been bound. And I mean all life.


    I am no art critic, nor do I have to be. I have no interest in talking in meaningless trope, no desire to be a pseudo intellectual writing for some dire leftist publication. Or indeed “rightist” – god forbid.


    Art is not for the critics. It is not to be monopolised by the bores and the pseuds.


    Art is a means of communication, a mode of expression. And it can take you to sublime heights or plunge you into Stygian depths.


    Or, it can simply inform you. Provoke you. Shake you out of complacency, force you to look at the world a different way and from a different perspective. Through somebody else’s eyes.


    And so bravo Laura. I may not wish to have Gaslight Device hanging on the walls of my pedestrian middle class home in London, but you have made me think.  You are right to criticise, and the object of your criticism richly deserve it.


    I may prefer Singer Sargent in my drawing room (would that I could afford it) but I find your art every bit as compelling and relevant.


    What I do have on my walls (or rather, at the moment, sitting in my study and awaiting framing) is a magnificent painting by my nephew.  I can not begin to express the meaning of the painting, nor why I love it. It triggers so much in me that is drawn to the mysterious and the mystical, to Tolkien and Bosch, to Narnia and Norse myth.
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    As we shuffle forwards once more towards dystopia and death camps.


    And dear old Donald couldn’t have come back at a better time, when all over the world extremist politicians are on the make, and Tech Oligarchs ride as horsemen of the apocalypse.


    I am weary of making the point, but someone has to rub it in: human history is endlessly repetitive. No points for telling me who had a similarly tedious and terrifying agenda in the 1930s.


    Greed and lust for power and possessions.  Back then every country in Europe was targeted as lebensraum.  This latest madman has his eyes set on other treasures but the motive is just the same.


    Make America Great Again, for ever and ever. A thousand year realm.  Heard it all before?


    It’s always good to stoke up the discontented.  Tell them all their ills are due to the greed of the Jews. Or the immigrants. 


    Promise the MAGA fools in their red caps and animal heads that theirs is the new order. You will see them right. The trains will run on time and their righteous cup will overflow with milk and honey.


    Suck up to Franco, to Farage, to the new Fascists in Germany and elsewhere. To the ghost of Mussolini, still strung up by wire on  a lamppost somewhere in the depths of Hades. Bang the drums, sound the horns of battle.


    What lemmings we humans are. At a time when new technology proffers the chance of a truly dramatic improvement of our lot, it looks as if we may once again be heading for the slaughterhouse.  


    How is it that killing and subduing and locking up those we fear always seems to be a vote winner?  How is it that the fools who vote for such people are unaware that no better world will emerge, can emerge, from such behaviour?


    Enough really. I have said my piece. 


    Perhaps Donald is just a bad old pussycat and none of it will come to pass.
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    I was following Moscow Rules as I turned left out of Bywater Street and headed along King’s Road for Sloane Street and Harrods. I finally managed to drop my sinister looking tail in the Food Hall and continued north across Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens towards the hideous and forbidding Czech Embassy on Notting Hill Gate.


    Connie and George had warned me that the StB were still very much alive and kicking, but I hoped to avoid capture and torture in some grisly Cold War cellar.


    I was to beard the beast in its den.  Was it a trick I wondered? Could these people really be housing an exhibition of modern art – or would the displays all be wrapped up in messages of praise to the workers paradise?


    And so after half an hour of imagining my morning, I set out for High Street Kensington and walked up Palace Gardens. To marvel at the palaces.


    It all turned out as sinister and dark as I had earlier imagined.  The architecture has a grandiose beauty, for sure, but I’m not convinced that much beauty is housed within.


    Some embassies, some residencies and many, many unmarked mansions presumably inhabited by “Ogliarchs” (my wife’s word), Tech Kings or the otherwise Uber rich.


    I pictured fat, bearded men with glistening whiskers and oiled bodies awaiting the hookers, alcohol and recreational drugs ordered for them by muscled and dangerous minions with hooded eyes and scarred faces.


    It was then that surreality took over and fiction became fact. I was ordered off the road by a security guard who became irate when I questioned his authority.


    I stood my ground and asked how then he expected me to cross to my destination at the Czech embassy and why was he denying me use of a road I had walked since childhood, unimpeded.


    Removable bollards guarded the entrance.  Apparently, the Uber important residents of this fabulous road demanded the right to be driven at high speed through the gates and my use of the crossing would impede their progress.


    How then would a high speed vehicle chase cope with the removable bollards I asked. Oh, well they would be lowered by arrangement before the vehicles appeared. How then, I asked, was I impeding these super important people?  Had they received notice that a high speed chariot was about to appear? And if not, why should I not be granted passage?


    My arguments failed to find favour and the situation was becoming nasty. The guy in question was not a policeman and was not employed by the Crown. Apparently he was from some private sector security company. So far, so murky. I moved on before I was cuffed and removed for extraordinary rendition.


    The Czech Embassy was even more bizarre .  I should have been warned by the exhibition of Kafka related art on the railings outside.


    I rang the doorbell and nobody answered and so I eventually telephoned and someone said they would come down and let me in.


    Eventually a very tall, pencil thin and stern lady let me in.  The gallery was the size of a large bathroom and I was told she had to remain with me, for security purposes.


    Was she StB I asked? She claimed not, but my suspicions remained.  Her cover was that of cultural attaché, but who knows her real role.


    As is my wont, I engaged her in conversation and we ranged from communism to the art on display. Communism doesn’t work she said. I didn’t like to mention that kibbutzim seemed to be flourishing and that the New Testament originals seemed OK with sharing, but perhaps she hadn’t thought that one through.


    The art consisted of half a dozen car bonnets, tastefully renovated and a bathtub, somewhat damaged, and standing on its end.


    

      [image: ]

    


    Sadly the car bonnets were Skodas not Trabbies or Zils, but then this was the Czech Republic after all.


    Was it art for art’s sake I asked my guide? Or was there some message attached?  It turns out that re-cycling is the message, according to my guide. 


    I intend to revisit the artist on another day.  Benedikt Tolar  looks deserving of a second chance.


    But for today I am reeling from my exposure to a world I thought Le Care and Len Deighton had dreamt up. Now I know different
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    I am no teacher.  All I can tell you is how I meditate and what it has done for me.  Anything else would be a shocking arrogance.


    It is very, very easy indeed. There is little if anything to learn. It is merely a practice which, if followed diligently, regularly and frequently has led many people throughout human history to experience a deep peace and to embrace a certain way of life. 


    Some would make extravagant claims of experiencing their god or the paranormal or some other universe. I make no such claims.  My practice has merely made me see this universe in a different light.  It has made me appreciate reality.


    I believe that meditation shows a way of life which, if practiced by more of us, could lead to a world in peace. Rather than one in endless conflict.


    My first step was to write a list of my goals.  What would I like to achieve in my practice.  How did I wish to become.


    It all started for me with self hypnosis, which, in retrospect, is identical to meditation. Perhaps the difference is that self hypnosis tends to be more obviously goal oriented, although meditation can be used in an identical fashion to achieve very similar aims.


    Here is how my teacher began.  Write, he told me, what you want to achieve on a page of A4.  Each paragraph should contain a separate end, its own goal.


    Then, summarize each paragraph into a single word which best describes the aim you have chosen for that paragraph.


    End up with 5 or 6 separate words and then choose a further and final word which summarises and describes all these separate (but related) goals in a single word.


    Eh voilà – you have your “mantra”. 


    Perhaps you seek emptiness (in the Buddhist sense).  Perhaps your six words might be something like:


    

      	Joy


      	Safety


      	Gratitude


      	Courage


      	Right Mindedness


    


    And perhaps the single word you choose to encompass all of these objectives is:


    Peace


    You will find much has been written about the power of changing your own mind (and hence your life) by the endless repetition of your goals.  How ridiculous that sounds, but I have found it to be profoundly true.


    By choosing a single word, you make life easy for yourself.  You only have to remember a single word, not an entire list.  The flow of your meditation might work better that way, although I frequently find myself repeating all of my separate goals as well at different points in my meditation.  


    Who knows what might work best for you? 


    I do at least an hour of “sitting” meditation each day, sometimes more.  But when I began my current bout of serious practice, I did short periods of 10 or 15 minutes, two or three times a day, and then worked upwards from that.  Maybe that’s all you need, but the more I got into it, the more benefit I got and the more I felt inclined to practice, and for longer periods.


    What is “sitting” meditation?  Just what it says – sitting down while you meditate rather than meditating while you exercise or travel on the bus.  And oh what a great fuss is made about the “sitting”.  You must sit cross legged on the ground, you must have your hands and your fingers configured this way or that. In a word, nonsense.  I have found it best to be completely comfortable and not to ape a Tibetan monk.  I’m happiest sitting propped up in bed first thing in the morning, with a couple of pillows at my back and my head leaning against the wall. Just do what works best for you.  Sometimes I meditate lying down on a grassy bank under a shady tree in Battersea Park, having scooted from Fulham on my push scooter.  Sometimes I sit on the sofa in the kitchen or the drawing room, sometimes on my favourite pink armchair in my gloriously studious and old fashioned study, surrounded by treasured books and pictures.


    Feel your way forward.  Don’t listen to a lot of bossy, pretentious nonsense handed out by people who have probably never practiced anyway, but are trying to promote their YouTube guru ratings.


    As it happens, I start off by remaining profoundly still for a few minutes and simply relaxing, feeling my breath coming in and going out again. Nothing fancy then, and no more to it than that.  


    Then I usually use a self hypnosis technique but that is certainly not a necessity.  You can just sit there, continue to relax and let your mind drift, and repeat your mantra now and then as you keep returning to following your breath.  The point is not to struggle and not to worry.  Not to have grandiose expectations.  To realise that you can not get it “wrong”.


    My self hypnosis technique is utterly simple. Again, you can read book after book about self hypnosis and end up chasing your own tail, none the wiser.  Confused and agitated and worried.  Don’t.  When I am relaxed enough I tell myself I can not open my eyes and I try.  Could I? Well yes of course but initially the pretence is what matters.  Then I count down from 100 and on each count tell myself I am becoming more relaxed, and that is just what happens. I do become more relaxed and eventually the numbers just disappear of their own accord.


    And I’m following my breath all the time.  And then from time to time I repeat my “mantra”.  What about the intrusive thoughts that crowd into your mind and seem to destroy the very purpose of your practice?  Just notice them but above all don’t worry about them.  Don’t fret, don’t imagine you are failing if the thoughts keep on coming back.  Notice them and pass on.  Keep on breathing and noticing your breath, keep on muttering your mantra in your mind.  Eventually my experience is that everything just falls into place. After enough practice, your meditation resolves into peace and time doesn’t really seem to pass anymore.  I seem to go through periods of simply no thought and periods where images or feelings or emotions come into my mind.  Sometimes these are really quite unusual but in my own case at least, never alarming or unpleasant. Or very rarely.


    There are times when I feel agitated or wound up – but it is very rare that eventually I do not settle down and pass into that state where none of it seems to matter.


    If I were to wax lyrical I would tell you (and truthfully) that for me my periods of deep meditation make the world a different and better place for me.  I see through a barrier, I see behind the curtain and with an enormous sense of relief and gratitude I recognise Trump and everything else that I find unpleasant and irritating (Elon, greed, violence) are a total irrelevance.  


    I see very clearly my own behaviour and determine to better it.  I see my “work” and realise how I love tinkering with algorithms (even if they don’t always make money).  I see that others are different and that I must respect that.  I see how fiddling around playing the piano badly is important to me.


    Some will claim to be “enlightened”, to have had an epiphany, to have seen their god.  Well, good for them.  All I claim is that I have found peace, and believe me, that is enough.


    Above all the important point is to persevere.  Not to give up. Not to assume that just because you haven’t seen god or the Buddha in person that you have failed.  There is no failure. What I can say is that day by day my experience becomes more profound and my peace deeper. 


    This is where it all becomes rather hard to describe; this is where it becomes a temptation to exaggerate, to fantasise, to claim special insight, to pretend nutty and esoteric powers.  To turn into some mad old guru sitting on a stage and preaching.  Although I suspect such people are really after the money from their deluded flock. 


    No, I claim none of that. What I do claim is that it has become increasingly easy to recover after I have suffered some upset, some imbalance. What I do notice is that I tend to think before I speak.  That I do my best not to judge or criticise or provoke.  Its hard to imagine peace within without become more peaceable in one’s outward behaviour.


    And again, I’m not claiming any special goodness (let alone special powers).  I’m just saying that I am very much surer within myself and very much less inclined to get upset about anything external to myself. 


    What I will claim is “pleasure” , or should I describe that as an “absence of suffering” like a good Buddhist? Pleasure sounds a bit too crude and some synonyms my explain my position a little better.  I increasingly feel joy – hitherto more noticeable in my life by its absence that its presence. Satisfaction, fulfilment, contentment. And lastly and perhaps most importantly, peace.


