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For all who devoted their lives to realizing the nature of mind. Without their longing for liberation, their courage, perseverance, and wisdom, the authentic Spiritual Path would have remained impassable.

The Supreme Insight


This immediate awareness (rigpa), radiant and without any substance,

is the supreme insight.

This all-pervading freedom from reference point and concepts,

is the supreme meditation.

This uncontrived abiding, free of deliberation and attachments,

is the supreme activity.

This original and spontaneous presence, which need not be sought,

is the supreme attainment.

— Shabkar (1781–1851)
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Introduction


From personal development to spiritual liberation


In our organized society, arriving at a desired destination is almost inevitable. For physical destinations we rely on our memory if we have been there before, a map or GPS app if we do not know the way, or we take transport that, once we have boarded, drops us off more or less at the door.


How different it is to set out on your journey toward personal development and spiritual liberation. To begin with, the destination itself can be hard to determine — it is, after all, a virtual destination — and the route toward it is not unambiguous. The ambiguity arises because it is a dynamic interplay between ourselves and our experiences. This means, certainly on the stretch toward spiritual liberation, that the goal may change as we change our route: by changing teacher, traveling companions, or guiding philosophy.


This fluidity makes our journey exhilarating, but sometimes confusing as well, while stagnation, in whatever form, occurs regularly. Sometimes it is necessary to change route or destination in order to do justice to the insights and experiences you have gained. But, as in other areas of life — such as work, relationships, family — our tendency toward attachment means we cannot easily free ourselves from routes and company that no longer fit. In my life, my first great change took shape when, at 22, I decided to break off my sculpture training at the art academy and go to India, to the teacher Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. The I Ching, a Chinese oracle book popular at the time, which I consulted for advice, indicated that ‘crossing the great water,’ the ocean, would be a good thing. And in hindsight it was — a choice that gave my whole life a different direction and content.


I have now been working for over 40 years as a (gestalt) therapist, trainer, and author, and I never resumed my sculpture training after returning. I have never regretted it — though I would note that guilt and regret are two concepts (and experiences) that, in my view, stem from a lack of clarity about one’s own motives and underlying beliefs. Fortunately, I have proved rather unreceptive to these limiting feelings, and ever since that formative experience in India I have tried to apply taking responsibility as my guiding principle.


The concept of ‘personal growth’ covers a wide spectrum of possible meanings. What it must contain in any case, I believe, is the insight that it is an ongoing process. In the theory of the psychologist Abraham Maslow (1908–1970), the realization of individual capacities through ‘personal growth’ plays, as one of the first, a major role. He assumed in all human beings a tendency to want to realize their unique potential in their lives. Maslow defines this process with his famous term self-actualization as: ‘the desire to become more and more what one is: to become everything that one is capable of becoming.’


Later he added to his classic hierarchy of needs (Maslow’s pyramid, p. 170) the highest level of ‘self-transcendence,’ the capacity to transcend one’s own self. The terms ‘self-actualization’ and ‘self-transcendence’ effectively mark the path from personal development to spiritual liberation. Interestingly, what is at stake here is the realization of capacities and states already present within us. The condition, however, is that we have met the earlier basic needs before we can turn to the realization of the ‘higher’ needs.


According to Maslow, the degree to which people manage to meet their needs in a stable way determines their level of development. This approach to development as the unfolding of capacities already present resonates in various traditions and with various thinkers. William James, a pioneer in psychology, regarded human development as a process in which potential unfolds through interaction with our experiences and choices — a more dynamic perspective but with the same essence: freeing what is already present within us.


In the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, too, we find an intriguing formulation of what personal growth and spiritual liberation can be: “The riddle which man must solve, he can only solve in Being, in being what he is and not something else, in the immutable.” Striking in these perspectives are the paradoxes they contain of ‘doing’ versus ‘not-doing’ (being), and of ‘change’ versus ‘the immutable.’ This apparent contradiction underlies many of the dilemmas the personal grower encounters on the way to spiritual liberation.


Doing and not-doing

At first glance it seems that when you do, you are not, and when you are, you do not(hing). Personal growth, in Maslow’s terms, means realizing through Doing that which (already) is. Nietzsche seems rather to suggest that through Being we naturally come to that ‘Doing’ we came here for: solving the riddle. Development is neither purely active nor passive, but more like a dance between purposeful practice and allowing natural unfolding to take place ‘of itself.’


