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The Mystery Experience

Welcome to this book. I want to invite you on a
life-transforming journey of awakening. In this
chapter I’m going to begin by introducing you to the
‘mystery experience’.

This is the mystery experience. It’s happening now. Something
wonderfully mysterious is going on. We’re conscious of being alive,
but we don’t know what life is. How astonishing! We inhabit a vast
universe, but we don’t know what the universe is. How amazing!
We’re experiencing this moment, but we don’t know what this
moment is. How intriguing!
If I examine this moment I see that I’m experiencing a tapestry
of shapes and colours that I call the ‘world’. But what is the world?
I’m experiencing thoughts and feelings arising in my mind. But
where do they come from? I feel certain that I exist. But I don’t
know why I exist. How bewildering!
Life is so utterly mysterious it takes my breath away. Yet normally most of us go about our business as if being alive was
nothing remarkable. We pretend we know what’s going on, when
really we don’t. We act as if we understand what it is to be a human
being, when actually it is an enormous enigma of mind-boggling
proportions.
In this book I want to explore with you the ‘mystery experience’
that spontaneously arises when we become profoundly conscious
of the mystery of life. You can taste the mystery experience by
simply focusing your attention on the mystery. Then your state of
consciousness will immediately start to change.
You’ll become acutely aware that you exist and how amazing
that is. You’ll see the familiar world with curious eyes. Your mind
will own up to how little it really understands reality. Your heart
will start to race with the excitement of being alive. But this is a
superficial taste of the mystery experience. The deeper we go into
the mystery, the deeper the mystery experience becomes.
In this book we’re going to make a journey into the depths of
the mystery experience, because this leads to what is often called
‘spiritual awakening’. When we spiritually awaken we find ourselves entering an altered state of consciousness that is hard to
describe. But there’s no missing how wonderful it feels.
Recently I dreamt I was standing on a stage about to talk to a
large audience about the mystery experience, as I often do in my
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waking life during one of my stand-up philosophy shows. Before I
started to talk I paused, because I couldn’t find the words to express
how amazing the experience is. Then suddenly I knew what to
do, because I remembered that I could fly! So I simply said ‘The
mystery experience feels like this’… and I soared up into the air…
dancing ecstatically in the emptiness of space… swooping up and
down in effortless abandon.
I wish I could swoop and dive for you right now, to convey how
it feels to be awake to the mystery. But I haven’t worked out how to
fly in waking life. And this is a book so you wouldn’t see me anyway.
That means I’ll have to describe the mystery experience in words
for you as best I can. I’m going to give it a go!
When I dive deeply into the mystery experience it feels as
if I’m dissolving in an ocean of love. There’s an awe-inspiring
sense of oneness with the universe. My sensual body comes
alive. The search for meaning is resolved into a wordless ‘understanding’, which is so deep it must be felt not thought. There’s
the silent certainty that all is well; and such a feeling of relief…
like coming home.
The WOW of Awakening
I’ve been exploring the mystery experience ever since a spontaneous awakening when I was a 12-year-old boy. Over the decades
I’ve had the privilege of being with many people when they’ve
found themselves in the awakened state for the first time. And the
most common thing that people say is simply ‘WOW’.
In recent years I’ve been running mystery experience retreats
in which I guide people directly to the awakened state. Afterwards
I receive a large number of moving emails from participants. By
far the most used word is ‘WOW’, which is usually in capital letters
followed by a string of exclamation marks!!!
I like the word ‘wow’. I think of the word as modern American
slang, but my dictionary tells me it’s a natural expression that
originated in 16th-century Scotland. ‘Wow’ is a way of expressing
astonishment and wonder. It’s a great word to describe how it feels
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when we awaken, because the mystery experience is a very big
WOW. It’s better than the best surprise you’ve ever had.
There are many ways of being wowed. There’s the aesthetic
wow of listening to beautiful music. The scientific wow of understanding the grandeur of the universe. The wow of pleasure when
eating gourmet food. The wow of sport when witnessing extraordinary physical skill. The wow of learning when you surprise
yourself with your own competence.
This book is about the WOW of awakening. The deep WOW
of appreciating the mystery of existence. The ecstatic WOW of
realizing how amazing life is. The simple WOW of being alive.
The inexpressible WOW of seeing what-is beyond words.
At the end of a mystery experience retreat I ran in Las Vegas,
whilst we luxuriated together in the wonder of the WOW, people
attempted to describe what they were experiencing in various
ways. Then a lovely woman called Kate said:
This is what everyone wants to feel.
I love this description of the awakened state, because it’s so simple
and so true. The mystery experience is the WOW that everyone
is searching for. We all long to feel alive and when we awaken we
feel totally alive. We all long for freedom and when we awaken we
know that we’re completely free. We all long for love and when we
awaken we become immersed in limitless love.
I’ve spent my life exploring the world’s spiritual traditions,
because at their mystical heart they all offer us ways to awaken to
the WOW. Spirituality is often misunderstood as a way of thinking
about life, but first and foremost it’s a guide to transforming consciousness and experiencing something beyond words.
Zen Master Daie put it perfectly, nearly a thousand years ago,
when he wrote:
All the teachings the sages have expounded are no more
than commentaries on the sudden cry… Ah, This!
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So let me plagiarize old man Daie and say right now:
I’m no sage and all the ideas in this book are just
commentaries on the joyous whoop… WOW! This is it!
I remember many years ago, at one of my very first weekend seminars, a young woman arrived dressed all in black and feeling very
withdrawn. At the end, beaming and brimming with love, she
announced: ‘I feel like a convert to… something.’ Yeah! That’s it.
I’m also a convert to… something. In this book I want to invite you
to experience the WOW and become a convert to… something!
The Way of Wonder
The experience of awakening is notoriously hard to put into words.
But actually all experiences are hard to describe, unless the person
we’re talking to is familiar with the experience we’re talking about.
Could we tell a blind person what it’s like to see a sunset? Could we
tell a deaf person what it’s like to be moved by music?
You know what I mean when I say ‘I feel angry’, because
you’ve also experienced anger. You know what I mean when
I say ‘I feel happy’, because you’ve also experienced happiness.
Communication relies on shared experience. So I’m going to
introduce you to the awakened state by focusing on an experience
you’re already familiar with.
I want to share with you a way of waking up to the WOW
that begins with the simple experience of wonder. If you wonder
deeply enough you’ll start to awaken. You’ll become conscious of
the breathtaking mystery of existence and the mystery experience
will spontaneously arise.
Our journey starts with wondering, which leads to the mystery,
and at the heart of the mystery is the WOW. The Gnostic ‘Gospel
of Matthias’ explains:
Wondering at the things that are before you is the first step
to the deeper knowledge.
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Zen Master Sengstan asserts:
It is because I wondered deeply that I attained a
penetrating realization. If you do not reflect and examine
your whole life will be buried away.
Being willing to wonder is a prerequisite for awakening because, in
the face of the breathtaking mystery of life, if we don’t feel curious
we simply aren’t very conscious. When being alive doesn’t fill us
with wonder we’re already half-dead.