    All of that I can claim with a very straight face and no exaggeration whatsoever.  So if I were to have the temerity to offer advice it would be simply: plug on, I believe it will happen for you if you just plug on day by day. If you just practice and fall into it.  If you just begin to enjoy it and not worry about where you are going and where if anywhere your mediation will lead you.  Don’t give up – look at me, and I’m the least likely candidate for success you can possibly imagine.


    But as ever, I witter, I ramble and haven’t even begun on what I call meditation through exercise.  Which again I practice every day.


    I’ve never tried yoga but I can imagine it’s wonderful.  But I did stumble into slow Pilates and I imagine the effect is very similar.  If there is a place and time I could claim “visions” it is on my exercise mat.  But I don’t claim any special insight or powers – its just that through this technique I sense overwhelming peace (even stronger if anything than through sitting meditation). And I do have feelings which are very unusual, images, memories, qualia.  I think I’ll leave it at that.  I imagine this comes to most who practice for long enough but again, its probably best just to let it come. Don’t chase it, don’t get disappointed if at first it doesn’t happen.  I suspect that eventually, its highly likely to happen for most people who trog along the trail diligently enough and for long enough. A treat in store perhaps but maybe not the goal in or of itself.  I really couldn’t say.


    But back to Pilates. I have to emphasise slowness because that’s the way the best feelings seem to come. To me at least.  Probably the chemicals, but who cares and what does it matter anyway?  But here is where the slowness happens.  I do each of my chosen Pilates exercises slowly with many repetitions and then I simply lie back on the mat and let my mind drift, or repeat my mantra perhaps.  I might spend many minutes this sway – just lying there in silence.  For example one exercise is to lie on my back and to raise one straight leg up and then back down to the mat. I may do that for 50 to 100 times with the same leg without stopping or resting. At first I could only manage 5 to 10 repetitions but no matter, the after effect if anything was even stronger while my muscles were building strength.


    After each exercise, lying back on the mat, I am flooded with what I can only describe as ecstasy.  So I might spend an hour or even two exercising slowly and by the end of it I am in a state of, well, peace I guess is the best way to describe it. The whole world just seems a different and better place and I most certainly feel a different person. 


    Does this happen for everybody and if so to what extent? I have no idea – try it and see.  But again, keep at it, keep experimenting. Don’t fret and struggle and get disappointed.


    And so there we are. The gospel according to an aging eccentric who has emerged over a period of several years and a state of Stygian gloom into something or someone for whom life seems a great deal better than it did.


    While I may not have discovered the Philosopher’s stone or the ultimate secret of the universe, I have at least reached a stage where I am mostly comfortable in my own skin and with an unshakeable certainty as to what makes for a good or bad world.  What makes for happiness and what makes for misery.


    Take me as you find me. Ignore me or reckon perhaps there may be some value in what I have to say.  I won’t mind either way.  But if anything I do or say is of any benefit to you, then I will be very glad of that, and it will make my endless scribbling worthwhile.
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    You may be no more pleasant or well intentioned than the US Tech Titan Oligarchy, but any step towards democratising artificial intelligence is a welcome one.


    When the wheel was invented, when fire was first discovered it was not monopolised (or so one assumes).  It spread freely. As should all knowledge.


    Happily, in the software world there is a big open source community from which all can benefit.  There is much open source code on AI which is freely available.  Much of Deepseek’s coding is open source and of those bits that are not, a new group of enthusiasts called Open-r1 plan to emulate the secret bits.


    The collection of data is a little more sinister and ominous however. The data is basically ours – mine and yours. Our health records, our blogs, our books.  Even, it seems, records which are supposed to be private or maintained by Government have been hoovered up by the greedy Tech Titan Oligarchy.  


    Large Language Models do not work without training on vast and costly to prepare and process data.  Other forms of AI can be made and trained in your own garage. But not the current juggernauts which are all the rage. And about which all the fuss is being made. 


    The US Titan Oligarchy has the temerity and hypocrisy to accuse Deepseek of piggy backing on “its” data, pinching “its” data.   Which is in fact “our” data.


    But let’s get back to the wheel, to fire. Let’s think about the Industrial Revolution.  


    As Sir Isaac Newton famously said, “If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.”  His discoveries were possible because he built upon the work of previous scientists who came before him; he did not achieve his breakthrough in isolation.  


    If only the Tech Titans could pretend such modesty. Alan Turing, John von Neuman and countless other brilliant men provided shoulders upon which today’s loud and uber rich Titans have stood to build their sinister empires.  


    Our brash new Tech Titans wish to rule the world and trample all under their feet. To beat down the competition with the usual brutish tricks.  One or other of these dangerous clowns is even trying to resurrect Nazism, not only in his own country, but in that where the very name was spawned. And elsewhere, including the UK.


    If we allow it, we will all be trampled.  By the Tech Oligarchy, by MAGA, by the violent extreme right.  By god knows who else. 


    Have no doubt, the advent of AI is as profound as that of fire or the wheel.  Or will be, if Artificial General Intelligence is achieved, leaving aside the tantalising possibility of sentient AI.


    It does not belong to the Titans or even to the shareholders in their monopolistic, monolithic behemoths.  It belongs to humanity.  As, eventually, does all scientific endeavour. As it should.


    So fie on nationalist jingoism. Fie indeed on greed and arrogance, so well evidenced in the awful Titans.


    The Chinese political system is a disgrace, its leaders horrible and absurd. 


    But is any nation so very much better? Forget the bad old days of Empire – look what we have “achieved” in the Middle East. In Vietnam, Korea and elsewhere.


    Look at what wannabe Dictator Trump is aiming for.


    And so bravo, Deepseek, welcome. 


    Whatever your aim is or was, you have struck a blow for freedom, whether you intended to or not.
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    They’ve ruined the country. At least a dictatorship can get things done.


    These words were spoken not in the USA, nor by a QAnon Shaman wearing animal horns.  Such words are increasingly heard in England. Spoken not by under educated red necks, but by otherwise respectable members of the middle classes.


    Immigrants are the new Jews. How short are our memories, how tragic that we never learn the lessons of history.  How deeply disappointing that otherwise normal people are beginning to state that dictatorship has its merits.


    Dictators have so often risen to power by demonising a minority. Just under 100 years ago, it was the Jews who were the source of all our problems. They were greedy, sly vermin.  And eventually efforts were made to exterminate them.


    Today, the far right are fuelling the flames with a hatred of immigrants.  All our problems would be solved by shutting our borders and deporting those who are already here.


    At my club in London, set in 40 beautiful acres by the river Thames, an American member was extolling Trump. It was time to respect the country’s “original borders” he said. I told him that there were no original borders and that in any event the white protestant immigrants of the 17th Century didn’t seem to care about borders, did they?


    Another chap who I have known for many years pronounced recently on much the same matters in a similar vein.


    People even closer to me have voiced similar shameful opinions and seem closed to arguments to the contrary.


    I’m not going to continue at length and I will not deny that the country and much of the world is a mess.  But the world has always been a mess thanks to the venal nature of our species and we are all responsible for that mess.


    Not just the Jews. Not just the immigrants.


    When people you have known your whole life talk of the advantages of dictatorship, when they start blaming a minority class for the country’s ills, you know the world has reached yet another disastrous tipping point.


    Let us hope it is not too late to step back from the brink.
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    In the middle of the night I drift back to the simplicity of my childhood faith.  The Saxon church where we sang the Psalms of David, the kind old schoolmaster who listened to our readings of those wonderful old books of the new and old testaments.


    I seek the divine and it finds me in the dark hours before dawn. In peace and darkness, when no bird sings and no human yet sullies the new day.


    Are these moments when I find myself on the road to Damascus, or have I never left it.


    Our world seems increasingly without a soul and as traditional faith falls off into the abyss, it is hard to find anything to replace it.


    Many won’t see the necessity, most will be blinded by the glitz of social media, the bragging hype of the AI barons, the never ending push for more of the material in a world which seems to encompass only the physical.


    But equally I suspect most, even if only at some deep subliminal level, will feel a chill emptiness and long for more. Purpose, meaning, a worthwhile goal. Happiness, goodness, joy.


    Transcendence is to be found, it is not a mirage. Peace is to be uncovered here on earth, not just in a possibly mythical afterlife.


    God is to be encountered, anywhere and everywhere. If you look hard enough and broadly. If you realise that god is not to be contained, defined. Not to be found in a book or a building. Not even in a piece of ethereal music.


    The Buddhist in his Himalayan cave, the Dervish in his ecstatic dance. The monk in his Zen garden, the Sikh, the Zoroastrian, the simple gardener, the ploughman – each and everyone can see through the mist which separates us from meaning and happiness. The dark and often seemingly impenetrable curtain which hides from us a greater and better reality beyond.


    For some, the divine is not supernatural, not an entity or person separate from what is to be seen all around us. For some god is moksha or nirvana – a state of mind, a way of being.


    A mysticism, certainly  but one which is obtainable in the here and now, and for every one of us. 


    The doors of perception are not hard to find, if you keep looking. If you practice hard enough. If you drop pretension and vanity and see yourself and the world for what it is rather than what we have always assumed it to be.


    The good books of religion are pointers, a valuable starting place. We would be a poorer species without them. Most describe the first supreme necessity to climb out of the pit of darkness: decency and right thinking. Right behaviour. Right actions. Such simple stuff and yet so hard to achieve, it seems. And yet how can we hope to find peace in ourselves, transcendence from the terrors and miseries which have always seemed germain to earthly existence, unless we first embrace peace towards others.


    Nothing supernatural there. Nothing our pure materialist could quarrel with.


    And then right livelihood. We don’t all have to be priests. There is goodness and decency in baking, in driving taxis or delivery vans. Even bankers and lawyers are under no obligation to be evil. 


    The problem of course is the love of money. Or more accurately the worship of the material over what could loosely be described as the spiritual. A word I have never been comfortable with, but which seems to get me where I need to go.


    Cooperation and decency – replace competition with sharing and helping and caring. What a ghastly word, caring. And yet once again, it gets me where I want to go.


    If we put away tooth and claw and build a society where no-one is in fear of homelessness and hunger and poverty, we would all be on the path to transcendence.


    Perhaps it will happen, perhaps it won’t, but I am in no doubt it is the right path.


    And so a better society, a kinder one has to be the first step. And it will not be handed down to us on tablets of stone.


    If he did rise on the third day, he never came back to finish the job. And so that is something we must do for ourselves.


    I have never sought god in a conventional setting. I have never sought a conventional god. If it is there, it is within us, all of us. If it is there, it is. If it is there everyone and everything make up it’s parts from electromagnetism to the very particles we are made of.


    For me, god is a state of mind. A determination to do better, to be better. To leave behind a way of life found unsatisfactory and to move to one based on a better premise.


    State of mind, a very serious proposition. Not something to be taken lightly, dismissed.


    Endless thought and still, quiet meditation change the mind. Change the state of mind. From a state of ignorance greater wisdom can emerge. And change your life.


    Perhaps that is why the Buddha’s were said to come back, to teach, to show the way. From the mere beast to a form of consciousness better able to rise over what can come to seem a base mundanity. Or indeed what is a base mundanity – endless violence, endless self interest.


    Through silent contemplation another reality seems to emerge and a peace begins to settle. Away from the ten thousand things, a transcendence beckons, a better way to be.  To glimpse it reveals another dimension. One of mind. Not a separate reality but a way to see this reality in all its glory and to be happy with it.


    Perhaps some day everyone will see it. Perhaps some day, in some sense, the promise of so many religions will come to be.  In the meantime, an inner peace can be found. Perhaps it can spread.
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    A description of the state of being and of mind achievable through meditation.


    There are so many other accounts of what meditation brings, so many of which I find faintly embarrassing and risible.  Eudaimonia suits my purpose rather better.


    I do not believe it  necessary or valuable to become ensnared in the many conflicting interpretations of Eudaimonia put forth by the various schools of philosophy in ancient Greece. Instead I will give a brief outline of what the word eudaimonia means to me and later I will describe in a little more detail how the practice of meditation seems to promote such a state.


    I intend to avoid any references to religion or the supernatural. While I have a great passion for religion in the cultural sense, I do not believe religious belief to be essential to the achievement of Eudaimonia.  Religion is not a hindrance to the attainment of Eudaimonia, but it is not a prerequisite. Nor is belief in a soul  essential to the satisfactory accomplishment of the state, but such a belief is by no means an impediment.  


    While “tranquility” or “peace of mind” aren’t direct translations of eudaimonia, they are profoundly implicit consequences and components of achieving it. This sense of inner peace stems from the harmonious integration of all aspects of one’s being and life.