It is a subtle process in which the conscious removal of obstacles plays a central role. This book is about the various aspects, theoretical and practical, of personal development toward spiritual liberation. That development can be summed up briefly and aptly as — from doing to not-doing. It offers you a deepening view of what this adage means in practice. After all, a theory or perspective without practical application has very limited value in your life.


From working on, to transcending, the self

The essence of personal growth lies in developing our ‘self,’ our potential capacities. Further along the way toward spiritual liberation, the essence shifts to fully including and then transcending that very self, by activating our capacity for transformation. Ken Wilber (1949) uses a handy example to clarify the distinction between apparent and actual transformation: development is pictured as a skyscraper — development here means going from one floor (stage of development) to the next, higher floor (stage of development).


Translation

Wilber calls apparent development translation: here you make changes on the same floor in terms of furnishing, the arrangement of objects, and colors. Translation is a form of ‘window dressing’ that suggests transformation but is not — you remain, after all, on the same floor, with the same perspective. We see this phenomenon frequently in New Age movements: the suggestion of, but no real, transformation.


Transformation

This is actually arriving — through the process of including and transcending — at a higher and more spacious perspective. From a higher floor you have an essentially different perspective, with deeper and more essential insight. Transformation through including and transcending — the how of consciousness development — demands far more attention, courage, and perseverance than translation.


It is the practice of transcending the self — that self you have called ‘I’ your whole life. At the same time, real transformation is not without risk: in the process of including and transcending, obstacles will present themselves, and upon arrival you have as yet no experiential knowledge on that floor, with that perspective.


The themes

This book invites you to a deepening inquiry that begins with Perception — how we perceive and interpret reality — and takes you through crucial areas of human development. Via the cultivation of Attention and Awareness and Training Your Mind, we come to the practice of Meditation as a transformative discipline. The theme of the Spiritual Path deepens your understanding of what spiritual development entails, while the themes of Relationships and Reactivity show how this development manifests in our interactions with others.


The theme of Consciousness Development offers a structured framework for mapping your own development. The later chapters on Meaning, Leadership, Wisdom, and Truth complete the circle, as we return to the fundamental question: How can we realize our unique potential while at the same time transcending the boundaries of the self?


Consciousness Development

Our potential Consciousness Development consists of an ongoing process of consciously including a content and then consciously transcending it. In this process I distinguish 4 Phases (chronological) — the Autonomous, Emotional, Mental, and Realization Phase — and 5 subphases per Phase.

[image: Diagram of the 4 Phases of Consciousness Development. Left, the four Phases: Autonomous, Emotional, Mental, and Realization. Right, the five Subphases, each with its characterization: Experience is what you have – Unconscious identification; Aware is what you are – Conscious identification; Reflecting is what you do – Conscious disidentification; Conscious is what you become – Inclusion; Realization is – Transcendence.]

This developmental model forms a common thread throughout the book, even where it is not explicitly mentioned. Each section of the book highlights aspects that are relevant at different phases of development — from fundamental perceptual skills to the highest wisdom.


The paradox of ‘doing’ and ‘being,’ of active development and passive unfolding, finds its resolution in the insight that the truth is absolutely relative — always dependent on the level of consciousness from which we regard it. What appears a contradiction at one level becomes a complementary unity at a higher level.


In that sense, this book is both a practical guide and an invitation to transformation — a journey from personal development to spiritual liberation, in which you are both the traveler and the destination.


The book is structured so that you can read it in one go, but better still in parts — and do it. Do, because a number of texts carry applications within them, and every theme concludes with one or more Integration Exercises. I strongly advise you to do the exercises above all, because insights may inspire enthusiasm, but in themselves they bring no change in behavior.


With thanks to Brigitte Hermans for her corrections and suggestions for clear wording and consistent writing.


Have a good heart, Ramo de Boer.


Utrecht, February 2026
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Introduction to Perception



What we perceive is a perception, not the truth

Marcus Aurelius




This statement resembles the title of this book, The Truth Is Absolutely Relative. Pausing to consider perception and investigating how it works is crucial if we truly want to develop further and ultimately free ourselves from hope and fear. Looking back on my own development, perception — how it comes about and how I can influence it — has been the common thread in my curiosity and growth from the very beginning. Even as a child I noticed that what I perceived was not the same as what my parents, my sister, and others perceived. In retrospect, I can see that even then I was already rudimentarily aware that I could observe myself.