The Art of Wondering
I’m a philosopher and this book is a celebration of philosophy as
the art of wondering. Socrates, one of my philosophical heroes,
tells us:
The feeling of wonder is the touchstone of the
philosopher. Wonder is the only beginning of philosophy.
This is an old-school view of philosophy. These days philosophy
tends to be seen as dry conceptual inquiry. I studied this modern
form of philosophy at university many years ago. It was fascinating
and great training for the mind. But ultimately I could see that I
was becoming lost in a maze of words. I was much more interested
in spiritual philosophy, which I found could lead me out of the
maze of words to the mystery experience.
Spiritual philosophy doesn’t seek to obscure the mystery with
ideas, but to reveal the mystery through ideas. It recognizes the
obvious fact that concepts are no more than concepts, which can
never contain the mystery. It doesn’t propose ultimate answers,
rather a new way of seeing that makes the experience of life even
more wondrous.
The Neo-Platonic philosopher Plotinus is a spokesperson for
this approach to philosophy when he declares:
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The job of the philosopher is to awaken us to the vision.
I resonate deeply with this. For me the job of the philosopher is to
help us wonder so deeply that we go beyond words to the WOW.
And then the philosopher’s ‘um?’ is transformed into the yogi’s
‘om’.
A Wonderful Life
In this chapter I’ve been bigging up how good it feels to be
immersed in the mystery experience, because I want to whet your
appetite for the meal ahead. But it’s important that you understand
that the WOW is not just some passing peak experience or ultimately irrelevant high. Spiritual awakening affects how we think,
feel and act. It gives rise to a new way of living our everyday lives.
Socrates famously declared:
The unexamined life is not worth living.
The modern philosopher Alphonso Lingis added:
The unlived life is not worth examining.
Both are true. If we never dare to examine life we subsist in a semiconscious stupor. But life is only worth examining because this can
help us to live more fully.
In this book I’m going to share with you a profound philosophical story about life, which can wake you up to the WOW and
transform your experience of living. But I want you to remember that it’s only a story. The mystery of existence can never be
explained away. Life is always more than we think. As the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead explained:
Philosophy begins in wonder. And, at the end, when
philosophic thought has done its best, the wonder remains.
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In this chapter I want to introduce myself, so you
can get a sense of where I’m coming from. I also
want to prepare you for the variety of content in this
book, which is going to include spiritual philosophy,
scientific insights, criticisms of other ways of
thinking, experiential exercises, and practical ways
of transforming our everyday lives.
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I’m writing this book to share the mystery experience with you. A
book is inevitably a one-way conversation, but I don’t want this to
be a lecture. I’d much prefer it to feel like a ‘tête à tête’ or better still
a ‘heart to heart’. I want to connect with you in the most authentic
way I can, because when we’re real with each other magic happens.
As I write this book I want to reach through the page to touch
you. And, as you read this book, I want you to never forget that
these are more than simply words on a page. As the American poet
Walt Whitman says so directly in one of his poems:
Camerado, this is no book,
Who touches this touches a man,
(Is it night? are we here together alone?)
It is I you hold and who holds you.
We’re in different places in the web of space–time, but we’re
together here and now nevertheless. So let me tell you a bit about
myself. I want to be up front about something important right from
the start. Just because I’m a teacher of spiritual awakening, that
doesn’t mean I see myself as some sort of enlightened master. I’m
simply a human being with a passion for the mystery experience.
During my life I’ve spent a great deal of time wondering, so I’ve
inevitably become pretty good at it. If I wonder deeply it wakes me
up to the WOW, so I’ve come to know the mystery experience well,
which means I can guide others directly to it. What we focus on
becomes our area of expertise. I’ve focused on spiritual awakening.
My journey of awakening hasn’t led me to arrive at some ‘fully
realized’ enlightened state. Indeed, these days I neither expect nor
aspire to be enlightened. And that isn’t an admission of spiritual
failure, because I’ve come to feel the whole idea of special enlightened people is completely misconceived.
I’ve written more than 30 books on spiritual philosophy, but I
still feel like a child taking my first teetering steps. How else could
I feel in the face of the infinite mystery? I’m not claiming I have
privileged knowledge of the way things are. I simply like to wonder.
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I wonder if it might be like this? I wonder if it would be helpful to
approach things in this way? And this wondering keeps waking me
up to the WOW.
But this doesn’t mean my life is always perfect and I’m continually content. My life is full of highs and lows, just as I suspect
your life is. I’m writing these words to connect with you, precisely
because we share the same dilemmas of life. We’re all in the
mystery of life together, and I want to offer to you what I’ve found
of value, in gratitude for all that I’ve been given by others.
I’m not special in any way. At least I’m no more special than
you or anyone else. I’m a family man in his early 50s, with all of the
pressures and pleasures that come with being a responsible father
and husband. I possess many admirable qualities, but I also have
my faults… just ask my wife! If you met me, I hope you’d like me.
But if you lived with me you’d eventually see another side, which
you may not enjoy so much. And I have come to feel OK about
that, because in my experience we’re all capable of being both
great souls and assholes. Right?
The Big Question and the Big Answer
If you’re intrigued to know about my personal journey of awakening, then check out my last book How Long Is Now?, which is full
of anecdotes and stories. There’s no time for all that now, because
we’ve got a very big adventure ahead of us. But before we set off
I feel it may be helpful to at least share with you how my personal
journey began and where it has led me.
As a boy it seemed very strange to me that all the grown-ups
were preoccupied with trivia and never seemed to mention how
profoundly mysterious life is. Life seemed like one big question
and I felt intuitively sure there must be a big answer. I would
often sit quietly wondering about life, because I figured that if I
could work out what life is, then I’d know what I should be doing
with it.
My favourite place to wonder was on Summerhouse Hill
overlooking my busy little home-town. This is where I sat and
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wondered with my lovely mongrel dog Scrag beside me. I know it
sounds like a Disney movie, but life’s like that sometimes!
One day while I was wondering on Summerhouse Hill, something magical happened. I became so consumed by wonder that
my state of consciousness spontaneously transformed. I tasted the
mystery experience for the first time and it was WOW!
It’s a long time ago but I can still vividly recall the feeling of
being immersed in overwhelming, exquisite, ecstatic love. It felt as
if the whole universe was pulsating with limitless love. It felt as if I
was dissolving into this love and becoming one with the universe.
It felt as if the world had become a wonderland. It felt like I’d
been given the most amazing surprise. And yet it also felt as if I’d
remembered something I’d always secretly known.
I had no way of understanding what was happening to me, but
I knew that I’d found the big answer to the big question of life. And
the answer was not a clever theory. It was a mysterious experience
in which the big question dissolved into an ocean of love. This
discovery changed my life.
Ever since that moment I’ve been exploring the mystery
experience. I’ve continually experimented with ways to transform consciousness and to integrate the awakened state with my
everyday life. But my spiritual journey hasn’t brought me to a
permanently awake state, as I once hoped and imagined it would.
Something even more amazing has happened. I’ve become a lover
of life.
A Love Affair with Life
My unexpected awakening as a boy was the beginning of a love
affair with life that in many ways resembles any other love affair.
When we first fall in love something special happens. It’s what
we’ve been waiting to feel all our lives. But that’s only the start of
the journey of love, which is full of endless delights and challenges.
At some point during a love affair we may realize something