    Eudaimonia cultivates a state of harmonious flourishing that arises from living a life guided by virtue and imbued with purpose.


    What has any of that got to do with meditation?  Developing a focused and unified mind through meditation leads to deeper understanding and insight.  Understanding and insight lead to change – in one’s outlook, way of thinking, way of acting.  Sitting in silence and simply letting go, allowing one’s thoughts to pass, gradually settles the mind.  Over time, the Noble Eightfold Path (the very embodiment of virtue) simply overcomes you.  Slowly the “rightness” of so many very similar philosophies overwhelms you, and you do your best to try to put them into action.


    It isn’t about intelligence, or erudition.  No learning is necessary, no study at learned schools or ancient universities will take you where you want to go.


    Only practice will do that.  There is nothing to learn.  


    And it is a journey, not an ending. You don’t suddenly become Socrates or the Buddha. Or develop the patience of a saint.  You don’t transform into a holy man or a sage of infinite wisdom.  But day by day a truth emerges.  Slowly but surely you come to realise how absurd the world of men is and you try to behave in a preferable and less damaging way.  Meditation seems to bring with it a growing desire to be better, to do less harm.  To be kinder and less bad tempered.  To be more understanding, more forgiving. Less self absorbed, more careful of others’ needs and feelings.


    It’s a long road, but with the gradual cessation of greed for more and better and an end to the attempt to dominate and control your fellow humans, a deep peace descends.  You no longer need to do all that.  Be the Prime Minister, become a zillionaire,  write a Booker Prize winner, conquer the universe. Be a Big Swinging Dick.


    God knows it’s taken me long enough. To realise I don’t need to compete, be the best, devour knowledge, save mankind.  Dispose of Trump and Putin and the countless other rogues and charlatans and beasts who have plagued our planet since the day of its birth.


    So what is it then, meditation? I can only tell you what it is for me and what it is not.  It has become, in many, ways my entire life. Sitting in silence and watching my thoughts pass until they slowly subside and very often just disappear. For an hour or two a day until a calm descends and the world seems a better place. 


    And slow, deliberate exercise. Often, frequently, as much as I can take.  And again the mind settles and calms and empties.


    Doing things by half has never worked for me.  I’m all or nothing, no dimmer switch.  Some may be able to achieve liberation with ten minutes of meditation three times a day but that has not been my experience.  


    What do I really want to say? Why am I writing? What am I getting at?  


    It’s simple enough really:  if you want to change your life for the better, or, heaven forbid, the world  then these age old practices are as good a way as any to achieve that.


    Slow down, stop, remain quiet.  Listen, go inwards. 
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    Peace can be found by treating life as a whole, and not otherwise.


    Holism is an ancient philosophical concept stretching back over much of human history, even if the word itself arose from the unlikely pen of Jan Smuts early in the 20th century.


    If we have become jaded by the often comic use of the word in ‘new age’ marketing ploys, we ignore the concept itself at our peril.


    If we dig a little more deeply, we become enmeshed in the endless debate between the metaphysicians and the materialists.  The materialists hold that all things can be explained by reference to the parts from which they are made. Their opponents argue that the whole is greater than the sum of its constituent parts.


    Emergence, to put it another way. We humans are made from the apparently inert substance from which the rest of the universe comes, and yet consciousness arises.


    We humans are a complex adaptive system within an infinitely larger system.  We cannot be understood without studying the whole.  


    

      No man is an island,
Entire of itself;
Every man is a piece of the continent,
A part of the main.
If a clod be washed away by the sea,
Europe is the less,
As well as if a promontory were:
As well as if a manor of thy friend’s
Or of thine own were.
Any man’s death diminishes me,
Because I am involved in mankind.
And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee.


    


    It isn’t just poetry: John Donne was profoundly correct.


    So the seeker of tranquility must first look at himself and then take the wider world into account.  As to himself, he must consider not only his mind and body but also their interactions with the environment.


    Health in mind and body spring from pretty simple routines, but surprisingly few of us are willing to put in the effort.  The right foods, avoiding junk and alcohol. Exercise and relaxation. Avoiding excess (in anything).


    Balance in other words, a middle way. Again, common sense which doesn’t actually seem too common.  Some of course can’t follow these routines: poverty, illness, incarceration aren’t helpful to a balanced way of life.


    And as to our interactions with the rest of the world, it is difficult to imagine that a life of intolerance, cruelty, violence or aggression can bring much happiness.  Do unto others.  And yet of course so many of us fail to take the point. Or refuse to. Or don’t want to.


    I find it difficult to imagine that Benjamin Netanyahu can congratulate himself on a life well lived. It is hard to believe he and his cronies have found peace or can sleep at night.


    But on a smaller scale, even the most humble seeker of peace won’t succeed unless he tries to live in harmony with those around him. To give out kindness not abuse. To think and act with decency and respect towards all those he comes into contact with.


    Holism: no man is an island. We are part of a biosphere, an ecology. Part of a society.  Even if we are of a hermetic bent, we can still ruin the life of those around us if we are careless in our words and actions.  And if we ruin the lives of others, if we treat animals with careless cruelty, if we don’t give a damn about our planet or our environment – then it is hard to imagine we ourselves will find much peace.


    But you have to start somewhere. We may not be an island but if we are to comprehend what we are and where we fit in, it is best to start with our own thoughts. Since no action happens unless it is born as a thought.


    Ignore the scientists who say we are  robots and that thoughts do not precede actions, that the only causality is physical. Atoms hitting atoms over billions of years so that we can retrace our history to the beginning and see our future to the end.


    We must assume causation from thought. We must assume that at our very centre we are our thoughts.


    In the beginning was the thought.


    If you cannot initially change your thoughts, you can at least watch them. And if you become proficient enough in watching, you soon find you can resist acting on uncharitable or harmful thoughts. Eventually such unwanted thoughts become less frequent. With luck they may disappear altogether.


    Right thinking is where we want to get to. Everything else follows from an internal benignity.


    Aligning your thoughts with a desired pattern of behaviour seems to become self propelling. As man thinketh.


    It’s always a work in progress of course. A lifelong effort to be what we would like to be and to behave as we would wish. No doubt some succeed more entirely than others, some more quickly and some less so.


    But to make a start, to begin to turn out life upside down and get it “right”, brings with it tangible, concrete rewards. Or so most of us are likely to find.


    No man is an island and without taking ourselves in hand, living well as a whole and as part of a whole, we are unlikely to find peace.


    It has taken me most of my life to reach such a conclusion, and it’s entirety to put my views even partially into action. Better late than never.
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    If there can be said to be a “root” of evil look no further than extremism. 


    Here are a few useful synonyms:


    Radicalism
Fanaticism
Ultraism
Intolerance
Zealotry
Dogmatism


    If there can be said to be a “hell” then it is certain that we humans create it. 


    Here a few antonyms:


    Moderation
Centrism
Compromise
Tolerance
Nuance


    I wonder whether extremism or its opposite would make for a more pleasant environment?


    Extreme behaviour can perhaps be linked to our unfortunate evolution which has led to the desire to survive, usually by conquest and domination. Soon after the emergence of the first animal, the tooth and claw evolved. From there it was a short and seemingly inevitable step to the concentration camp, the atom bomb, ethnic cleansing and all the other fun of the human fair.


    Tragically we seem ever closer to the ability to create a genuine utopia – the elimination of so much of what has made animal life unbearable over the many millennia of existence on this planet. Thanks to science we no longer have to rely on manna – we have the ability but apparently not the desire or determination to eliminate hunger. It is much the same with pain – in the developed world, anaesthetics and drugs can relieve us of the necessity of suffering.  Not so in the poorer quarters of the planet – sharing seems unaligned with our inherited behaviour.


    We have begun to achieve feats only ever dreamed of by the alchemist – only recently some base element was transmuted briefly into gold. Unlimited free energy surrounds us to do our bidding. Even life itself may eventually be prolonged indefinitely.


    And yet as a species we still cling to ways of behaviour bred into us and our very distant ancestors over billions of years. The worship of self, the desire to accumulate “matter” and keep it all for ourselves, despite the increasing clarity that matter is for all intents and purposes infinite. As of course is energy.


    There is a social hierarchy in all animals it seems.  Few of them seem to lead to peaceful co-existence either inter-se or across different herds, tribes and species.  War and violence have dominated human history – the savage, far from being noble, was simply a less technically developed version of our current selves.


    Weapons have existed since the very beginning of our existence, and with them  the same breed of brutal strongman we see today. Women seem rather better behaved and nicer people – the alpha female seems rare.


    Only the strongest and toughest tend to get ahead in our world.  The mentally and physically tough, those with the will to succeed at all costs. And in general their aim is self aggrandisement and domination, extremism and a determination to insist that they and only they are “right”.


    I’m sure I have ignored counter examples, but they seem few and far between. FDR in the 1930s seemed well motivated, but such exceptions are vanishingly rare. And in any event I don’t know enough about the man or the era.


    In general it is the more moderate and tolerant human who seems to want what is good for all, but such people don’t normally seem to possess the desire to climb the greasy pole. Hardly surprising, since climbing to the top inevitably involves dedicated aggression and single minded concern for self above others.


    Is there any answer to our plight? Should there be? Is there anything to be done?


    My thought is that only very gradual change could ever work and that it would have to be voluntary.


    Any sudden, dramatic and extreme change always brings out the worst in our species.


    Was Marx a well meaning cove? Or just another flawed human with no real desire to heal? Whatever he was, no good has flowed from his works. He spawned some of the worst monsters and psychopaths in history.


    What good can ever come from violent revolution?


    There have been exceptionally decent people who have popped up throughout history, offering some rather less offensive solutions.  But few have listened to them, especially the monsters.


    And of those who did listen, some created monstrosity and beastliness wholly out of line with the good intentions of the original idea.


    It is a sad paradox that far from creating a better world, religion has thrown up extremist monsters just as intent on conquest, wealth and domination as their secular counterparts.


    Sad that we humans have not listened to the good words of the well meaning folk who came up with the original thoughts. Tragic that such “faith” has been used to support war and terrorism rather than peace or harmony.


    From the insane Christian right to the equally unbalanced madness of the other Abrahamic faiths, intolerance and violence make a mockery of the basic decency the founders envisaged.


    Has any other religion fared any better? I’m not sure.


    We don’t need it. Any of it. All we need is to change our own behaviour and renounce our genetic inheritance.


    Will it ever happen? I think it could – slowly and over time if more and more of us caught up with the undeniable fact that violence and greed do not bring anything we should or could want.


    Easy to talk. Words are cheap. But it must inevitably be a personal choice to “smite the mote”.   I suspect that a better society can only emerge if each of us concentrates on getting his own life in order rather than bemoaning the acts of insanity perpetrated by others.  


    What drives the monster? Are we ourselves monsters in the making, given the right circumstances? Highly probably.


    Regrettably the solution is as extreme and radical as all the abhorrent behaviour I have described: just drop it. Stop. Down tools.  Turn our own lives around for the better. Use passive resistance.


    Watch our own thoughts like a hawk. Put an end to our own insecurities and greed and fear. Refuse to compete – instead we should cooperate and ignore the ghastly throat cutting capitalists.


    Feed the poor and hungry, treat the sick. House people properly, educate them well.  Ignore our own fears and abandon our seemingly inbuilt desire to destroy others in an insane drive for the material.


    Will it ever happen? Well it certainly could – the way is clear enough. The means are there, the intelligence, the technology, the resources. The ideas, the blueprints.


    I hope a silent, slow and non-violent revolution comes about.  But as I have learnt over my many decades in the financial markets, prediction is futile. Perhaps we will improve, perhaps we won’t. 


    There again it would be little real surprise were we to be wiped out by some catastrophe, man made or otherwise.


    For my own peace of mind, I choose not to worry about it.
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    Transcendence is a reality and can change life for the better. It can be sought out and it can be achieved. The more you have the experience, the easier it becomes to trigger and the more often it comes unbidden and unlooked for.


    The word “transcendence” sounds grandiose and unduly religious – perhaps a less controversial way to describe the experience is Abraham Maslow’s phrase: the “peak experience”. Sounds secular, even scientific perhaps. Less arty, less poetic. But the same thing nonetheless.


    Anyone claiming to have had experience of “transcendence” tends to  sound like a new age hippy.  A religious nutter.  A fake messiah.  A crank, a would be promoter of a sinister new sect.  The reality is that such states are relatively common and the experiencer is more likely to be the man on the Clapham omnibus.


    States of transcendence have been experienced and described throughout the ages. It seems best to view them as an alternate state of consciousness – a different experience  of the physical reality we find ourselves in.  Rather than an entry into a supernatural or non-physical realm.