After all, perception is not only our sensory perception of our immediate surroundings (outside); it is also our sensory perception of ourselves (inside). And not just bodily sensations such as pleasant, unpleasant, or painful, but also feelings and emotions, and images and thoughts (above). In fact, everything we can perceive. Together this constitutes our experience and our perception. Perception is the occasion for meaning and meaning-making. Problems arise because we easily confuse our perception with what we think is the truth.


This happens because our experience arises from our sensory perception. The interpretation of that perception itself (what we make of it) is so fast and automated that we do not perceive it. What we think of our surroundings and of ourselves we do not see as a personal perspective, but as the truth. It is, after all, what we perceive — so that is how it is!


Here lies the essence of the work of a lifetime: through our identification and fusion with our perception — physical, emotional, and mental — we are too close to it. Literally and figuratively, we lack overview and therefore miss the direct insight that perception is not the same as truth. What is needed is to make our perceiving more conscious, so that we can, as it were, see through the foreground and gain more sight of the background.


These texts on perception approach perceiving and perception from different points of view and in different ways. Central is the investigation of the phenomenon of perception: how it comes about, and how you can influence it through more conscious observation and intervention. It is a good starting point for this book, because all the themes that follow also arise from, and are interconnected with, our (conscious) perception.


The aim is to observe more consciously so that, from there, we can broaden and adjust our perception as we choose. In other words, you examine the emotional/mental algorithms that have arisen in you for their purpose and their results, and you make adjustments of your own choosing. An important form of freedom — one that, paradoxically, always requires limitation as well.


But more on that later in the book.
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Introduction to Relationships


Relationships are unmistakably of great importance in our life. They are a source of love, security, warmth, creativity, joy, connection, intimacy, and loyalty. But as we have all experienced, they are regularly also a source of the shadow side — impatience, irritation, distance, pain, sorrow, loneliness, feeling abandoned. By ‘source’ I do not mean ‘cause’ here, but ‘trigger.’ The widespread misconception that the other is the cause of our experience and reaction, and not the trigger, is an important source of misunderstanding, friction, disagreement, and quarrels in relationships.


Precisely in intimate relationships, with a very important other, we too easily react to the other from old wounds. We turn out to have a sensitivity we simply cannot get under control. Our partners, meanwhile, turn out to struggle with the same problem. We end up in a shared vicious circle and blame each other for it. If you have done self-examination, you probably know that in several areas you tend, unnoticed, to repeat behavior — unfortunately counterproductive behavior too. The good news is that we bear no blame for the arising of our emotional/mental algorithms, 28 since this is, after all, an autonomous process in our youth. A process we did not consciously contribute to, nor chose! They arose within us. It is the case, however, that to free ourselves from the effect of these codes on our behavior, we must take responsibility for the observable fact that we do have the behavior!


If we want to free ourselves from our counterproductive behavior — and the other(s) too — then it is necessary that we learn to direct our attention to our own behavior. Attention is crucial to the quality of our relationships. Without alert attention we will keep circling in the vicious circle we maintain together with our partner, family, friends, colleagues, and others.


As with other behavior, it is essential for relational behavior that we examine our freedom of movement — physical, emotional, and mental. An experienced lack of freedom leads, sooner or later, logically, to internal and relational problems. It is important, however strongly your emotions may point to the other as the cause, to do phenomenological self-examination in order to be able to dismantle those codes that are counterproductive.


Dismantling is the right word here, and it ultimately leads to the extinguishing of the old, limiting algorithm. It is realistic to note, though, that practice teaches this is an intensive and tough process that very probably takes longer than you would like. So relax into whatever presents itself and keep steadily going. Your relationships, and your share in them, are more than worth your attention and effort!



Footnotes


	↩ Emotional/mental algorithms are deeply anchored emotional and mental conclusions that automatically steer our behavior. The formation of this programming happens automatically and autonomously in the Autonomous Phase (0–25). Our level of consciousness and our capacities are here still too little developed to be aware of them and influence them. That possibility arises only in and after adolescence, as our conscious influence over our mind grows.