that changes everything. We know that we’re not engaged in a temporary romance, because we’re deeply in love. This magic moment
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could happen in the ecstasy of making love or when doing the
washing up. It could be when things are going well or when things
are falling apart. Whenever it happens our world is never the same
again.
It’s hard to say how we know we’re deeply in love. We just do.
And when we fall deeply in love, we become unconditionally committed to our love affair. We understand that loving involves much
more than just feeling great together. It means remembering we
still love each other, even when we can’t stand each other. It’s being
there for each other through the good times and the bad.
My love affair with life has been very similar to this. When I dissolved into the mystery experience as a boy it was love at first sight.
This was the beginning of a romance, full of exquisite moments
that came and went, often leaving me feeling bereft and alone. At
a certain point I realized something that changed everything. I’d
fallen deeply in love with life, completely and unconditionally. I
knew I was committed to our love affair through the good times
and the bad, in sickness and health, in joy and sorrow.
The ancients imagined life as a great Goddess. Sometimes I see
myself as a lover of the Goddess. And my love affair with her is
both rewarding and challenging. It’s a profoundly transformative
adventure of getting to know each other in all our various states.
It’s a dance in which we become one yet remain two.
Sometimes we’re so happy together it’s perfect. Sometimes we
argue and fall out. Sometimes we make love and nothing really
matters but the mystery of the moment. Sometimes we need to get
down to the practical business of being together in time. Sometimes
I can’t stop enthusing about how beautiful she is. Sometimes I badmouth her because she’s not behaving as I want her to. Sometimes
I trust her totally, despite her capricious ways. Sometimes I doubt
her love and become demanding of her affection. But through it
all I never stop finding her mysteriously beguiling. I never forget
that I truly love her.
The WOW is like passionate sex or tender intimacy. Such
special moments can’t be forced. They just happen when we’re
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both in the mood. These magical experiences set our affair on fire,
but it’s sustained by a quieter love that is always present; a love of
simply being together.
This love of simply being sustains me through the ups and
downs of my relationship with life. It allows me to love life, even
when I don’t like what’s happening. It makes me feel committed
to life for better and worse, so that I endure the storms and dance
in the rain.
My exploration of the mystery experience has transformed my
life into a love affair. And this has changed how I see the spiritual
adventure. I no longer aspire to arrive at some permanent enlightenment, which seems forever out of reach. I aspire to become a
lover worthy of life.
The Magical Mystery Tour
In this book I’m going to share with you a revolutionary new
approach to awakening that can lead you deep into the WOW, so
that you can become a lover of life. In this introductory part of the
book I want to prepare you for our journey. In Part I we’ll set off to
explore the deep mystery of life. In Part II our journey will lead us
to the astonishing discovery of the deep self. In Part III we’ll arrive
at the wonderful experience of deep love, which is at the heart of
the mystery experience. Then in Part IV we’ll make our way back
to our everyday lives to see the human adventure in a wonderful
new way.
Many books start with simple ideas, but may gradually become
more complex. However, the way of awakening takes us in the
opposite direction. The first half of our journey will involve seeing
life in a radically new way, and when we need to think in unfamiliar ways it can seem difficult at first. But we’re heading towards
an understanding of life that is extremely simple, so much of the
second half of our journey will be plain sailing.
I don’t want to say too much about the journey that lies ahead,
because I want it to be a magical mystery tour. But I do want you
to feel safe to make the journey with me. In my experience when
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we feel safe we open up, so that the naturalness of the awakened
state becomes apparent.
Every heart assured of safety opens instantly. This is a realization I’ve
arrived at after sharing the mystery experience with people for so
many years. During my retreats I do all I can to make people feel
safe, so that they can dare to dive into the mystery. I want everyone
to relax and be themselves, so that waking up becomes an effortless
delight. It’s harder to do that in a book, but I’m going to give it a go.
We all approach life with our own unique collection of ideas
that we’ve picked up along the way. How the ideas in this book
harmonize or conflict with your own present view of life is crucial
to how comfortable you’ll feel on our journey together. So I want
to take a moment to reassure you about some things.
First I want to assure you that, although we’ll begin our journey
focusing on the wonder of life, I fully acknowledge that life is often
not very wonderful at all. If you’re going through a tough patch in
your life, which we all inevitably do, I want you to know that this
book isn’t just going to be some irritating rant about how great life
is… coming from someone who is clearly having a better time of
things than you are.
I want us to be real about how life is. To make the journey of
awakening we need to be willing to enter those dark corners of life,
where we feel sad and lost, angry and bitter, trapped and alone. If
we can’t go there, we won’t be free.
If you’re new to the possibility of awakening, I want to assure
you that entering the depths of the WOW doesn’t require you
to be spiritually experienced. In fact this can be an advantage,
because you won’t be burdened with the baggage of too many
preconceptions.
If you’re a long-time spiritual seeker, then I hope you’ll find
the ideas in this book help you make sense of your experience of
awakening in an exciting new way. But I want to warn you that
I’m going to challenge some common spiritual ideas. I’ll need
to be critical sometimes in order to articulate a new approach to
spirituality.
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Perhaps you feel that you understand the teachings of awakening intellectually, but haven’t had the experience of awakening?
Many people who attend my mystery experience retreats find
themselves in this predicament. An intellectual understanding of
awakening is very helpful, but we need to go beyond our ideas to
experience the WOW.
I want to help you actually experience the WOW. So throughout
this book I’m going to suggest some practical experiments that will
lead you progressively deeper into the mystery experience. I encourage you to pause to do these experiments, because if you don’t you
may end up at the end of the book with just a pile of words.
Perhaps you’re someone who’s sceptical about awakening?
You may fear you’ve embarked on a book full of mystical mumbo
jumbo? If so… good for you! I like questioning people. In my
opinion you can’t be too sceptical, because if you become sceptical
of everything you’ll find your brain goes pop and you’re dancing
in the mystery.
A lot of spiritual books are full of irrational nonsense, so I completely understand why you may be sceptical about awakening. I
want to assure you that I have great respect for rationality, which
is simply the requirement that we have good reasons to adopt a
particular way of seeing things. I’m a big fan of clear thinking. As
long as the thoughts are interesting!
If you’re coming from a scientific understanding of the world
I want you to know that I’m fascinated by science. In our scientific
age I feel it’s imperative that we develop a form of spirituality that
is compatible with the awesome discoveries of empirical science.
So the relationship between spirituality and science is going to be
one of the themes of this book.
If you’re a feeling person I want to assure you that I am too. I
may call myself a philosopher, but essentially for me the spiritual
journey is about love. On our journey together there will be times
when we need to traverse some tricky philosophical terrain, but
this is only so we can travel deeper into the heart of life. We need
to clarify the mind so that we can open the heart.
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Wherever you are coming from I hope you find our journey
together rewarding. The only real requirement is that you’re
willing to wonder about life… to be curious and open… to be an
explorer. My dictionary tells me that the word ‘explorer’ means
‘somebody who travels to places that were previously unknown or
unnavigated’. That’s where we’re going. This is a book for explorers. If that sounds like you, I’m glad you’ve made it to base camp,
because we’re about to set off on a grand adventure.
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A N e w L a n guag e
of Awak e n i n g