    Nonetheless, such experiences are radical and life changing. They make the physical reality we inhabit as special and magical as those we describe in faery tales and religious texts.


    Transcendent states don’t have to be imagined or believed in. Anyone can have one and  transform their experience of an otherwise unsatisfactory world.


    Doubtless those of a more traditionally religious state of mind will find my opinions unacceptable (even blasphemous). But  those unwilling to accept religious dogma will no doubt be far more amenable to belief in a different state of mind, a different perception of reality, which does not rely on non physical worlds or realms.  Or gods.


    The latter position is where I find my own beliefs to lie.


    I believe that the world is strange enough as it is and that there is no need to posit  supernatural causes or entities. In addition, transcendent states of mind make it possible to actually experience the sorts of qualia otherwise only described by the various religions.  “The Peace of God”, “Nirvana”, “Moksha” and so on. 


    There are practical routines which can lead us to our own transcendent episodes, and once experienced, our universe begins to look very different.


    It is unnecessary here to dwell on the nature of such experiences, which has been so often dealt with elsewhere, but often those who claim first hand knowledge talk of profound peace, tranquility and a sense of gnosis.


    There is no science to this, no proof of the existence of the state. It is subjective and self-reported, like any other state of mind.  Science is, however, making increasing efforts to track the neural correlates of such states, and brain activity does show characteristic markers in those who submit to tests.


    The reality of transcendence can be enjoyed by anyone who engages  in routines which tend to bring on the experience.  Which seems good enough. You don’t need a scientist or proof when you can bring about a state of transcendence or peak experience for yourself.


    What you make of the experience is, of course, up to you. 


    Those of a religious frame of mind tend to see their god or other anchor of their belief system


    I have continuously queried such states over a number of years and god was noticeable by his absence. But then that would be expected – we tend to see what we believe is out there and over the years my atheism has become more pronounced.  


    For around four years I took psychedelics on a regular basis – for much the same reason as Alduous Huxley.  While fascinating, god again refused to make an appearance. Pure ecstasy was to be found in abundance however, and I found myself thankful that psilocybin is not addictive.


    I have found yoga and meditation equally proficient in producing  peak experiences.  I get many of the same bizarre effects, albeit on a less radical scale. I can feel my mind and body profoundly altered and my view of the world becomes clear and benign. 


    Unlike with psychedelics, the experience lasts and the alterations in one’s psyche are, it seems, permanent.


    The changes in my own personality and behaviour have accelerated over the past few years. I have become quieter and more contemplative and ever more sure that our species has it all wrong.  I no longer feel anger at the world – simply quiet acceptance.  Once an ambitious capitalist, I have come to be amused by those who pile up vast dirt balls for themselves, and I no longer believe that achieves anything worth having.


    I note arrogance, greed and aggression all around me. The suicidal mania on our roads, the destruction of our habitat, the callous, careless and selfish behaviour of so many of us. I note with wry amusement the behaviour of our “leaders” and realise that it has always been thus. How “amusing” that the Israelis are now bombing the shit out of Iran, having committed genocide in Gaza. What great lessons, what wisdom they drew from the Holocaust.  And the Iranian mullahs – how valuable their faith has been in promoting tolerance and world peace.  


    It is business as usual in the world at large.  Planning and scheming, grabbing and killing, re-arming and restocking with dread weapons.  Talking of war and annihilation instead of peace and harmony . 


    Perhaps though, a better world is possible. Perhaps we will grow up. Perhaps more of us will come to see obscene material wealth for the abomination it is.  And that violence achieves nothing.


    I believe that turning inwards, adopting simplicity, trying to better ourselves might work one fine day.


    Back in 2018 I started a blog called “Weltanschauung”. My worldview is now largely complete. My years of meditation and contemplation have, in some senses, achieved nothing at all. I am no richer, I have no power, I am not famous.


    And yet, in general, I am happy, which is a state I have never before managed to achieve.


    And yes, I do attribute that to my “peak experiences”, my increasingly frequent transcendence to a very different state of mind.  To my many hours of meditation and yoga each day. To my contemplation and my realisations.


    I have proved to myself that a better world is possible, and I take much solace from that. It will not arrive by violent revolution or by the dictat of some imaginary god. It will come, if at all, by slow and incremental change. By evolution perhaps. By a slow realisation that a good life, a meaningful existence, can never be achieved by greed and violence. By more of us turning towards simplicity and peace and realising that nothing more is required.


    I am a man on the Clapham Omnibus, one of 10 bn souls on this planet.  On the Planck scale really – almost infinitely small and insignificant.  And yet I seem to have achieved a different state of mind, which has improved my life immensely.  I cannot help but believe that all of us could and should do the same.  And that if we did, many good things would be possible.
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    Lasting peace can never be achieved through violence.


    Having bombed, maimed and murdered its way through Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Syria, Libya and Iran the US has the gullible stupidity to claim that it has acted for peace.


    Not that the Arabs, Koreans or Vietnamese are any better. Not that any society is.


    Trump is proud of his “achievements” it seems but then the man is a vain fool. As are his followers. His recent comments on Hiroshima emphasise the depths of the man’s crass ignorance and witless stupidity.


    But of course he is merely the latest incarnation of man’s venal foolishness.


    Remember 9/11? The Arab world has reason enough to hate the US, and yet our neighbours over the pond continue to make the same sad mistakes and were affronted and surprised when the people they had mistreated for decades blew up a couple of skyscrapers in New York.


    And the Israelis – still living their Old Testament dreams it seems. 


    What a swine Yahweh was:


    “Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks.”


    “God, isn’t god a shit” – as Randolph Churchill once said.


    And now the whole world seems set on war, once again. How tedious.  Build up your stock of deadly toys, recruit more cannon fodder. Invade and commit unspeakable horror everywhere you can. Take over Taiwan. Nuke the Russians. Crush the evil Chinese. Invade Canada, take over Greenland by force.  Eradicate the Ukraine.


    There are no good people in all this, just bloodthirsty baddies who haven’t worked out the lessons of the past. Perhaps these thugs are aiming for an afterlife in Valhalla. Who knows the depths of their depraved ignorance.


    There are those who seem to like war and violence. The armies themselves. The dictators like Trump and Putin. The psychopaths and nutters. Make America Great Again. And Russia, China, Germany, North Korea….and so on as infinitum.  Grab your neighbour’s minerals, water, gold and metals, precious earth. Erect tariff barriers, cripple them all, those beyond your gates, the barbarians at your doorstep.


    What happened to the  little Indian chap in the loincloth? A true hero, old Gandhi. 


    Surely we need more of those? Peaceniks, ban the bombers, tree-huggers, refuseniks, passive resisters.


    More who will turn cheeks, smite motes, espouse modesty and reason. 


    Lay down your arms.
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    I have found that meditation does exactly what it says on the tin. But, for me at least, it has taken a long time to get there.


    I was chatting to a friend the other day. Like me, his life has been plagued by melancholy, and he describes the condition so well, in terms so very familiar to me.


    Even in the midst of great beauty and in the arms of his lovely family, he is struck by anhedonia. I mentioned to him that his older sister had asked my views on meditation when she was 11 years old. We were walking on Hampstead Heath and I was much taken aback by her impressive precocity. That was over 30 years ago and I am still amazed when I recall her earnest young face and her serious demeanour.  And now her younger brother looks also to take up the practice.


    How very familiar my friend’s problem sounds: I travelled the world, I lived my entire life surrounded by beauty and yet I was never able to appreciate it. Bobbing around in Hong Kong harbour on the way to lunch on Lamma, exploring the glory of Tokyo and the Japanese Alps, balancing on my snowboard above Davos – the blackness never entirely left me, and never in any event for long.


    I have written much over the past few years on my battles with the daemon and at first it was an attempt to puzzle it out for my own purposes. To see my way out of the deep, deep dark of my embattled soul.


    Without any shadow of doubt, I have now learnt to control the dark, to mitigate it, to destroy its hold over me.  My friend has come to the conclusion that meditation is his best chance – his great hope. And my fervent desire is that it works for him – I have no doubt that it will. But I feel a great responsibility for him, and also towards any others who may have read my words and found in them a measure of encouragement.  I wanted to clarify and expand a little on my struggles – to point out a few of the traps I have stumbled into.  And at last escaped from.


    Above all I want to expand on something I touched on a few months back – holism, the necessity to alter one’s entire life and one’s entire outlook on life. Not just intellectually but actually – in day to day practice.


    I have always been a quiet sort of fellow at heart, contemplative, given to liturgy and choral music, the trappings of spirituality of all sorts.  So probably my first mistake was to end up as an investment banker.


    In those days my journey into my own psyche had only just begun. I was deeply dissatisfied with a life which, on its surface, most would take to have been glittering and successful.


    I started with the Bible, I seem to recall. And Peake’s commentary.  Surely I had done something wrong, I must have sinned greatly. The answer to my misery, the way out, must reside in those dusty old pages written by a bunch of tribesmen and desert nomads thousands of years ago.


    I found no solace there, no answers. And a great deal of cruelty and misery as well as, admittedly, some beauty of language and thought.


    I worked my way through modern psychology, starting with Mesmer and Charcot then Freud and others. Hypnotism fascinated me and has remained a great interest. Much of psychology in general I found profoundly unhelpful, but then I guess I was looking for a silver bullet.


    And there, I believe, was my ultimate error. The search for a silver bullet. A one stop solution for my condition, a simple and above all quick escape from trauma and misery. Not for me the endless therapy of talk. Not for me the unfulfilled promises of the religion of my upbringing which assured me I was sinful, as was everyone around me. And that some pie in the sky fellow  would fix it all for me if only I would repent and agree that he (or she or it) was the Dogs Bollox.


    I turned east and felt I had arrived in fertile territory at last. Buddhism, Taoism, Shinto. 


    I was deeply puzzled by the canon, the law of the east, much as I had been by that of the west. The same beliefs in gods and demons, flying carpets and impossible miracles. Even in those early days, I leaned towards secular Buddhism and dispensed with supernatural faery tales.


    I was taxed, for quite a time, by the concept of nirvana. What exactly was it and how did you bring it on? Time wasted I fear – the evident truth was much more prosaic but nonetheless deeply useful.


    I took on meditation right from the very beginning of my search all those years ago.  I practiced on ski lifts (I spent most of my career dealing in financial instruments from my snowboard in the mountains above Klosters), on trains, on my frequent flights here, there and everywhere.


    I didn’t really know what I was looking for, how I should feel, what my practice was supposed to achieve, and above all when. I had some peace in the mountains and quite a bit of fun, but the clouds never truly lifted and the sun never shone for very long.


    Looking back I was living an illusion. I had read all the advertising and the hype (including translations of original texts and some mostly awful modern interpretations). I was captivated by the concepts and certainly convinced by the moral aspects of the teachings. But somehow my approach was clearly too intellectual and remote.  The reality, looking back, was that I understood it all but never really lived it.


    And my meditation came and went, in fits and starts – I was never very clear or very sure what it had achieved or hadn’t.


    At the same time, and over many years, I endlessly explored physical remedies. I moved countries, jobs and apartments frequently. From Tokyo to Kong Kong, from Singapore back to London and then to Switzerland. And within Switzerland from Zurich to Zug, then Villars and finally Klosters. Via a house in Le Touquet which I kept at the same time for good measure.


    And then the pills and countless other doomed projects – St John’s Wort, Omega 3 oil, CBD oil, magic mushrooms. 


    I returned to meditation in a more serious way some 3 or 4 years ago but by that time I had managed to achieve a little wisdom.  By then I was too jaded to continue the useless search for a quick fix. I realised that leaving aside a lobotomy or the adoption of The Final Solution, I had to fix myself by developing what I rather grandiloquently call a world view – and by living it. And it helped, greatly. If there is one thing I can thank the psilocybin for, it was in helping me to think in a different way, changing my mind, even if, in the end, it nearly did for me.


    And so back to holism.  A term I have tended to deride in the past but I cannot think of a better way of putting it.  After so many years of fruitless searching, I suddenly began to sense that there were so many aspects of my own behaviour which had caused me untold damage over the years.  And so I began turning my internal life upside down.  Since no rearrangement of my external circumstances had ever made any difference.


    In physical terms I ensure that I eat healthily and relatively sparsely, exercise rigorously and get plenty of sleep. I don’t touch alcohol or cigarettes (I gave both up many years ago). I read, play the piano, and occasionally sing. And I listen to myself (and occasionally my wife) very, very carefully.


    Importantly I realised that I knew enough. That it was pointless to continue to believe that anyone else had any better answers, let alone The Answer.  And so I abandoned  much of what I had agonised about over many decades. Religion, philosophy, science – to hell with Sartre and Sisyphus, Camus and god himself.


    But I did see that I had picked up kernels of truth from all over the place over very many years, and that perhaps the time had come to practice seriously. Rather than read or write or pontificate.