Quality of Relationship Is Essential


In my therapy trainings it often came up that the most important factor for the effectiveness of the therapeutic relationship was the quality of that relationship. Think of ‘feeling heard, seen, and taken seriously’ by your therapist. This is the foundation we also need in all our other relationships — intimate, family, friendship, business, and formal.


This specific condition for the therapeutic relationship makes it possible to make interventions that in another relationship could easily lead to friction — mind your own business, don’t interfere. In my profession this is called the mandate. This means that the client, usually implicitly, gives permission for interventions at the ‘meta or process level’ — for example, about the experienced underlying meaning and effect, in interaction, of their communication in body language, word choice, and intonation.


We do need to make the mandate to work complementary: the therapist is willing to hear the client, to see them, and to take them seriously in their experiences and interpretations, regardless of what they themselves think of it. That may seem obvious, and it is, but the practice is stubborn. It can take many years of the psychologist’s/therapist’s own development and experience before they are actually able to do this (mainly through dismantling their own reactivity). We see this attitude reflected in the definition of ‘dialogue’ (freely adapted from Gordon Wheeler, Gestalt psychologist):



A dialogical attitude means not losing yourself in your judgment about the other’s perspective (content), but being curious why that view is important to the other (process). Our communication, however, is usually monological — we consider mainly what ‘I’ think of it very important.




Let us return to what we actually already know and have experienced our whole life: we are happier when we are really heard, seen, and taken seriously, so let us above all give that to the other as well. Regardless of how little we ourselves may have been allowed to experience of it, our own (old) shortfall is no excuse not to give it — we cannot afford that.


As a bonus, giving without a demand for reciprocity is a practical compassion practice that makes you a more content person yourself. And that reduces (your) emotional and psychological afflictions.
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Introduction to Consciousness Development


If we take Consciousness Development literally, it means a process in which the ever-present consciousness is stripped of its wrapping. Wrapping means that there is something that withdraws the ever-present consciousness from view, or from our attention.


This ‘something,’ in all its diversity, is at all times the object of our attention on our Spiritual Path. It is, after all, what hinders us from definitively recognizing and stably realizing the nature of our mind.


It is this nature of the mind that is seen as the goal of the Spiritual Path, or Path of Consciousness Development. The nature, or essence, of our mind is seen as pure awareness — that within us which perceives, which registers without opinion or judgment, without attachment or aversion. Without any reactivity!


Since I first encountered the concept of spiritual Enlightenment or Realization around my twentieth year, I have searched for a clear definition. The more I read about it, heard about it, and experienced it in practice, the greater my understanding of it became. By understanding I mean a more intuitive knowing, rather than a rational grasping. Still, my knowing was not yet sufficient for practical application.


Certainly, in the decades that followed I received a great deal of teaching and technique from my teachers — including, of course, meditation — but in my experience something remained missing. Meditation is fairly subtle and directed at examining and controlling the mind. I realized that before I could develop further in meditation, I needed a deeper insight into the more bodily, emotional wrapping.


The crucial insight — that reactivity is active in all developmental phases — came only in the course of my time in Tibetan Buddhism, where the concept of emotional reactivity is an important one. I saw the connection between emotional reactivity and the self-image, and that the Phases have a chronological order.


From that insight I focused, in recent years, on investigating reactivity across successive developmental phases, and wrote two books about it. This is how the model of the 4 Phases of Consciousness Development arose, with the Autonomous, Emotional, Mental, and Realization Phase. In the last three we can consciously and actively work at dismantling their forms of wrapping around the nature of our mind.


In essence, all wisdom traditions — from Buddhism to Taoism, from Advaita Vedanta to Zen — are about the same thing: consciousness development through dismantling the wrapping. We thus only ‘need’ to definitively and stably recognize what is, and always was and will be, in order to go beyond all reactivity.






The 4 Phases of Consciousness Development


In my work I regularly notice that people do want to develop — or want to be free of something — but have little sight of the path they can take. I am referring here to the development of our consciousness, or how we can raise its quality. Our consciousness development — from our reaching adulthood to the full realization of our potential — is also called the Path to Spiritual Realization.


While our specific Spiritual Path is individual (it is not the same for anyone), we can indeed say something about the phases we go through on that path. A practical division of our development is these phases: the autonomous, the emotional, the mental, and the realization phase. In all four, perception is central.