In this chapter I’m going to explore the new
language I’ll be using throughout this book, to help
you understand spiritual awakening in a fresh way.
Like an overture before an opera, which plays some
of the major musical themes that will be developed
later, I’m sharing these ideas with you now to
give you a glimpse of where we’re going. I’m not
expecting you to get all that I’m saying straight
away. I simply want to plant some seeds.

Over the last four decades I’ve studied and written many books
about the major spiritual traditions of the world. These different
approaches to awakening have all influenced me profoundly, and
I feel immense gratitude to those great spiritual explorers who’ve
cleared a way for me through the bewilderment of life.
I love the simple naturalness of Taoism, the searing immediacy
of Zen, the ecstatic devotion of Sufism, the philosophical depth
of Advaita Vedanta, the expansive love of Christianity, the esoteric wisdom of Kabala, the magical earthiness of Shamanism.
All these traditions and many others have touched me in different
ways. But I’ve never seen myself as part of any particular spiritual
tradition, because I’ve preferred to draw on all of the wisdom of
the world.
In recent years I’ve been attempting to articulate a new philosophy of awakening. In my view spirituality, like everything else,
needs to keep evolving if it is to stay alive. So I’ve felt inspired to
create a new approach to spirituality, which has all the depth of the
traditions I’ve studied, yet avoids some of the dead ends I’ve been
down on my own journey of awakening.
To create this new way to the WOW I’ve developed a new
language of awakening. The concepts we use matter, because
the way we think conditions what we experience. The WOW is
beyond words, but the words we use have a huge effect on how we
approach the journey of awakening.
I’ve loved studying the spiritual traditions of the world and
have immense respect for the wisdom they’ve bequeathed us as our
heritage. But I’ve come to the conclusion that much of our traditional spiritual vocabulary is well past its sell-by date and starting to
smell funny. So I’ve set out to develop new concepts that can help
us explore a new way to the WOW. Lucid concepts that cast the
perennial insights of spirituality in a fresh light. Living concepts
that speak the language of today. Truthful concepts that authentically capture my own experience of the awakened state.
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Different Ways of Saying ‘WOW’!
In this chapter I want to share with you some of this new language
of awakening. I’ve already introduced you to my concepts of the
‘mystery experience’ and the ‘WOW’, which I hope are working
for you. Now I want to introduce you to more concepts that I use to
describe the awakened state. These concepts are like signposts that
point to the wordless awakening from different directions. Read
the signs and then look where they’re pointing.

The Deep Mystery
I find it helpful to imagine life as a great ocean. When I’m only
conscious of the surface of life I seem to know what life is, which
allows me to get on with my everyday existence. But when I reach
below the surface of things, right down to the depths of life, I find
myself immersed in the ‘deep mystery’.
The deep mystery isn’t a mystery that we could one day solve,
such as ‘is there life on Mars?’ The deep mystery is the ultimate
mystery of existence. The deep mystery is the primal mystery that
the universe exists and we are here to think about it. It’s the great
mystery in which we live and breathe and have our being. And
when we become conscious of the deep mystery… the mystery
experience spontaneously arises.
Deep Awake
When I bob along on the surface of things my experience of life is
shallow. But when I plumb the mysterious depths my appreciation
of what it is to be alive deepens. I become ‘deep awake’… which is
like being awake… only more so.
Normally we’re only superficially awake, but when we become
conscious of the deep mystery we become deep awake. In the
spiritual literature this awakened state is sometimes described as
‘enlightenment’, because it’s like being lit up from within.
I avoid the term ‘enlightenment’, however, because it’s become
associated with the idea of an ultimate spiritual goal, only achievable by special people who give up everything and live in caves.
30
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And this is very misleading, because the deep awake state can be
experienced by anyone… even you and me.

Deep Knowing
Paradoxically, when I’m deep awake and immersed in the deep
mystery, I find myself knowing something. But this isn’t ‘knowing’
in the normal sense in which I know certain information about
the world. It’s a much deeper knowing than that. So I call it ‘deep
knowing’.
In the Western spiritual tradition this ‘deep knowing’ is called
‘gnosis’. Gnosis is directly knowing the essence of things. It’s the
big answer to the big question of life. But this answer is not in the
form of a collection of words. It’s an immediate realization, unmediated by concepts. It’s like having the most profound thought
you’ve ever had… only without the thought.
Deep knowing transforms my experience of living, because it
gives rise to a quiet confidence that, despite appearances, life is
good. When I become deep awake, I have an unshakeable faith
that fundamentally all is well. Even when things are rough on the
surface, at the depths of life I experience a primal joy of being.
The Deep Self
When I become deep awake I see that I am much more than the
person I appear to be on the surface of life. There’s a deeper level
to my identity, which I call the ‘deep self ’. When I bob along on
the surface of life I don’t notice the deep self, but it’s always there.
It’s a permanent presence, which is always present, witnessing the
ever-changing dramas of my superficial self.
The superficial self is what I appear to be. I appear to be ‘Tim’.
But the deep self is what I am… my mysterious essence… my ineffable spirit… my naked being. And when I become conscious of
my deepest being I discover I am one with all beings. I see that as
separate individuals you and I are like different waves on one great
ocean of being.
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The Universe Vision
When I’m conscious of the depths as well as the surface of life, I
experience the ‘universe vision’. The word ‘universe’ comes from
universus meaning ‘all together’ or ‘turned into one’. The universe
vision is the profound recognition that essentially all is one.
This is not a bland experience of some monolithic ‘oneness’.
It’s a profound experience of the ‘uni-variety’ of the universe. It’s
seeing that on the surface of life everything is separate, like waves
on an ocean, but at the depths all is one.
When I experience the universe vision I find myself appreciating the multifarious variety of life as an expression of one
mysterious essence. I understand that I am both separate and not
separate from life. On the surface I appear to be a separate individual, but at the depths of my identity I am one with all that is.
Deep Love
When I know I’m essentially one with all, there is a profound sense
of connectedness to life that I experience as all-encompassing love.
Christians call this love ‘Agape’ and Buddhists call it ‘compassion’.
I call it ‘deep love’ because it spontaneously arises when I deepknow the deep self. In my previous books I’ve also called it ‘big
love’, because this love is so very big.
I like the word ‘love’ because it’s a feeling word. And deep love is
an exquisite feeling that reaches right down into my body. It’s the
feeling that arises when I am conscious of both the surface separateness and the deep oneness.
Love is always an experience of communing as one through
the separateness that divides us. When we love someone we share
in their joy and suffering. We feel separate and not-separate from
each other. We become conscious of the intimate depths of our
connectedness. And that feels good.
In the same way, when I become conscious of the intimate
depths of my connectedness to all of life, I find myself in love
with life. When I know that I’m separate and not-separate from
everything and everyone, I find myself in love with everything and
everyone. And that feels very good indeed.
32