    I began to meditate in a way that I had never done before.  Seeking nothing, but letting whatever was out there (or in there) come to me. And letting it seep through every aspect of my life. I have pursued meditation every single day since then, for an hour or two, followed by meditative exercise and yoga.


    What came through most clearly was the destructiveness of my own thoughts and their relentless, dull repetitiveness. And slowly, very slowly, over the past few years I have been able to change my thoughts and drop the damaging, obsessive worrying and the clinging to hopeless desires and ambitions.


    What also began to emerge was empathy and the realisation that life was far from simple for any of us. Much of the moral guidance of the hoary old tomes I had read  now assumed far greater importance. Difficult to understand quite how or why, but I seemed more able to concentrate less on my own useless obsessions and think more about what was going on around me, and to others.


    And so my days became different and my behaviour less obsessive (or autistic?).  I spent far less time at my computer – I realised the huge daily mental effort was a major cause of my blackness. What had once seemed cardinal became far less so. Yes, I would continue to trade for the intellectual challenge, but I would no longer let acquisition and the desire for more ruin my life.


    I learnt to use a dimmer switch when I sensed I was overdoing it. I can be overwhelmed by things many people take in their stride. Too many people, too much conversation. Too much thinking. Too much Netflix, too much anything.  I had to learn to moderate my life, every aspect of it. I had to realise that I was not who I thought I was, not who or what I would like to be.


    And I have tried to be better behaved, kinder, more thoughtful – a daily struggle and not always successful but certainly worth the effort for my own happiness and for those around me.


    So perhaps awareness has been my biggest takeaway from my endless (and perhaps excessive?) meditation. That I was ruining my own life, quite unnecessarily, and that much of what I had considered important in the past wasn’t. And could be abandoned for a better way of life.


    And yes, there have been surprising physical and mental benefits to my practice. A satori or three here and there.  Some “visions” not unlike those produced by psychedelics. And peace, real peace which often lasts throughout the day (but which flees rapidly if I forget to use my dimmer switch). 


    And so to a younger sufferer I would say stand back. Go inwards, see what you are all about. Be quiet, be still. Listen – to yourself, the wind, the birds, the very universe itself. And let go – above all else let go. A journey inward paradoxically becomes in the end a journey outward. A realisation that we are all part of a whole and that perhaps the whole matters more than the parts. That perhaps we individually are not so very important and should let go of our small vanities and concerns.


    I hope that my words may help. I hope that I make some sense and that the tales of my own struggles may be of some use to my young friend. And to any others who may read of my efforts.


    I no longer find myself asking what the universe is about or how I fix it.  I exist, I am and with that I seem to find myself content.
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    Nobody does. Certainly not the variety on public offer.


    It is tempting (or perhaps just lazy) to seek someone who claims to “Know”. To have “The Answer”. A cursory search on Amazon will provide you with thousands of authors who will give you the answer if you buy their book. The world is full of wellness retreats and spiritual gurus who suck in money from the gullible in return for a garbled word salad of  fantastical excrement. Sometimes with a dash of “sacred” magic mushroom or gut wrenching ayahuasca added to the mix.


    The world is full of thought systems. Attempts to answer the unanswerable.  I am wary of those who believe they have answers, but they are legion. Some wearing a more traditional cloak, a priest of some recognised religion. Some in the garb of charlatanism – the new agers, the modern druids, the purveyors of woo and auric eggs. Who remembers the venerable Betty Shine.


    The truth is there is little enough to distinguish all these pedlars of hope and certainty.


    But if I had to make a choice, my preference would be for someone who isn’t on the make.


    Traditionally a guru is a mentor or guide to those who seek spiritual knowledge. While the word is Sanscrit, the concept is applicable the world over. Many faiths have their gurus, though they may wear a different guise.


    I was at the National Gallery in London this week, looking at the newly hung and magnificent collection of medieval and early Renaissance paintings. The overwhelming majority of which depict Christian subjects.


    One particular portrait of a monk reached out to me. For all I know he could have been as vile as Rasputin or as drunk as Friar Tuck, but somehow a deep sincerity shone from his face – here was a guru I might have found acceptable. A wise and kindly man living a life of poverty, helping the poor and devoting himself to prayer and good works.  Although for all I know he was one of those who gave the monastic life a bad name and helped to usher in the Reformation. 


    But my point is twofold. 


    I suspect if I met the genuine article face to face, I would know. A light would shine, it would be blatantly obvious that here was a man who “Knew”.


    And yet I am not at all sure he would have much to teach me. Of course he would be a better person than I. He would be pure in mind and body, a healer of the sick, a man of modesty and humility.


    But he would teach by example, and for that I do not need to sit at his feet. I certainly do not need to read or believe his holy books. All I need to know is that here stands a good man.


    And that is what spirituality is. To me at least. The material world becomes translucent, the futility of ambition and power wanes and fades in a dark corner. I do not need a guru to tell me what I need to do. The way is blindingly obvious.


    But I do perhaps seek his company, his friendship. His goodness.  To bask in the radiance of his obvious decency and begninity.


    That is all I need from a wise man, a guru.


    The only thought system I need is how to behave, how to think, how to act. And after so many years of thought, I do not need anyone to tell me the answer.


    So yes, there are many systems of belief which teach much the same simple message but which have become cluttered with baseless supernatural speculation. You don’t need a guru to tell you all that nonsense.


    If you need a guru at all, it is for companionship along the difficult road of life. Preferably someone rather better than you are. More tolerant, kinder, better intentioned, humbler, further along the road of awareness.


    I don’t need Betty Shine to tell me about auric eggs. I have no interest in running an off-licence and turning water into wine. I don’t need to wail at Yahweh or bless the Prophet. I don’t need theosophy or the Perennial Philosophy. You can keep Madam Blavatsky.


    And if you think about it, you might decide you don’t need gurus either.


    Because quite honestly all you need is to go within. To consider life and where you might have gone wrong (or right). To listen in the silence for a voice, likely your own.


    If I came across a holy man, I would know what I had found and would be glad of it. He might be discovered in a monastery, a desert. He might be a train driver or a bus conductor. But I would know him when I met him.  Even if I didn’t need to be “taught”, I would still enjoy his company.


    So much nonsense spluttered over so many thousands of years. So much violence and greed. So many good ideas twisted and made evil.


    Who needs a guru when it is all so simple. If only we could adopt such simplicity, we would need little else to bring peace.


    Humility and kindness. Nothing else is really needed. Except a great deal of practice.
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    … and the “Need to Know” is a big step on the road to peace and the elimination of suffering. 


    My only “belief” is that one should “do unto others….”  And rather than “others” I should perhaps say “other” since I don’t wish to exclude non human living things or the environment.


    I don’t need any evidence for this belief: it is simply the way I have come to feel I should lead my life. It is MY belief, no need for any faith. Is it important to do unto others as you would have others do unto you?  Well, it has become very important to me and that’s about all I can say. It isn’t a physical law or even a human law, it’s simply an emotion, a feeling, a personal choice.


    And as for the rest, I have ditched it all and feel immensely better for having done so. I don’t need to puzzle anymore over whether there is a god, whether animals have free will, whether the universe had a beginning or will have an end. Or why there are so many violent and greedy beasts in the human jungle.


    And I have no need for belief or faith in any of these matters. 


    It is a vast freedom to kick all this rubbish into touch. 


    There are no answers and so why bother with it at all?


    There is no evidence whatsoever as to the existence of the supernatural and so pro tem we are stuck with physical reality. Or at least what our senses tell us is out there in the physical world.


    And it’s equally impossible to prove the negative – so I’m not inclined to try.


    Alongside my own behaviour, which I will try to maintain, all I have to rely on is science. Which, despite the continuing horrors of our world, is the only factor since our very beginning which has made one jot of a difference to our lot.


    I won’t bother to state the obvious by listing all the good and bad things which science has brought us. But I eat well, don’t have to live in a damp, bug infested hovel and have a decent hospital round the corner. I wish I could say the same for all those millions who have had less luck on planet earth.


    I am following up on my post about Gurus. You don’t need them because most are deliberate fakes and those who are genuine are well intentioned but talking through their metaphorical backsides.  Pontificating on speculative matters and insisting that we must believe them. Why? Well because they say so, obviously.


    I’m not writing to be provocative. I am writing because I have found the ditching of belief and the need to know cathartic in the extreme. 


    If I’m treading on the toes of your deepest held beliefs, well that’s just the way it is.  If you worship the Flying Spaghetti Monster and feel good for it, you must carry on. It does nobody any harm unless you force your beliefs down other people’s throats. Using verbal persuasion or even violence to convert others to your bizarre belief system has been as harmful as any human behaviour over the millennia. Believe as you wish and have the decency to let others do the same. 


    There ARE things I would like to know but the reality is that I will never find the answers.  My endless meditation has brought me peace and, I hope, has reinforced my determination to do unto others.


    It has not brought me arcane knowledge. I have not met god or the Flying Spaghetti Monster and if I were going to, I would have done it by now.  I have little idea what the universe is, or where it’s going, or what it’s “for”. Perhaps none of us will ever find out; and that’s all right – live with it.


    All I have is the sense that it is all proceeding as it will and that that is the way it is and the way it must be. I sense no great purpose out there, no overriding meaning. It all just “is”. We all just “are”. And that is enough – I have come to accept the situation and find greater peace in my life than ever before.


    Some would be outraged by my words. Some would understand my meaning and agree with me. 


    Ditching the need to know, dumping baseless faith has improved my life. 


    That is good enough for me.
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    Why does a population of 9 billion allow itself to be enslaved by a handful of tyrannical despots?


    As we hurtle collectively towards oblivion, the saner among us might plan a happier and safer future – just in case the world doesn’t end anytime soon.


    Nothing short of revolution is needed. Not the typical bloody violence which has always led to domination by vicious Brobdingnagians – but a measured, just and peaceful regime change which ensures equality and that humanity can no longer be dominated by monsters.


    The first change I would recommend is that we agree to drastically reduce the world population by encouraging a lower rate of human reproduction. Not that such a reduction will reduce tyranny – but it may well deal a much needed death blow to the hideous bloat of capitalism and consumerism and at least ensure a return to a world of natural beauty and a balanced ecology.


    Capitalism ( or at least the evil it has created) is far from new. It is merely the latest incarnation of human greed and domination spawned by the industrial revolution. Prior to capitalism we had economic and political systems every bit as beastly as we have today – its just that they did not thrive by shoving useless junk down our throats. Think back over history and you will find the same scenario repeated infinitely and repetitively over time. Domination by the minority who have the energy, enthusiasm and malign desire to grab power and or wealth (or even better both) by robbery and violence.


    The so-called nobility and royalty of nations and states throughout the world have been led by thugs out to enrich themselves. Same for chieftains – a lesser species of noble. Remember the kindly African chieftains who sold their people to the slave trade. Yes, it is true that order was often created where chaos had previously existed (a claim often made for empires of the past) but order does not have to come from despotism or a ruling class.


    An entirely new system of governance and economy needs putting into place where the concept of equality is put harmoniously into practice. Democracy as it stands seems to need a fair bit of amending – perhaps a more decentralised model allowing all subjects to vote on more matters of concern – as in Switzerland. Rather than a small cadre of representatives voting on our behalf in a narrow two party system.


    As for the economy, control of resources should pass to the population as a whole rather than allow it to be amassed into a few hands controlling everything.


    Resources in the broadest sense. Land, air, water, transport, money.


    Super-intelligence may perhaps usher in an era of super abundance but if it remains under the control of a small band of self important tech “barons”, the benefit will remain mostly theirs. And the vast majority may find themselves in a worse position than ever before.


    Of course, I do not mean in this brief essay to set out any blueprint.  Merely broad principles. Human society sucks for the underdog and always has. 


    Time for profound and lasting change.
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    I write as a personal testimony, and out of gratitude.


    Aged nearly 70, most years of my life have been blighted by serious, black depression which began in childhood.  Much has been written on the subject of depression over thousands of years and I feel no need to augment that sad collection.


    Instead I want to confirm success in turning my life around after so many desperate decades.  I have written many times on the subject of meditation (and indeed depression) and after each occasion on which I have written, I have unconsciously left a long gap, feeling perhaps no immediate need to revisit the matter.  It hardly makes for cheerful fare.


    I have studied meditation, mysticism, depression and related topics for more than 35 years and have read much by many authors, and many books whose authors are in effect unknown.  Religious texts, books of psychology and philosophy, practical guides (many of which proved unworthy), dark nights of many souls.  While there is some satisfaction in gathering knowledge, it proved of little use.


    As a closet ascetic, I dallied with meditation in a practical sense for many years but never with the persistence or determination necessary to prove efficacious.