Although many developmental models suggest a linear and chronological order, life itself is a good deal more unpredictable. In our life we will encounter and engage with aspects, especially of the last three phases, fairly randomly. That can be a good reason to commit to a spiritual discipline, since that offers structure through a clear vision and instructions for practice.


1. The Autonomous Phase — Beyond Dependency

In the Autonomous Phase (birth to adulthood) the foundations are laid on which we shape our life in the later phases. The most important aspect of development in the Autonomous Phase is, as in the later ones, Attention. Attention is already present from the very beginning, at the level of sensory perception, but it is rudimentary — it is not yet structured and does not yet generate conscious memories. Gradually this Attention develops (which we certainly do not do ourselves), and gradually more possibilities come within our reach.


It is the content that is included and transcended by the next Phase. In that sense a Phase is a necessary condition for the later one to be able to come to manifestation. In this Phase, capacities and skills develop in us on which the later ones build. This means that we cannot simply skip Phases, though we do not go through all of them at the same pace and quality.


2. The Emotional Phase — Beyond Emotions

The second Phase is the domain in which we do self-examination into the patterns of thinking and doing that developed in the Autonomous Phase. We distinguish which patterns are productive (bring us what we want) and which are counterproductive (bring us what we don’t want). In this emotional domain we direct ourselves toward what we can change in terms of content.


The Emotional Phase of consciousness development consists of increasing our self-knowledge, of skills such as communication, assertiveness, self-confidence, and freeing ourselves from the grip of our emotions and learning to deal differently with fear, guilt, and shame. As for our perception, in this phase we are mainly directed at examining our identification with our emotions, and dismantling our emotional reactivity.


The techniques that can be used here arise from the various schools of psychotherapy, from cognitive behavioral therapy to Gestalt therapy. 38


3. The Mental Phase — Beyond Thoughts

In our existence, two essential aspects of our being come together. We must come to terms with our concrete and unique human existence. The concrete is the directly experienceable reality of ourselves as a human being in a changing environment. In this interplay we must survive and develop. At the same time, our existence is also inherently limited — we are born, and we will also die.


We have potential, but not limitless possibilities. The Mental Phase is characterized by learning to face ‘how it is.’ And not how we would like to have it. Unlike in the Emotional Phase, here we do not direct ourselves at changing our identifications (content), but at the direct perception of our here-and-now existence (process). Our existence, which manifests in sensorially perceivable sensations, feelings, emotions, thoughts, and images.


The techniques we use here to free ourselves from our automatic identifications — our mental reactivity — arise from meditative traditions, from concentration meditation (Shamatha) to clarity meditation (Vipashyana), but also the compassion teachings for training the mind (Lojong, Tibetan).


4. The Realization Phase — Beyond the Self

If we approach these phases as levels of consciousness, then this last one is the highest. Here we no longer direct ourselves at any content of our consciousness, or the process of perception, but directly at consciousness itself. When we are (able) to let go of all our ideas, convictions, and opinions the moment they arise, and to be in our consciousness itself, that is the naturally present, timeless Awareness.


Where in the earlier phases we still made use of a virtual ‘observer’ to free ourselves from unnecessary, routine identifications, here the observer and the observed are one and the same. It is the realization of the nondual 39 essence of reality. As a result there is an ever-greater degree of clarity (attentive presence) that is, in itself, the liberation from our limiting identification with the content of the first two phases.


In other words, here we no longer engage with any content, but instead immediately embrace and transcend it. We of course continue to function ‘normally’ in our daily life, but at a stable, high, reactivity-free level. In this phase, techniques ‘used’ include direct cutting-through and non-meditation — a direct and clear presence without an object to meditate on, and without anyone (subject) who meditates. It is a phase in which concepts (words, theory, meaning) begin to lose their function.


We have finally arrived at the great transition from the conceptual world to the non-conceptual, from the relative reality of a subject perceiving objects, to the absolute reality that is immediate.


Just as concepts like transformation and realization are easily written down and not so easily accomplished, so the transition from the conceptual to the non-conceptual is one of the most difficult transitions we can make (possibly with the exception of dying).