|

T HE M y s t e r y E x p e r i e n c e

Sensual Aliveness
Awakening is intensely pleasurable. This is an important fact that
traditional spirituality is often strangely silent about. Indeed, many
spiritual traditions disapprove of pleasure, which seems crazy
given how great it feels. I’m a big fan of pleasure. But when I’m
only superficially awake I only partially feel the enjoyment available to me, because I’m partly numb.
When I am deep awake, however, I find myself really savouring
the pleasures of life. I’m astonished by all I see and hear and touch
in this world of wonders. My body wakes up to how sweet it is to
be alive. To simply breathe feels delicious. To sense my feet on the
ground is an unspeakable delight. And I want to dance because
life is WOW!
Awakening is not an experience of disembodied enlightenment. It’s an experience of ‘sensual aliveness’. When I’m deep
awake there is a visceral love of being, which permeates this wonderful skin-bag of nerves, meat and bones I call my body. Hurray
for the body! Everybody should have one!
Enlivenment
Some spiritual traditions suggest that we awaken by retreating
from life into passive equanimity and the absence of desire. But
it’s not like that for me. When I’m deep awake I enter a passionate
state I call ‘enlivenment’, in which I feel intensely present and in
love with the moment.
When I’m enlivened I’m filled with enthusiasm for life and I
want to actively engage with the challenges before me. There’s a
spontaneous flow to my life that makes living magical. I’m inspired
and creative. I’m at my best. My mundane life seems marvellous.
The familiar world becomes a wonderland.
A Lover of Life
The WOW is an amazing experience, but it’s much more than
that. It leads to a new way of living as a ‘lover of life’. I introduced
you to this idea in the last chapter, and now I’d like to say more of
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what it means to be a lover of life, because it’ll give you a better
idea of where we’re ultimately heading.
Being a lover of life doesn’t mean always feeling that life’s wonderful. It means loving life as it is. It means embracing both the
good and bad of life. It means passionately enjoying and tenderly
enduring the tumultuous adventure of life through which we learn
how to love. Waking up to the WOW feels good, but it’s not just a
good feeling. To love deeply is sometimes to suffer deeply.
Last year my father died of a stroke. For the previous eight
months he could move only one arm and he would lie in his bed
plaintively muttering ‘help me, help me’. It broke my heart because
I love him. Being deep awake didn’t stop me suffering and I didn’t
want it to. I wanted to suffer with my dad. I wanted to be right with
him in the awfulness of the situation.
For me, awakening isn’t about transcending suffering, as some
spiritual traditions teach. Rather, awakening allows me to suffer
willingly because of love. And then my heartbreak becomes poignant… meaningful… even beautiful. When I suffered with my dying
dad there were precious moments of deep connection. The bitterness was also sweet. The deep pain plunged me down to the depths
of life. It broke my heart and what poured out was a deeper love.
When I listen closely I hear the WOW of life expressing itself
in many different tones of voice. There is the ecstatic WOW of
joy and the subdued WOW of sadness. The intoxicating WOW
of hope and the sobering WOW of disappointment. The warm
WOW of intimacy and the piercing WOW of loss. The great song
of life passes between the major and the minor modes… and I am
stirred by both.
Have You Been WOWED?
Perhaps there have been moments in your life when you tasted
the WOW in some of the ways I’ve been describing? Most of
us, at some time or other, have found ourselves suddenly seeing
through the superficialities of life and diving into the mysterious
depths. This can happen when we embrace a newborn child…
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or listen to beautiful music… or enjoy a deep conversation. It can
happen when we confront death… or feel defeated by failure…
or wrestle with a mental breakdown. It can happen at any time.
It can happen now.

A N e w L a n guag e of A wak e n i n g

|

35

CH

A

P

T ER

4

Wo n d e r i n g

- WOW E x p e r i m e n t -

Our journey into the mystery experience is going
to be an experiential adventure. So in this chapter
I want you to taste the WOW for yourself by
experimenting with ‘wondering’. As the book
progresses there will be more WOW experiments
that will lead you deeper into the mystery experience.

I’ve introduced you to the approach to awakening we’re going to
be exploring and the new language we’re going to be using. Now I
want to invite you to experiment with an easy way of allowing the
deep awake state to spontaneously arise. This is the first step on our
journey into the depths of the mystery experience and what I want
you to do is extremely simple.
I want you to wonder and then to notice what happens to
your state of consciousness.
I want you to experience a moment of wonder right now.
I want you to see things as they really are… utterly mysterious
and miraculous.

A Moment of Wonder
Shortly before he died of cancer the British playwright Dennis
Potter did a moving interview, in which he shared the wonder that
arises in the face of imminent death. Have a look at this and get
what he is trying to tell us.
… at this season, the blossom is out in full now, there in
the west early. It’s a plum tree, it looks like apple blossom
but it’s white, and looking at it, instead of saying ‘Oh that’s
nice blossom’… last week looking at it through the window
when I’m writing, I see it is the whitest, frothiest, blossomest
blossom that there ever could be, and I can see it.
Things are both more trivial than they ever were, and more
important than they ever were, and the difference between
the trivial and the important doesn’t seem to matter.
But the nowness of everything is absolutely wondrous,
and if people could see that, you know. There’s no way of
telling you; you have to experience it, but the glory of it,
if you like, the comfort of it, the reassurance… not that
I’m interested in reassuring people – bugger that. The fact
is, if you see the present tense, boy do you see it! And boy
can you celebrate it.
Wondering
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Life is WOW and Dennis Potter could see that as he was dying.
But why wait until you’re dying? Now is WOW if you open up to
it. Just take a moment to really wonder. As the American author
Ray Bradbury says:
Stuff your eyes with wonder… live as if you’d drop dead
in ten seconds. See the world. It’s more fantastic than any
dream made or paid for in factories.
The WOW of Now
Open yourself up to the wonder of life right now.
Be conscious of this moment with that deep part of you that
appreciates music and art… that feels the beat and dances to
its rhythm… that finds truth in poetry as well as theory.
Dive deeply into wonder and the world will start to sparkle.
There will be an experience of intense gratitude that arises
when you see how glorious life really is.
There will be an experience of immense humility that arises
when you see how impossible it is to comprehend such a
mystery.