    Without being able to give an accurate date,  it seems to me that I have now been taking my practice in a very serious manner for around three years.  


    If I am to be honest, there now seems little room for anything else in my life, but sacrifice sometimes has to be made to achieve a desired goal.  And I am deeply thankful I have not made such a sacrifice in the pursuit of power or great wealth.  Although I would in any event be deeply unsuited to such a course of action.


    My practice has changed much over the past three years.  I no longer use self hypnosis although it proved useful initially. By now, the descent into a meditative state of mind happens more or less on demand whenever summoned.


    In the beginning it was a chore, an effort.  Even 20 minutes seemed eternal, accompanied by a tedious desire to sneak a look at a clock to see when my time was up.  I worried about technique, I fussed over letting thoughts go. I obsessed about what my practice was supposed to achieve and whether I was making any headway.  In any direction.


    Over time, I slowly expanded my 20 minute slots and simply ceased to worry. It all became very natural, it began to happen on its own and without effort.  And it has become increasingly pleasurable – although the purists will tell you that is not the point at all. Perhaps pleasurable is not the right word but it has certainly become addictive for the utter peace it inevitably brings.


    And that peace has spread out into the rest of my life.  Which is not to claim I never get irritable, just that my default state is now one of calm and acceptance, enjoyment even – in a quiet sort of way.


    I could talk and lecture forever but none of my words will make a blind bit of difference to you. Do as I do rather than hear my words.  Practice, routinely and regularly and for lengthening periods of time.  Relax and don’t fuss – keep at it and the magic will slowly creep in, almost without you noticing.


    No one should be deterred by my obsession – I feel sure that most would find great benefit without letting meditation take over their lives.  Perhaps I was a tough case, perhaps I needed to be   compulsive to effect a cure.  There again, obsession and deep concentration on the matter in hand is my nature.


    I happened to meditate for an hour and a half this morning before I got up, but then I am retired and can afford the time.  I’m sure others who still toil at the coal face of capitalism or elsewhere would find much benefit in 15 to 20 minutes here and there during the day. 


    I have also had to make serious changes in my life, none of which I regret.  For me, these adjustments have been absolutely necessary – but perhaps others can get off more lightly.


    Everything has become about right living, as our Buddhist friends might say.  I don’t drink or smoke, I am pretty well a vegetarian and I exercise with reasonable vigour every day without fail. Often for several hours.


    I have consciously tried to refine my behaviour, much along the lines of the three wise monkeys.  Its not a source of pride or self congratulation – I just feel better that way.


    I don’t socialise very much and when I do I am very picky about my company. Social butterflies, business people, politicians hold little appeal.  Snobbery has become an anathema.  Braying voices of the privileged  few grate against my nerves, and so my club can prove a tiresome trial sometimes.


    So that is how I lead my life and, like it or not it works for me.  As long as I don’t let the routine slip,  if I stay well away from computers, algorithms and complex derivative arbitrage, the sun tends to shine.  Let any of the old life back in and the cumulonimbus incus rapidly reappears. My hedonic baseline has risen – it is as simple and incontrovertible as that.


    Some may be tempted to think that my experiences are merely subjective, or that I am a teller of untruths. 


    I can say that I am not, but you have no need to believe me.  You can find ample evidence that others have reported similar success and it may be worthwhile to summarise what seem generally to be the psychological and physiologic effects of the long term and serious practice of meditation.  It is also worth looking at the physical evidence of change found in practitioners by medical research and testing.


    My advice these days would be to avoid a religious or historic interpretation of the practice.  Tales of mysticism east and west, earnest advice from Buddhas and gurus – all of that confabulates the matter into a fantastic and generally unhelpful mishmash of semi religious garbage. 


    Stick with the science and the therapists and you are likely to see the reality far more clearly.


    To cut through the nonsense search for (in strictly secular terms) the effects of long term, serious dedicated meditation. You are likely to end up with something like the following summary:


    

      On a strictly secular and scientific basis, long-term, dedicated meditation can lead to measurable and lasting changes in brain structure and function, emotional regulation, and physiological health. The effects extend beyond simple relaxation, training the brain to be more resilient, focused, and emotionally balanced. 


      Neurological effects


      

        	Increased gray matter: Long-term meditators show increased gray matter volume in several brain regions, including the frontal lobe, hippocampus, and insula. These areas are associated with attention, learning, memory, and emotion regulation, suggesting that meditation helps preserve brain structure against age-related decline.


        	Enhanced neural connectivity: Meditation improves the neural connections between different parts of the brain. Studies show increased connectivity between the prefrontal cortex (involved in executive function) and the default mode network (DMN), the system associated with mind-wandering and self-referential thought. This improved communication enables better focus and emotional regulation.


        	Reduced amygdala activity: The amygdala is the brain’s “fight or flight” center, responsible for processing fear and stress. Regular meditation has been shown to decrease the size and reactivity of the amygdala, resulting in a significantly reduced stress response.


        	Altered brainwaves: Experienced meditators often exhibit higher levels of gamma brainwaves, which are associated with heightened perception and consciousness, even when not actively meditating. The practice also promotes more alpha and theta waves, correlating with a relaxed but alert state.


        	Increased neuroplasticity: Dedicated practice strengthens the brain’s capacity for neuroplasticity—its ability to form new neural connections based on experience. This allows the brain to re-wire itself in response to new information and challenges. 


      


      Cognitive and emotional effects


      

        	Improved attention and focus: Meditation strengthens the brain’s attention networks. This helps develop both sustained attention (the ability to stay focused on a task) and selective attention (the ability to filter out distracting stimuli).


        	Enhanced emotional regulation: The practice helps build emotional resilience and reduce automatic, negative reactions to stressors. By training the mind to observe thoughts without judgment, it can decrease rumination and allow for a more balanced response to challenging situations.


        	Reduced anxiety and depression: A wide range of studies show that mindfulness meditation can significantly reduce the symptoms of depression and anxiety. For some, its effects are comparable to those of antidepressant medication, offering an effective tool for managing these mental health conditions.


        	Greater self-awareness and self-compassion: Meditators often develop a clearer understanding of their own thoughts, feelings, and impulses. This can lead to greater psychological freedom, less impulsive behavior, and a more compassionate attitude toward oneself. 


      


      Physical health effects


      

        	Lowered blood pressure and heart rate: By activating the parasympathetic nervous system (the “rest and digest” response), meditation helps reduce resting heart rate and blood pressure, taking the body out of a chronic “fight or flight” state.


        	Reduced inflammation: Chronic stress increases inflammation, which contributes to many diseases. Meditation has been shown to reduce inflammatory markers and the expression of pro-inflammatory genes in the body.


        	Strengthened immune system: By reducing stress and inflammation, meditation can indirectly boost immune function. Studies on mindfulness training have observed stronger immune responses to vaccinations.


        	Improved sleep: By calming the nervous system, meditation can help shorten the time it takes to fall asleep and improve the overall quality of sleep.


        	Pain management: Meditation can alter the brain’s processing of pain, helping manage symptoms of chronic conditions like fibromyalgia and migraines. It does this by decoupling the physical sensation of pain from the emotional reaction to it. 


      


    


    As I said at the very beginning of this post, I write as a personal testimony, and out of gratitude.  And in a more particular sense I write to those many, many people blighted by the curse of unhappiness, depression or any similar malady of the soul.


    I have proved to myself that lasting, genuine, dramatic change is possible. 


    I hope you might “give it a go”.


    Illustration: A Man Reading: Rogier van der Weyden, c. 1450
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    An enormous amount of bullshit on the topic resolves into two simple polar opposites.


    Scientists believe that there is no room for true free will: there is no ghost in the machine, no non physical presence (call it a soul, or whatever you wish) which can alter or affect physical reality.


    A shrinking minority still believes in a soul or that consciousness is a fundamental property of the universe. The latter being a law on par with gravity or one of the other fundamental forces of nature.


    It is true that certain philosophers have tried to create an ugly botch job they call “compatibilism”: a nonsensical approach which tries to pretend free will can exist alongside pure physical determinism. But if you examine it dispassionately, you will find it depressingly feeble.  It admits no possibility of any true ability to interfere in the causal chain.


    “Causal Chain” – think about it in these terms.  Physics (matter and energy) is all that exists in reality: every single event (including every single thought) that has ever been or will ever be, is determined by what came before it. What “caused” it. Think of it like this: reality is a giant billiard table: everything which occurs happens as one billiard ball collides with another. Absolutely no choices are made or can ever be made. It all follows an everlasting and unbroken chain – everything depends entirely on the physical event which preceded it.


    So pure determinism (the idea at one polar extreme) holds that everything since the big bang and forward in time is entirely predictable and determined.  Or would be if we had enough computing power and information.  


    If you start investigating the subject you will find a horrible mess and a whole bunch of opinionated talking heads making absurd distinctions and talking of angels dancing on pinheads.


    So many hairs.  So much splitting.


    Ignore it. Dip in if you must, but if you are purely rational and dispassionate in your investigation you will find the situation is as I describe above. The bullshit is in the detail – the endless petty arguments and stupid words, the thousands of ways in which the two polar opposites I describe are tarted up and carved up to try and find a way out of the apparent dilemma.


    It all boils down to belief: do you believe there is a ghost in the machine or don’t you.


    Science is not absolute, not all powerful. Not omniscient.  There are vast and glaring gaps in our knowledge of reality.


    That is why the existence (or otherwise) of free will is currently a matter of belief only. There are no facts, although the scientist will try and convince you otherwise. And indeed such evidence as has been discovered by no means favours free will. We are robots, or the audience in a cinema – merely watching what passes, unable to affect anything.  Unable to cause anything to happen.  Indeed, our very awareness is in many senses simply an illusion.  Or thus claim the physicists.


    If you find yourself unable to believe in the scientific view then you might comfort yourself that what remains to be discovered about reality is likely to dwarf what we currently know.  


    And that a ghost of some sort may eventually poke its head out of the ether.


    Illustration: The Creation of Adam, Michelangelo
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    They were right all along, the peaceniks and beatniks, the hippies and the ban the bombers. Flower Power could heal the world, given the chance. But armed forces can never make either peace, or love, for that is not their purpose.


    The tin-pot, demented dictator with the ginger wig looks set to take over Greenland and with the most powerful army on earth, no one can stop him.


    You thought you didn’t like Putin very much. Another hair brained maniac intent on empire and conflict.  And what of Benjamin Netanyahu, determined to inflict holocaust, having learnt nothing from the suffering of his own race.


    So much for international law, for NATO, for the US constitution. A geriatric thug with a bad case of narcissism and incipient dementia has pissed all over all of it and no one is stopping him.


    So much for Peace and Love.


    The trumpets of war sound in every corner. Armies are to be increased and paraded and manoeuvred and given their head once again. 


    And all on the pretext of “peace” and “security”.  Such lame excuses justify the murder of untried people in fast boats on the ocean. The kidnap and imprisonment of heads of state. The invasion of neighbours and foreign lands. 


    The Empires Strike Back! Russian or American, what difference, who cares.  Lebensraum.  Theft of oil and minerals.  The demonisation of the “enemy” who must be conquered, eliminated, overrun.


    If any of this sounds familiar, then it ought  to. It has happened with monotonous regularity over thousands and thousands of years.  Again, and again and again. 


    Only Flower Power can stop it.


    Or at least the underlying philosophy which brought out mass demonstrations against war, brutality and greed.


    It was Vietnam in those days and it was the Russian communist bogyman who had to be defeated.  With napalm and vast fleets of bombers.


    And so on through the ages back to the dawn of humanity and on to our eventual demise; in all probability.


    For those determined not to get caught up in the feverish nonsense of humanity it looks so absurd and unnecessary. So avoidable.  


    The world is a bubbling, heaving mass of unnecessary “doing”. Whereas all we need “do” is to “be”.


    To want what we have, not what others have got. To understand ourselves, to see what mean and ugly motives generally drive us.  To spend our time improving life by looking after our people, not filling our own pockets.


    By ditching armies and war and by concentrating on science and improving our planet. By preventing the obscene injustice whereby the rich own the world and the rest lie in the dirt.


    It isn’t politics, it’s simply decency. 


    So very little of what goes on in the world matters. Nothing matters really – except peace and love. What a silly phrase and yet how true.  The endless grubbing around like pigs in the dirt for more of this and that. The absurdity of economic growth and the destruction of the very base of our survival – a fragile planet.


    How little we need to live a good life and yet we endlessly seek more. Always at somebody else’s expense.


    Commerce is a zero sum game – someone is always on the take.  Trying to convince the losers he is on their side.


    How often has all this been said. How many religions have taught all this and failed. 


    Lay down in front of the tanks. Even if only metaphorically. Vote for peace not war. Vote for equality not capitalism and commerce.