‘Enlightenment or realization takes place when the usually automated reflexivity of consciousness ceases, which is experienced as a letting-go, a falling into the void, an erasure from existence […] When consciousness stops chasing its own tail, I become nothing and discover that I am everything.’

— Jin Y. Park 40





Footnotes


	↩ I am referring here to a spectrum in which, for example, cognitive behavioral therapy represents one pole and Gestalt therapy (my core discipline) the other. The first pole is the more limited one, while the other already overlaps with the existential phase. Ken Wilber’s classic No Boundary (1979) contains a still reasonably current chart of which movement/technique works at which level of consciousness development. See the appendix Spectrum of Consciousness.

	↩ ‘Nonduality’ is a translation of the Sanskrit ‘Advaita’ = not-two.

	↩ Park, Jin Y. (2006). Buddhisms and Deconstructions.
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Introduction to Creating Meaning


Meaning is an essential and challenging aspect of our life. Dutch has one word, zin, for both ends of this spectrum: from a simple zest for life — ‘what do I feel like doing right now’ — to the deepest question of all — ‘what is the meaning of my life.’ English has no single word that spans both, so I will move between zest and meaning as the text asks for one or the other. However important, I think that for many of us the question ‘what is the meaning of my life’ is often only activated by what is called a ‘life event’ — an occurrence that brings about relatively a great deal, physically, emotionally, and mentally.


Think of a divorce, the death of an important person, the loss of a job, but also of a slowly growing experience of frustration and powerlessness, possibly resulting in burnout or clinical depression. The loss of health and resilience, also with growing older, often evokes the fairly insistent question: ‘how do I make meaning of this?’


The question of meaning is one of the questions in our life that has no right or wrong answer. Our answer is entirely unique and personal. Our answer is at all times practical, in the sense that we experience direct feedback, in our life experience, about the quality of our answer. If we experience little zest for our daily life, if we dread it, then our answer is of low quality. If, on the other hand, we experience a great deal of zest for life, energy and enthusiasm, then we can speak of an answer of high quality. Answers manifest mainly in our behavior.


Important for making meaning is a direction, a goal in our life. As we grow up, parents, school, and society provide a number of limited possibilities. These take care of creating circumstances that satisfy the basic needs in Maslow’s pyramid — biological and physiological needs, the need for safety and security, the need for social contact and love. So: schooling, finding a good job, a partner, and perhaps children. Precisely — fairly bourgeois. That doesn’t change the fact that I have come to appreciate the term ‘bourgeois,’ which had a negative flavor in my youth, more.


This comes from my life experience that if I don’t have the satisfaction of those needs in order (and there were periods when I didn’t), they keep demanding too much attention — attention I needed for the satisfaction of my other needs: appreciation, recognition, self-actualization, and the ultimate, self-transcendence. Both need attention, and it is your own responsibility whether that happens in the right balance. Is that still the case for you?


Pause to consider your life’s purpose. Have you ever formulated it clearly? And, if you already did, keep pausing to consider it regularly, and ask yourself whether it still yields enough meaning and purpose. If not, take action, and don’t waste time and energy. Flogging a dead horse is pointless, however positively you may think about it. Be alert, be courageous and realistic — it is your life and your meaning. And your responsibility, or put differently, your chances and possibilities.






[image: Theme symbol for Wisdom]
Wisdom





Introduction to Wisdom


What is wisdom? We can approach this question as a short-term, here-and-now question, and as a long-term inquiry into stable behavioral characteristics of wisdom. Do you recognize this? You find yourself in a difficult situation in which you must make a decision, while you do not have enough information to make the choice obvious. You ask yourself, ‘What is wisdom here-and-now?’ What should I do now to resolve the situation as optimally as possible? Here, wisdom is strongly dependent on the circumstances you find yourself in, both outer and inner.


The quality of your here-and-now wisdom depends significantly on your base level of wisdom. I see the base level of wisdom as something acquired through life experience, knowledge, and insight. Your base level consists of wisdom-knowledge and wisdom-application, and is by definition highly personal. As we already saw in developing emotion regulation, or dismantling reactivity, the development of wisdom depends on the energy and attention we invest in it. Contrary to popular belief, wisdom, unfortunately, does not by definition develop with the years.