It Wonders Me…
There’s a great phrase used colloquially in some areas of
Pennsylvania. They say ‘it wonders me’. I really like that because
life wonders me deeply. Wonder with me.
It wonders me that the world is so rich and vivid.
It wonders me that the universe is so vast, yet full of
exquisite detail.
It wonders me that I am alive and experiencing this precious
moment.
It wonders me that I can think and feel and sense and
imagine.
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It wonders me that you are you, yet I am me.
It wonders me how good it feels to simply be.
It wonders me that I could ever forget how much I love being.
Does it wonder you?

The Miracle of Life
Take a look at this powerful poem by Walt Whitman, who’s one of
the great high priests of wonder. It’s called ‘Miracles’ and is so full
of wonder it points straight to the WOW. If you want to really get
the vision Uncle Walt wants to share with you, read it aloud then
look at the world through new eyes. Go on… as an experiment.
What shall I give? and which are my miracles?
Realism is mine – my miracles – Take freely,
Take without end – I offer them to you wherever your feet
can carry you or your eyes reach.
Why! who makes much of a miracle?
As to me, I know of nothing else but miracles,
Whether I walk the streets of Manhattan,
Or dart my sight over the roofs of houses toward the sky,
Or wade with naked feet along the beach, just in the edge
of the water,
Or stand under trees in the woods,
Or talk by day with any one I love – or sleep in the bed at
night with any one I love,
Or sit at table at dinner with my mother,
Or look at strangers opposite me riding in the car,
Or watch honey-bees busy around the hive, of a summer
forenoon,
Or animals feeding in the fields,
Or birds – or the wonderfulness of insects in the air,
Or the wonderfulness of the sun-down – or of stars
shining so quiet and bright,

Wondering

|

39

Or the exquisite, delicate, thin curve of the new moon in
spring;
Or whether I go among those I like best, and that like me
best – mechanics, boatmen, farmers,
Or among the savans – or to the soiree – or to the opera,
Or stand a long while looking at the movements of
machinery,
Or behold children at their sports,
Or the admirable sight of the perfect old man, or the
perfect old woman,
Or the sick in hospitals, or the dead carried to burial,
Or my own eyes and figure in the glass;
These, with the rest, one and all, are to me miracles,
The whole referring – yet each distinct, and in its place.
To me, every hour of the light and dark is a miracle,
Every cubic inch of space is a miracle,
Every square yard of the surface of the earth is spread
with the same,
Every foot of the interior swarms with the same;
Every spear of grass – the frames, limbs, organs, of men
and women, and all that concerns them,
All these to me are unspeakably perfect miracles.
To me the sea is a continual miracle;
The fishes that swim – the rocks – the motion of the waves
– the ships, with men in them,
What stranger miracles are there?
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This book isn’t just about wondering in the sense of
being awed by life. It is also about wondering in the
philosophical sense of exploring new insights into
what it is to be alive.
This chapter is going to be more intellectually
challenging than our previous introductory
chapters, because I want to describe a new way of
thinking that forms the foundation of my spiritual
philosophy.
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Having introduced some of my new language of awakening, I now
want to pop one more new idea into our conceptual goody-bag.
But this isn’t a description of the WOW. It’s a way of thinking
about life that I call ‘paralogical thinking’.
The idea of paralogical thinking may seem abstract at first, but
it has far-reaching practical applications. It opens up an understanding of the depths of life and clears away the confusion that
can prevent us awakening to the mystery experience. I want to
introduce paralogical thinking to you now, because we’re going to
be using this way of thinking throughout this book.
The need for paralogical thinking arises from an important
insight. Life is profoundly paradoxical. I’ve already mentioned in
passing the paradox that on the surface of life we live in a world of
separate things, but at the depths all is one. At first such spiritual
paradoxes can sound like mystical mumbo jumbo. So I want to
ground our discussion of paradox in the empirical discoveries of
hardnosed science, before using paralogical thinking to cast new
light on the insights of spirituality.

The Wave-Particle Paradox
I want to focus on one particular paradox that scientists have found
informs reality on a very deep level. When physicists studied the
nature of light they discovered something extraordinary. If an
experiment is set up one way, light seems to be comprised of elementary particles. But if the experiment is set up in another way,
light appears to behave as a wave.
So is light a wave or particles? According to quantum physics
it’s both at once. Light can be seen as both a wave and particles,
depending on how you look at it. Physicists call this paradox the
‘wave-particle duality’.
This is all very hard to understand, so don’t be surprised if you
feel bamboozled. You should be feeling bamboozled, because it
is genuinely bamboozling. The Danish scientist Niels Bohr, who
was one of the founding fathers of quantum physics, famously
remarked:
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If you think you can talk about quantum theory without
feeling dizzy, you haven’t understood the first thing about it.
The Glorious Both/And
The quantum physicists found that, on a deep level, reality has to
be understood as inherently paradoxical. This has huge implications. It means we can’t think about the deep mysteries of life using
normal logic, because normal logic treats paradox as… well…
illogical. We need a way of thinking that can embrace paradox.
We need to think paralogically.
The great psychologist Carl Jung contrasted what he called the
niggardly either/or with the glorious both/and. This is a simple
way of differentiating logical and paralogical thinking.
Logical thinking is either/or thinking.
Paralogical thinking is both/and thinking.
Logical thinking says that light is either a wave or particles. It can’t
be both. Paralogical thinking says that light can be both a wave
and particles, because life is inherently paradoxical. Niels Bohr
explains:
There are trivial truths and there are great truths. The
opposite of a trivial truth is plainly false. The opposite of a
great truth is also true.
This is a wonderful statement of the difference between logical
thinking and paralogical thinking. Niels Bohr says that we need
to think in different ways, depending on whether we are looking
for ‘trivial truths’ or ‘great truths’. If we want to understand the
surface of life, logical thinking works perfectly. But to understand
the depths of things we need to think paralogically.
Logical thinking is based on the principle that something is
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either true or it isn’t true, so the opposite of a logical truth is
plainly false.
Paralogical thinking is based on the realization that on a deep
level life is paradoxical, so the opposite of a paralogical truth
is also true.