    Lay down flowers. Look within to better understand the view without.


    It’s never too late.
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    And they have always been there. The question is what, if anything, to do about it.


    “The Tao gives birth to One. One gives birth to Two. Two gives birth to Three. Three gives birth to the ten thousand things.” 


    So the ten thousand things are the whole almighty infinity we see around us, the whole complex web of everything from the micro to the macroscopic.  


     Taoist practice involves looking past the distractions and divisions of the Ten Thousand Things to return to a state of stillness and unity with the Tao. From which the ten thousand things arose.


    It is within this context that we should view the swaggering pigmy in the ginger wig and his like. The petty sabre rattlers and swindlers, the power brokers and the power hungry, those who think they move and shake the earth, and make the rain.


    Like goldfish in their bowls they are unable to see the greater reality around them and hence rattle around in their earthly cave, convinced that what they do and think have some importance.


    And indeed such people hold the power of life and death over the “lesser” beings who are unable or disinclined to play such silly games.


    Are you prepared to break out of the goldfish bowl. Are you prepared to dismantle the prison in which you have entombed yourself. Are you willing to remove the bars on the window of your psyche and let the sun shine in.


    If you want to, you can. Break out. And once you have done so the world never looks the same again.


    You don’t hate the swaggering pygmy or plot his downfall. You don’t plot anybody’s downfall, you simply retire, withdraw, refuse to be involved. See it all for the silly game it is and concentrate on the bigger picture – the unified whole not the ever confusing and unimportant detail.


    So ignore the swaggering ginger pigmy and all the other swaggering pigmies. 


    It is easier said than done if you are pinned to the ground with the pigmy’s boot in your face. With the ICE Blackshirts hunting you down. Or the KGB. Or the petty officials leading you to the death camps.


    It has all happened before, it is happening now and it will happen again. Endlessly, while our species lasts.


    Your only defence is equanimity and acceptance. Not of brutality and death but of its existence.


    Hide the Jew in your attic if you have the courage. Shelter the black man whose face will otherwise be shattered by the stormtroopers. But don’t believe you will ever stop it or your hopes will destroy you.


    If you can escape do so.  Join the Ship of Fools if you must, but be prepared to face rejection at the gates of the promised land, like the Jews on the MS St. Louis.


    Leave Russia and run to Israel. Leave Germany and cross the Chanel to England. Run, rabbit, run run run.


    Perhaps you will be lucky and avoid the jackboot. Or perhaps you will end in Treblinka or the Gulag. Who knows, who can tell. 


    You have little say in the “great” events of history and must simply hope to be lucky enough not to get picked on. Caught in the terrible mangle of war, terror, famine or disease. Poverty or displacement, homelessness or worse.


    And if you do get caught and cannot face it, then who would blame you for pulling the plug on existence. Taking the ultimate way out. Pulling the trigger, arranging your own “final solution”.


    Not I, for sure.


    So help where you can. Help yourself by all means, and others too. But ultimately, you must resign from the world one way or another. Hopefully equanimity will be all that is necessary, hopefully equanimity will enable you to ride the storm. Roll with the punches. 


    In any event it’s your best option. 


    If everyone broke out of the goldfish bowl and saw the futility of human ambition we might rise like a phoenix from the ashes of the ruins we have created.


    But even a single seeker of the truth is better than nothing. Even a single escape from the madness all around us is to be celebrated.
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    As the world writhes in the grip of rapidly increasing extremism and greed, it would be well to imagine what a better world would look like.


    A peaceful but profound revolution is needed in the way society is organised to achieve the highest possible degree of equality.


    It is sad to witness the behavior of the ruling US political class, and it would be unfair to blame the appalling shift in emphasis on the President alone. Primarily one must blame the voters, although once in, it is difficult to dislodge a rogue president, especially when his own party has a majority in both Houses.


    Behind Trump stand men and women equal or worse, ready and no doubt willing to take his place as age withers him.  The talk is of aggression and power: we shall take what we want from the rest of the world whether you like it or not. Their playbook is depressingly familiar. 


    Not satisfied with inflicting violence on foreign sovereign states, the ruling elite is also intent on coercing and subduing its own people.  Those who dissent are swiftly dealt with by branches of the state which ought to be separate and impartial, but which are  quickly becoming part of the political machine.  How many times in history have we seen the same moves played out. Fear is rampant and the state has its boot on the face of the people.  


    ICE and the National Guard send chilling reminders of the jackboots which paraded roughshod over people in another century.  Killings are no longer to be investigated – might is right. The elite is right and woe betide anyone who gets in the way. 


    The US has been riding down this brutal road for a while. Guantanamo Bay and extraordinary rendition, torture and murder come to mind. Now the ruling elite seems to be turning on its own people.  


    Leaders in Europe and elsewhere refuse to call a spade a spade. Refuse to express their disgust and distaste for what is happening in the US.  So far, no action is being taken on the threats to Greenland and elsewhere, and it is difficult to see much that can be done if the military juggernaut and its violent drivers are determined to invade.


    But it is certainly time to cut dependence on the US. Time to cease being yes men.  Time to stand up for decency against greed, violence and hypocrisy.


    Time to accept that what is happening is inherently evil, and that such evil is by no means new.  And by no means an American monopoly. What country in the past has not relied on violence to subdue both its own population and that of its neighbours.  What country has not invaded, enslaved, stolen. Murdered.


    And so I come to the point of my post once again – the need for draconian reform of human society. Everywhere. The need to make sure that people like Trump cannot rule over us. 


    The need to make sure that no one can: that we have rules but no rulers. I am a Utopian but it does no harm to dream.


    So here are a few well rehearsed ideas on egalitarianism. Which will, of course, never see the light of day.


    Tax Reform 


    Establish global high progressive wealth and income taxes, close tax loopholes, shut tax havens.  Abolish inheritance to prevent the inter-generational concentration of wealth.  Abolish “wealth mountains”.


    Asset and Resource Redistribution


    Abolish land ownership to ensure that all individuals have equal access to essential resources and opportunities; provide fair use rather than ownership. Establish a Universal Basic Income to cover basic needs and Universal Basic Services including housing, education, food and healthcare.


    
Political Reform 


    Abolish elitism, elite institutions and the political class to give equal participation to all citizens.  Move to proportional representation. Moving decision-making power away from central “corridors of power” toward local and regional bodies.  Expose and outlaw vested interests. Establish and enforce credible legal sanctions for corruption.


    
Legal Reform


    Abolish all forms of legal immunity for elites and ensure every human has access to the same quality of legal defense and due process.


    Environmental Reform


    Treat natural resources and the atmosphere as a “global commons” – a paradigm shift away from national sovereignty and private ownership toward collective stewardship and equitable distribution.


    
Social Reform


    Enforce anti-discrimination laws that dismantle hierarchies based on race, gender, religion, and sexual orientation.


    
Workplace Reform


    Mandate the transition of corporations into worker-owned cooperatives where employees have an equal vote in management and profit-sharing.


    
Technological Reform


    Ensure that life-saving innovations and AI advancements are open-source and publicly owned to prevent a “digital divide” in human capability.


    
Relational Reform


    Shift societal norms away from status-seeking and meritocratic elitism toward a culture of mutual respect, co-operation and horizontal social relations. 


    Environment


    Encourage a severe reduction in the world population.  Give rights to animals and prevent their use as food. Stop the concretisation of land and restore a nature based landscape. Stop pollution. 


    



    


  


  


This article was downloaded by calibre from https://zenothestoic.com/2026/01/12/man-is-born-free-and-everywhere-he-is-in-chains/



 | Section menu | Main menu | 




  | Next | Section menu | Main menu | Previous | 




  
		Trump Uber Alles

		January 26, 2026

		
		


  

    

      [image: ]

    


  


  

    Heil Donald.


    I went to evensong last night and I find myself wondering why.


    The answer is assuredly that I find comfort in the extraordinary beauty of the high Anglican tradition. 


    I have done so throughout my life – from prep school aged 8 when I sang in a glorious Saxon church, through public school when I attended daily morning prayer in Westminster Abbey, through to university when I would sit in the ancient college chapel which doubles as Oxford’s cathedral.


    Does this sound snobby, smug and self congratulatory? Highly probably, and there is a certain element, even in my conscious thoughts, of economic and class privilege which has enabled me to lead a life which most would find highly privileged and pampered.


    My privileged life is not something I regret and I feel no need to apologise for it. And yet I am very, very grateful. I acknowledge my enormous luck, the random chance of having been born into an environment which has given me so many advantages.  Which I have done nothing to earn.


    I was reluctant to go out in the freezing cold last night, but I had a hankering to hear what our good natured priest might have to say about the state of the world.  And in particular the ominous rebirth of fascism in the US and throughout Europe.


    For some the church is all about doctrine and so it transpired last night. Had I bothered to reflect a while before going, I would have realised that yesterday was the date for the celebration of the Pauline Ephipnay. 


    I have to say I have always found good old Saul grating in the extreme. Pompous, bombastic and nonsensical. Jargon ridden hogwash.  I’m a Jesus man, me.  The Sermon on the Mount says it all – all the rest I find absurd.


    I cannot and will not believe in god in any conventional sense, and as for the “love” of god, where is it to be found in this brave new Trumpian world?


    Although of course there is nothing whatsoever new about the mean Ginger Tyrant’s base behaviour and sick motives. 


    My heart sank last night when the good preacher mentioned nothing about the state of the world but instead droned out St Saul’s tedious doctrinal balderdash.


    What would Jesus the man have made of our world?  Perhaps he would suggest “rendering unto” Trump, Putin and Jinping. Some say the historical Jesus sought not change on earth but adherence to a separate world of god. I’m not so sure. I prefer to imagine the historical Jesus would have suggested practical and positive ways to improve earthly happiness and to achieve an egalitarian and just society.


    Even if only by way of example. By the life which he and his disciples led. And that, for me is what Jesus was all about. And is about. And as such he has much in common with many of the world’s spiritual leaders, not least the Buddha.


    The trouble is it is rather hard to render unto Trump when he has his boot in your face. When he is dismantling the US Constitution and its precious safeguards.


    Just as it must have been hard to render unto Hitler when he was herding you to the death camps. 


    But if the church is to remain relevant, it cannot, in my view, stand by and preach some imaginary heavenly kingdom when the likes of Trump are creating a real, visceral hell on earth.


    It should not be preaching preposterous, convoluted Pauline gibberish when the stormtroopers are marching the streets once again intent on murder and mayhem.


    Perhaps the separation of church and state is a mistake. I do not think we should be rendering unto Caesar.


    I am with Bonhoeffer. I don’t want to assassinate anybody (even the evil ginger pigmy) but I would like to see the church pushing for more relevance. For egality, for justice, for the rights of man.


    I would like to see “my” church, “our” church calling for jam now rather than jam tomorrow. I would like to see our church in all its beauty and majesty contributing to a vision of what life on earth could and should be like. 


    I have no doubt my views will cause great offence to those of a more doctrinal disposition, and for that I apologise. But I do have “Faith” of a sort and I maintain my right to proclaim it.


    My god may be that of Spinoza and Einstein but my god has a profound belief in justice, democracy and “love”.


    You will never see any politician up to the job – so perhaps the preachers could make more of a positive and active effort to transform society.


    I admit that I have no idea quite how but I must give the matter further thought.


    I will continue to reap the enormous benefit I find in High Anglicanism. I will continue to sit in our beautiful churches and listen to the extraordinary music Christianity has created. I will continue to be bowled over by the beauty and vision of our art and our architecture.


    And I will hope that the spirit of Bonhoeffer will encourage us all to work towards a world where the meek can inherit the earth.
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    In the beginning was the word, and the word was “god”. In the beginning was the word, and the word was sunyata. In the beginning was the word and the word was without end.


    Call it Braham, if you will. Or the Ayin. The Ein Sof. Speak of Fana if you wish, or The Tao, the formless and ineffable source and pattern of the cosmos.


    Those who truly feel non duality, those who understand the non existence of ego would fain attempt to foist their experience on others. Those who have experienced reality know that you cannot teach it.


    True prophets don’t wage holy wars. Those who have seen the face of god don’t seek to conquer and subdue. Above all they claim no exclusive access to ultimate truth. It’s just that they have seen it and others have not and maybe never will.


    You do not shout and scream and wage jihad if you have seen the illusion, if you have looked upon the nakedness of the emperor. Instead you find yourself in a forest glade in Lothlorien. You set up home on the green hill in the Western Wild of Narnia.


    I talk in allegory and metaphor but reality is best described that way. It is all that is. An infinite swirling pattern, a whole of which we are an integral and essential part.


    Western religion has largely missed the point except for a few mystics who have seen through the veil. St Saul the Deceived and Mohammed the Bloodthirsty have foolishly wrought death and destruction through a combined two thousand years.