In spiritual traditions, wisdom is seen as direct insight into the nature of reality and the self — not as intellectual understanding, but as lived realization. Wisdom as insight, and as knowing, overcomes the obstacle of ignorance, which in Buddhism is seen as the primary obstacle. What is meant here is not ignorance of knowledge as such, but ignorance of the true nature of our mind, of the nature of our mind.


To have practical knowledge of the true nature of your mind, being able to observe your mind is a necessary condition. Here we come back to the necessity of meditation training and learning to contemplate.49


In my experience, wisdom is also a matter of using your common sense. Besides the highest Wisdom, which knows the (own) nature of the mind, there is also practical Wisdom, which makes it possible to move wisely in the relative world without being worn down and swallowed up by it. Practical wisdom encompasses the direct recognition of reactivity and other distractions from wise living. Wise living is individually displaying the highest ethical and moral behavior available to you, that you can imagine.


Wise living is being able and willing to see that your personal level of ethics and morality is due for a fundamental adjustment, a transformation. A (partial) transformation becomes possible when we consciously embrace the limitations we experience within ourselves, make them our own by dismantling every form of reactivity. Through complete embrace, transformative transcendence arises. Here, if it is not the definitive transformation, there are still limitations, fewer and subtler. On the Spiritual Path you repeat this process until the definitive, stable transformation is there — the realization of the nature of the mind is stable, the dismantling of all reactivity is complete, the un-becoming is done.



Footnotes


	↩ To contemplate is to dwell attentively with something — not to analyze it, but to let it reveal what it is. A receptive way of looking or considering in which you let thinking rest, making room for direct insight.









From Wishing to Willing


Resolutions

We regularly resolve to start or stop doing something. Think of meeting deadlines, exercising more, eating less, quitting smoking, and so on. It’s actually a strange habit when we realize that the success rate of our resolutions is generally fairly low. Why is that? Are our goals too high, or is our motivation or willpower too low? Or is it a lack of insight into why we choose our goals and try to realize them? Here is an answer to this question.


The difference between wishing and willing

It is a question the Swiss philosopher Peter Bieri50 found a very practical answer to. Bieri argues that we must distinguish between our wishes (desires) and what we will (goals). Wishes are important because in our imagination everything is possible; it is not limited by practical considerations. A different situation arises when we try to realize our wishes. In principle we can wish for whatever we want — the sky is the limit — and that is what makes wishing and daydreaming such a pleasant pastime. But our experience of actually realizing goals, of willing what we wish, is often less pleasant.


Limitations and possibilities

If we pause to consider the distinction between wishing and willing, we see that an essential difference is that our wishes are relatively without consequences — relatively, because daydreaming does cost time, and may confirm a self-image we don’t want. But what we will always has consequences, in ourselves and in the world. As soon as we get into motion to realize what we will, that has immediate consequences.


Put simply, there are two extremes: we succeed and experience satisfaction and growing self-confidence, or we do not succeed and experience disappointment and probably a dent in our self-confidence — and all the variants in between. Bieri’s plea, which I wholeheartedly endorse, is to do ourselves a favor by not letting our wishes unnoticed become goals. It is better to very consciously weigh which of our wishes are worth willing. That sounds very pragmatic, and in my experience it is — it is a concrete way to be your own master. What’s difficult is that many of our wishes are precisely so tempting to keep daydreaming about. The projected payoff often seems very desirable.


Experiment 1 – From wish to goal

You need to determine which goal is truly worth willing, and which you had better leave as a wish. This way you avoid unnoticedly starting to will your wishes. Take a moment to reflect on your most important wish for your work/career, and estimate how great the chance is that you can realize that goal.


How do you choose goals that are truly worth your effort?

In the world of wishing, everything is possible and there is always enough time left to go and do it. Many people struggle with that: ‘there’s still enough time, enough opportunities will still come, it doesn’t have to be right now, that can wait.’ You probably recognize it — we call it procrastination. Postponing the experience of the inescapable limitations and risks that pursuing a goal brings with it. We can also fail in the execution.


If we look at our life, we will see that we don’t much like that — limitations and the risk of loss. Yet that is precisely what we must face in order to actually realize what we will. Willing something is exerting yourself to realize it, encountering setbacks — which are inevitable, since immediate and effortless success turns out to be an illusion — and then continuing anyway. It takes courage, investment, and perseverance. And the willingness to limit ourselves.