Paradoxity
Now I need to add one more new idea to our conceptual repertoire, which can help us more easily discuss things paralogically,
and that’s the idea of ‘paradoxity’. When we think paralogically
we eventually arrive at a paradoxity. We see the paradoxity of
something when we understand it from two opposite perspectives
at once. For example, the paradoxity of light is that it appears as a
wave and as particles, depending on how you set up the experiment.
We reach the conclusion of our logical deliberations when we
decide that either this or that is true.
We reach the conclusion of our paralogical deliberations
when we grasp the ‘paradoxity’ of the situation, by seeing that
opposite perspectives are both true.
I have coined the word ‘paradoxity’ because I want to avoid the
confusion caused by different ways of understanding the more
familiar word ‘paradox’. From a logical perspective, paradoxes are
problems to be solved. But from a paralogical perspective a ‘paradoxity’ is the resolution of a problem.
Paralogical thinking allows us to embrace paradox. Indeed,
rather than try and avoid paradoxes, we seek to understand the paradoxity of whatever we are thinking about. Niels Bohr once said:
How wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now we
have some hope of making progress.
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Paralogical Vision
I want to suggest a simple analogy to help you understand the
value of paralogical thinking. It’s an interesting fact that we look
at the world with two eyes, rather than one big eye in the middle
of the forehead like a cyclops. The reason for this is that if we had
only one eye we’d perceive a flat world. Looking at things with two
eyes is what gives us depth perception.
Logical either/or thinking is like looking out of one eye or
the other.
Paralogical both/and thinking is like looking out of both eyes.
When we think paralogically we see things from two
complementary perspectives at once and this gives depth
to our understanding of life.
When we look at the world, what each eye sees is different, but they
combine to create a single vision of reality that has depth. In the
same way, when we think paralogically we see things in different
ways that complement each other to create a single vision of reality
that has depth.
When I discuss philosophy with people who adopt an either/or
approach to understanding the depths of life, I often find myself in
the paradoxical position of agreeing with what they’re saying, but
also feeling they’re missing half the truth. So I sometimes quote the
cheeky words of the great Niels Bohr who once remarked:
No, no, you’re not thinking; you’re just being logical.
The Primal Paradox
Niels Bohr was a very interesting man. He was one of the most
influential scientists of all time and winner of a Nobel Prize for
physics. Yet when he designed his own coat of arms he chose to
put on it a spiritual symbol from ancient China. This symbol is
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commonly known as the yin/yang symbol, but it is properly called
the ‘taijitu’, which means ‘diagram of the supreme ultimate’. Now
there’s a big claim to live up to!

The taijitu is a symbolic representation of the essential paradoxity
of reality. It encodes the ancient Taoist understanding that reality
is characterized by the primal polarity of yin and yang, represented
by black and white tadpole shapes. Yin and yang are opposites
which paradoxically coexist and complement each other. This is
why there’s a dot of white in the black tadpole and vice versa.
Niels Bohr clearly felt the yin/yang symbol captured the paradoxical understanding of reality he had arrived at through his
scientific discoveries. And he made this plain, by adding on his coat
of arms the Latin motto:
contraria sunt complementa
opposites are complementary
This is an idea that has been important to many of the greatest
philosophers, who often referred to it as the coincidentia oppositorum
or ‘union of opposites’. The essential idea is that existence is a
primal oneness that is arising as complementary opposites. Werner
Heisenberg, another of the founding fathers of quantum physicists, puts the primal paradox of existence like this:
Unity and complementarity constitute reality.

Complementary Perspectives
‘Hang on’ I hear you saying warily. Or perhaps it’s not you?
Perhaps it’s my imaginary philosophical sparring partner Rational
Richard who wants to take issue with all of this. Clever Dick, as
he’s known to his friends, helps keep me on the intellectual straight
and narrow by questioning my conceptual flights of fancy.
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Tim: Nice to see you Dick… have you popped in for some
philosophical chat?
Dick: Yes. What you’ve been saying is worrying me. If we
believe contradictory things we’ll end up in a right mess.
Tim: Paralogical thinking doesn’t mean being contradictory.
Quantum physics shows that to understand light we need to
see it from two perspectives at once… as both a wave and
particles. But it’s important to understand that, although these
two perspectives seem to be contradictory, they are actually
complementary.
Dick: Why do you say that?
Tim: When we examine light in one way, it appears as
particles. When we examine light in another way, it appears
as a wave. This is a paradoxity but it’s not a contradiction,
because we are looking at light in two different ways, not the
same way.
Dick: So if we said light is a wave and particles it would
be a logical contradiction. But if we say light is a wave and
particles depending on the way we look at it... then that’s a
paradoxity.
Tim: Exactly. Paralogical thinking means understanding
reality from opposite points of view that complement each
other.
Dick: Well I still think logical thinking is the best way to
deal with life. It makes clear sense of things and we’d be lost
without it. We need to be more logical, not less logical, in my
opinion.
Tim: I agree. Logical thinking is very important. But life is
paradoxical so we need two ways of thinking about it.
Dick: What can that possibly mean?!
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Tim: You can get what I’m saying by looking at the two
forms of physics that scientists use to understand reality.
Scientists distinguish ‘Newtonian physics’ and ‘quantum
physics’, because they are very different. When dealing with
the everyday world, the logical laws of physics discovered
by Newton work perfectly. But when we go deeper into the
nature of things we need the paradoxical insights of quantum
physics, which don’t fit with Newton’s laws at all.
Dick: That’s a paradox I admit.
Tim: In the same way, logical either/or thinking is a very
useful tool to help us negotiate the everyday world, but it
won’t do if we want to understand the depths of life. For this
we need paralogical both/and thinking.
Dick: Well I kind of get it and I’m kind of confused…
damn it… now you’ve got me talking in paradoxes!
Tim: Don’t worry. Paralogical thinking will make more sense
as we apply it throughout our journey in this book.
The Essential Message
Let me take you through the essential message of this chapter one
more time, because it can be slippery to hold at first.
Reality is fundamentally paradoxical.
This means we can’t understand the depths of existence with
either/or logical thinking.
We need to use paralogical thinking, which says something
can be both this and that, depending on how we look at it.
Paralogical thinking sees reality from two opposite yet
complementary perspectives at once, and arrives at an
understanding of the ‘paradoxity’ of whatever is being
examined.
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We don’t have to choose between either logical thinking or
paralogical thinking. They can both help us understand life.
We need to use logical thinking when we’re dealing with
surface things and paralogical thinking when we’re dealing
with the depths of life.
When we perceive reality with both eyes open we see reality
in depth.
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In this part of the book we’re going to explore the
deep mystery of existence, because it’s when we
become conscious of how mysterious life is, that
the mystery experience arises. We’re going to start
by looking at some of the astonishing discoveries
of science, which reveal how paradoxical and
puzzling the universe really is.
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For thousands of years the great spiritual explorers of life have
made the audacious claim that things are not what they seem to
be. There is a deeper level to reality that lies behind the superficial
appearances. In recent centuries the great scientific explorers of
life have shown that this is true. When we look below the surface
of things we discover that reality is much more amazing than we
normally realize. And it’s characterized by paradoxity.
I want to examine the scientific view of the universe, because it
compels us to question our common-sense assumptions about life.
And we need to question our most basic assumptions if we want to
dive into the mystery experience. We need to think in new ways if
we want to experience life with greater depth.
I find that contemplating the insights of science wakes me up
just as much as contemplating the insights of spirituality, because
the world that science reveals is WOW! Let’s begin our exploration
of the fantastical nature of reality with a simple paradoxity we’re
all familiar with.