    They only ever saw through the glass darkly, and to this day they remain clouded in thick and impenetrable mist.


    Eastern and ancient greek philosophy, all those thousands of years ago, perceived a truth which is only now beginning to be seen. Democritus had a vision of the Atomos and so was some of the way there. But you have to go farther east to those who saw the real truth – emptiness.


    There is no energy, there is no matter. At rock bottom we are beginning to realise there is only information, patterns, structure, mathematics.  Call that god, if you will. 


    Check out the Higgs Bosun – a perfect physical representation of the Logos—an invisible, mathematical “ordering principle” that permeates every inch of space, giving substance to what would otherwise be nothingness.  Look at Rainforest Realism where “agency” is seen as a high-level functional property of certain physical systems, rather than a violation of physical laws.  It gives back meaning from the brutal aridity of the materialist worldview. It gives back agency and a form of free will.


    In the Narnia metaphor, if the universe is the “Green Hill,” the Higgs boson is the scent of the silver apple—the evidence that a higher order exists, even if we cannot see the Tree itself.


    Science re-clothes the concept of Sunyata: “emptiness” is not “nothingness” but rather the very ground of existence.


    We are transitioning from seeing reality through a glass darkly, to actually touching the face of god.


    From Ancient Greece to Narnia and Middle Earth, from Buddhist voids to Quantum fields we are circling a single truth: that the visible world is a thin veil over a much deeper, invisible logic.


    We exist in a rainbow forest: like the rainbow we are both real and not real. We exist in some senses and in others we do not. 


    Even if most scientists lack poetry or a conception of the divine, the best of their theories do not.


    Mine is the god of Einstein and Spinoza. How profoundly beautiful.
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    Premise


    I will attempt a defence of “meaning” and “free will” – and will suggest that the prevailing doctrine of strict physicalism is a limited and outdated theory of reality.


    I intend to outline briefly the argument for (among other related and supportive theories) strong emergentism, a rival theory of reality, which may prove a more accurate description of how the cosmos works. 


    In a nutshell, the sum is more than its parts. And thus meaning can arise, and with it, free will. Without which there can be no meaning.


    I somewhat grandiloquently describe this blog as a Weltanschauung – a worldview. My worldview.


    Not everyone has an interest in the big questions of life, but that interest has been my preoccupation since childhood.


     Who and what are we? Where do we come from, why are we here? How should we live our short lives, how should we treat our fellow man, our planet and the flora and fauna we share it with.


    Is there any purpose or meaning to our existence, or indeed our universe.  What is death.


    Do we have freedom, the ability to choose what we think and how we act.


    Is there any importance to art, beauty, or music. How do you define or describe these phenomena.


    How should we organise our society. 


    And above all, what is consciousness. 


    My blog has been a catharsis – a way of explaining to my satisfaction how to answer all of these questions so far as I have been able.


    In a great measure it has forced me to examine my own life and my attitude to all around me. How can I lead a good life unless I have reflected on what part I play here. Unless I have examined and understood my emotions, behaviour and motives.


    I have reached a stage where my worldview has more or less crystallised. I feel comfortable in my own skin, having spent much of my life very uncomfortable indeed.


    My journey has led me deep into philosophy and science and far away from religion and supernatural belief.


    Much as I may couch my thoughts in poetic terms, much as my language is informed by my immersion in the culture of religion and spirituality, my beliefs lie elsewhere. I am a rational man not prone to blind faith, and I find traditional belief systems, although sometimes not without great beauty, outdated and untenable.


    What then do I believe, if not in the god of my ancestors. And that brings me to the purpose of this post.


    Some will be offended by what I have to say, some disappointed. Many will disagree with some or all of my beliefs, and some may find them ridiculous and ill conceived . No matter, they are my beliefs and I share them in the hope that they may make sense to some. I have adopted my worldview to console myself for a world which has long appeared to me to be an arid and cruel desert.


    Perhaps there may be a little truth in what I say. And if so, some may even find some comfort.


    I will start with the worst construction of reality and do my best to persuade you that it can be improved.  That our scientists have boxed themselves into a corner and can’t see their way out. That they need to start asking themselves about the intrinsic nature of our reality rather than simply measure it.


    The Clockwork Universe 


    Since Newton, science has insisted we inhabit a purely deterministic world where every event is entirely predictable and follows the rigid rule of absolute cause and effect.  Worse, Einstein lumbered us with the Block Universe: the past, present, and future all exist simultaneously as a static, four-dimensional “block” of spacetime. 


    The result is that we are mere spectators in a cinema, if that. We have no agency in the world, no ability to act upon physical matter, no choice as to what we think or do.  Our sense of self is an illusion.


    The discovery of quantum mechanics seemed to promise a different order of reality at the sub atomic realm – one where randomness rules. But even here, scientists soon found that quantum events could be described in the round by probability and have a limited effect on the macro world of people and stars and planets.  At the smallest scales we see randomness but this washes out at the larger scale of the world we humans live in.


    We thus continue our macabre robotic dance. Or so scientists would have us believe.


    The Clockwork Universe destroys the very meaning of our lives – even our thoughts are written in a tablet of stone and turn out to be not ours at all. 


    There are however cogent arguments against the existence of the Block Universe which may help to free us from the lifeless desert of pure physicalism.


    Presentism is one such theory: Only the present is real. The past is gone, and the future has not happened yet.  The Growing Block is another: The past and present are real, but the future is an empty void. Reality “grows” as each new moment is added to the block.  And then there is the Branching Future concept: The past is a single fixed line, but the future consists of many possible paths that only become one “real” timeline once they happen.  Such arguments are based in quantum mechanics, information theory, thermodynamics and various other lines of thought.


    So perhaps our universe is not so clockwork after all.


    


    Chaos


    Chaos theory sounds good, but properly understood, many argue it offers no way out of the clockwork prison.


    Here is how it goes. You may imagine the weather is unpredictable. Or stock markets. Or the events of a human life. It certainly seems that way.


    Not so say the scientists. If you understand with enough precision the initial state of the universe and every single variable then you can calculate the movement of every single atom and subatomic particle from the time of the Big Bang through to the end of the universe.


    The weather is chaotic and may look unpredictable, but we are assured that given enough information and computing power, it is as regular as clockwork, as is everything else in this nightmare scenario science has foisted on us.


    But you may be able to see a glimmer of hope in all this chaos.


    Unpredictability “emerges” as an inherent feature of a chaotic system’s complexity. In practice we can never know all the necessary variables for prediction and even if we could, we could never calculate the end result. Thus what at first seems deterministic becomes unknowable in practice.  Unpredictability becomes an emergent reality and predictability becomes a mathematical fiction.


    And even if predictability were not a fiction, the computational irreducibility of chaotic systems mean there is no shortcut to find the eventual answer. The only way to find out how a chaotic system pans out over time is to watch the system itself to see what it does.


    So far so good, but no actual breach of the materialist world view. Chaos sounds refreshing and less of a prison, but it’s still clockwork deep down.


    Unless.


    Remember the butterfly, which, flapping its wings creates a hurricane over the other side of the world? Perhaps after all, quantum randomness can leap up into the macro world of an ultra sensitive complex system and thus such a system ceases to be mechanical and predictable.


    Or take a look at the Mandelbrot set. Or Conway’s Game of Life. We move away from mathematical determinism to mathematical realism. Knowing the rule is not the same as knowing the result. The rule is finite, the result infinite. If there is no mathematical short cut to the result, the future of that result is new information which didn’t exist before it was calculated. 


    New information? It’s beginning to look like a gap might be opening in the deterministic jail.


    The rules are set, but the book of the future hasn’t been written yet; it is being “written” by the math as it executes.


    Structural Realism


    Let us shift the conversation from “what we can calculate” to “what actually exists”.


    Physics seems to be leading us inexorably forward to the conclusion that nothing “exists” in any common sense way. Matter doesn’t exist – it’s empty space and force fields.


    Some are leaning towards the theory that all that exists is the structure. Information, mathematics, the relationships themselves. 


    Patterns are the most fundamental and “real” basis of the universe, not underlying objects or forces.


    Related concepts can be seen in Max Tegmark’s Mathematical Universe, John Archibald Wheeler’s “it from bit”, Penrose’s mathematical platonic realm.


    So in the Mandelbrot set, the mathematical rule isn’t the primary thing: the fractal structure it produces is the objective reality.


    The complex chaotic patterns we see all around us are just as real as the rules that created them. The complexity isn’t a by-product of simple rules: the infinitely complex fractal structures become an emergent reality.  Unpredictability becomes a real ontological feature of the universe.


    Emergent Autonomy 


    Chaotic systems are structurally real but computationally autonomous. The initial equation becomes irrelevant to the reality of the system’s behaviour.


    Complexity is fundamental not derivative: The “outcome” of the Mandelbrot equation is a new piece of reality that is not contained within the seed of the equation.


    And so for all complexity evolving from the roots of simple atoms. Including consciousness.


    This leads towards a view of Strong Emergence—the idea that these chaotic patterns actually have causal power of their own, independent of the math that started them.


     We may veer towards a startling conclusion: the universe is not a machine where the smallest laws dictate everything, but a reality where new levels of existence constantly assert their own autonomy.


    Once a chaotic pattern reaches a certain level of complexity (a “real pattern” ), it begins to exercise downward causation.  And these apparently random and chaotic patterns begin to author stability, to move from mere unpredictability towards self derived meaning and purpose.


    Conclusion


    I am are arguing for a “Creative Universe.” Predictability fails not because our tools are weak, but because the future of a chaotic system actually hasn’t been decided yet—it is authored by the emergence of the structure itself.


    Time and the laws of nature are dynamic and evolving. Physical laws are more like habits which become strongly embedded over time but these habits evolve, making the future genuinely unpredictable and allowing for true novelty, rather consigning us to a pre-written block. Evolution becomes a creative force, and a universe which seems to have arisen ex-nihilo is in reality in the process of becoming, rather than existing as a finished static four dimensional object.


    We humans are the mechanism by which the universe explores itself. Our creativity, biological evolution, and technological progress aren’t just “happening” inside the universe—they are part of the universe growing and increasing in complexity and interest.


    Nor is there the slightest reason to limit this ability to humans. Any pattern of sufficient complexity to achieve similarly advanced sentience would, on the same grounds, become capable of the same feats.  And this would certainly include artificial intelligence, should it ever achieve awareness and the ability to ponder its own existence.


    Through science, art, and daily perception, humans extract meaning from the chaos. By naming things, measuring them, and observing them, we “firm up” the universe. The world takes on high-definition detail where we turn our attention.


    We are autonomous agents whose internal processes are woven into the fabric of reality.


    We are not just characters in a book which has already been written. When we think, learn, and choose, we are a part of the universe deciding what it wants to become next.


    Perhaps we are “just” information or structure but we have real autonomous agency with causal power of our own. We are a new piece of reality which has emerged from the simple beginnings of hydrogen and helium.  
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    Who’re you rootin’ for?


    A vicious and bigoted Dark Age Theocracy? A bunch of murdering thugs in the Likud Party? The Hesbollox religious nutters? The delightful Houthis? Or perhaps the Ginger Pygmy and his ill educated rednecks?


    Let’s face it, it’s not much of a choice. The similarities are more striking than the differences and god help us if the November mid terms are high jacked by the moron in the orange toupee.


    So much for the War to End All Wars. So much for the UN and all the rest of the useless related paraphernalia.


    So much for the equally absurd religions of the US Christian Right, the insane Jewish extremists (whose god promised them dominion over the entire Middle East) and the Arabs.  Hilarious to think they all worship the same god, and all believe god is with them in their murderous endeavours.


    Equally amusing to realise the Jews of Israel and the Arabs of the Middle East are of the same racial stock.


    I was at evensong last night, listening to Numbers 21. Guess what, the Jews kicked the shit out of King Og of Bashan – a Syrian gent.


    “And they turned and went up by the way of Bashan: and Og the king of Bashan went out against them, he, and all his people, to the battle at Edrei. And the LORD said unto Moses, Fear him not: for I have delivered him into thy hand, and all his people, and his land; and thou shalt do to him as thou didst unto Sihon king of the Amorites, which dwelt at Heshbon. So they smote him, and his sons, and all his people, until there was none left him alive: and they possessed his land.”


    Nice bloke old Yahweh, innit. Trouble is he’s playing a double game. Whose side is he on? God knows (no pun intended).  The US and the Jews? Or the equally pleasantly behaved Mohammedans?


    It’s anyone’s guess really, and always has been.  Some god eh? The treacherous swine.


    How sadly pathetic that the past is endlessly repeated. How sick and evil our species is.


    Endless wars over endless thousands of years and all over the same petty human concerns.
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