Long term

You are only willing to make such a large, long-term investment in light of your limitations of time and possibility if your goal justifies the means. In other words, if your expectation of what it will yield you is great and important enough. If you get too distracted by ‘not feeling like it,’ fear of failure, or short-term goals, you won’t sustain it, and there is a good chance you’ll give up prematurely. And there is a price attached to that — disappointment in yourself and a dent in your self-confidence and belief in your own possibilities. It is not always so evident, but all the small and large failures do add up.


Experiment 2 – Long term

Take your most desired goal from Experiment 1 and reflect on whether you are actually willing to make the necessary long-term investment of time, money, and energy, and to deal with the limitations, both your own and those of circumstances, that will present themselves.


How do you determine whether you can be successful?

This question follows naturally from the previous one. What is good about this question is that it offers you the possibility, before you begin, to assess whether we should even want that goal. In other words, what our probable chance of success or failure is. Contrary to popular belief, this has little to do with willpower, and much more to do with clear insight into the relationship between our inner and outer circumstances.



	Inner circumstances are: your self-image — who am I, what can I do, what am I allowed to do? (which can be very limiting), habits, but also sensitivity to stress, skills, education, perseverance, appearance, and so on.

	Outer circumstances are: our relationships with others, the networks we are (or are not) part of, socioeconomic factors, supply and demand, and so on.




Experiment 3 – Conditions for Action

Take your goal from Experiment 2 and go through the following steps:


Step 1: Look at whether your inner circumstances give a positive indication for this goal:


	are your self-image (do you believe in it?), education, skills, motivation, and perseverance sufficient for a reasonable chance of success?




Step 2: If step 1 is positive, look at whether the outer circumstances are favorable for realizing your goal:


	is there sufficient demand for what you have to offer,

	does your education match the demand,

	is the market favorable, is there not too much supply,

	is there support at home for your choice,

	can you generate enough revenue (if self-employed) for a reasonable chance of success?




Naturally there is interaction between the two — I might, for example, have a good offering as a trainer/coach (inner circumstance) but there is no demand in the market (outer circumstance), or vice versa — there is demand in the market but I don’t have the necessary knowledge/experience.


How do you deal with the inevitable setbacks in realizing your goals?

This question can in itself provoke resistance, because why exactly are obstacles inevitable? They are inevitable because we want to bring about something that does not yet exist. And in that process we encounter inner or outer circumstances that don’t fit, or even work against our goal. The greatest potential obstacle in realizing our goals, however, is ourselves — namely the belief we hold about ourselves, better known as our self-image. Our limitations and possibilities are enclosed within our self-image. If deep down I believe I’m not OK, that I’ll never manage it anyway, that I’m less than others, that others can do everything better, that limits my possibilities. The good news is that our self-image is not a fact but a belief.


As we have all experienced, it is a stubborn belief, but a belief nonetheless. We can change our belief about ourselves. But how? Our self-image is perceivable and experienceable in our behavior and our attitude. Our attitude is how we deal with, or react to, our inner and outer circumstances.


A classic is the idea that an optimist, even in the most miserable circumstances such as hell, still manages to find something positive (‘nice and warm here’), while the pessimist in paradise always manages to find something negative (‘gosh, boring place, this’).


Experiment 4 – Planning


	Take all the outcomes of the first 3 experiments together and make a plan.

	Start from the moment in the future when your goal has been realized: describe specifically and concretely the situation at that moment (take a period of at least 1 to at most 5 years).

	Then take a step back of one year and describe the situation at that moment and what you need to do to realize the situation a year later.

	Do this as many times as needed until you arrive at your current situation.

	You now have a clear and organized plan for realizing your goal.




A practical approach is to use setbacks to become your own master, by seeing circumstances as the trigger for your reaction, but not as the cause. If you do that, circumstances become of service to your development, rather than things that get in your way and need to be removed. That in itself is already quite a gain. In how you deal with setbacks lies a great deal of important information about your own share in succeeding or failing to realize your goals.


Use your setbacks and turn them to your advantage!



Footnotes


	↩ The Craft of Freedom: On the Discovery of the Will, Peter Bieri. Under the pseudonym Pascal Mercier, Bieri wrote the bestseller Night Train to Lisbon, which was also made into a film.
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