The Earth and the Sun
Throughout most of history human beings have assumed that the
Earth is stationary and the Sun travels across the sky. That’s how
it appears to us, and for most purposes this way of thinking still
works. We continue to talk about the Sun rising and setting to mark
the beginning and end of the day.
Yet actually, of course, we’ve found that the Earth is a spinning sphere which orbits the Sun. This may seem obvious now,
but when this was first discovered it was a mind-blowing sensation,
because it flies in the face of common sense.
From an everyday perspective the Sun goes around the Earth.
But from a scientific perspective the Earth goes around the Sun.
This points to an important realization. For most purposes our
common-sense picture of the world works well. But to penetrate
the depths of life we need to be willing to see things in shocking
new ways.
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Am I Still Here?
I’ve been sitting here for the last hour preparing to write this
chapter for you. Or have I? It feels as if I’ve been in the same place,
because I’ve been sitting on the same chair in front of the same
computer. But actually my chair is glued by gravity to a spinning
ball that’s hurtling around the Sun at a speed of 67,000 miles per
hour. So I’m not in the same place at all. I’m 67,000 miles away
from where I was sitting an hour ago! Or am I?
Our Sun is orbiting around the centre of the Milky Way galaxy
and an orbit takes about 226,000,000 years to complete. So the last
time there was a living creature where I am right now, it wasn’t a
human being sitting in front of a computer, it was a dinosaur plodding around a prehistoric jungle. From this perspective the idea
that I’ve been ‘here’ for hours is ludicrous, because no one has ever
been ‘here’ before.
If that isn’t paradoxical enough for you… get this! There really
is no ‘here’ at all. Einstein showed that space and time don’t exist
in the way we think they do. They exist together as two aspects
of a primal paradoxity he called ‘space-time’. This means I really
can’t talk about where I am without also talking about when I am
and vice versa. And it’s completely impossible to be in the same
space-time twice. So in one way I’m still here… but actually I’m
somewhere else… except really there is no ‘here’ or ‘elsewhere’.
What a buzz!
One and Many
According to current scientific theory, the universe popped into
existence about 13 billion years ago when something came from
nothing. This is the moment time started and space first appeared,
because space-time came into existence. Scientists call this ultimate magic trick the ‘big bang’, which is a beautifully ironic name,
because the big bang was infinitesimally small, and it made no
sound as there was no one to hear it!
The big bang happened when the ‘singularity’ exploded and
the universe came into existence. Like the firing of some cosmic
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starting-gun, this signalled the start of a process of evolution that
has led to us being here to discuss the ‘big bang’.
What is the singularity? We could say it’s the primal oneness
that has evolved into the multifarious variety of life. The fundamental simplicity which is the source of the astonishing complexity
of the universe. The nothing which contained the potential for
everything. It’s extremely paradoxical, so it’s hard to get your head
around!
One thing that seems clear, however, is that if everything has
come from the singularity, essentially everything is the singularity.
On the surface we appear to be separate individuals in a world of
separate things. But essentially the universe is the singularity evolving into complex forms. You and I are the singularity looking at
itself… thinking about itself… confused about itself. Can you get
that paradoxity?

Incomprehensibly Big and Incomprehensibly Small
We used to believe that the Earth was the centre of the universe,
which was lit by the Sun during the day and a celestial canopy of
stars at night. I’m sure the night sky seemed unbelievably big to our
ancestors, but compared to our current understanding of things
the universe they looked at was tiny.
Through our scientific studies we’ve come to the stunning
realization that our mighty Sun is an insignificant star in a galaxy
containing more than 100 billion stars! Can you feel how big an
expansion of understanding that is? Then, only 100 years ago, we
discovered that we’d still been thinking far too small, because the
universe is much more than just our particular galaxy. The universe contains more than 100 billion galaxies!
Then we realized that the universe was expanding and came up
with the theory of the big bang. Having understood the universe
was incomprehensibly big, we realized it had once been incomprehensibly small. An infinitesimally small point had appeared in
the middle of nothing, which had expanded to become 100 billion
galaxies. Is that a WOW or what?!
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Everywhere from Nowhere
Scientists often say that the universe was once the size of a pea. Of
course it was originally much smaller than that, but I like the idea
of the universe as a pea. It makes me feel like I could pop it in my
mouth and swallow the whole thing… gulp!
Where did the universe come from? Well… nowhere. There
was no space before the big bang. It was the moment that spacetime came into existence. So how can we conceive of the universe
as expanding, when there was no space for it to expand into? And
how can we conceive of the universe beginning, when there was
no time before the beginning? Ouch… my head is hurting… in an
enjoyable sort of way!
And here’s another thing. If space is expanding there must
surely be a place somewhere in the universe where the big bang
happened and everything is expanding from there? But it’s not like
that, because the big bang created space. Space is a pea that has
grown into the universe. The centre of the universe from which
it is expanding is not somewhere… it’s everywhere. You are the
centre of the universe and so am I.
Everything is Nothing
Here’s another paradoxity that really rocks my boat. The physical world we live in isn’t there. The solid objects we manipulate
with our solid hands are mostly nothing. Seemingly concrete things
are made up of infinitesimally small atoms swirling around in an
immense void. And these atoms are made up of unimaginably
small subatomic particles dancing in vast emptiness.
Our seemingly solid world is mostly ‘ghostly empty space’,
as the great physicist Sir Arthur Eddington put it. The latest calculation is that 99.9999999999999 per cent of the world you’re
experiencing right now is actually emptiness. Physicists set out to
understand what things are made of and found out they are made
of nothing.
Nothing is appearing as everything right now. Can you get the
paradoxity of that? I seem to be a solid body sitting here writing
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these words, but really I’m mostly emptiness. What an affront to
common sense! If we could take away the empty space then all the
subatomic particles in every one of the seven billion people on our
planet would be about the size of a grain of rice. Can you feel that
WOW?!

How Old Am I?
I think of myself as this body called ‘Tim’, which has been making
its way through the world for the last 52 years. But science has
shown that 98 per cent of the atoms in my body are replaced every
year. Indeed, there isn’t a single atom in my body today that was
part of my body 10 years ago. My body isn’t 52 years old, it’s 10
years old at most! That really messes with my sense of identity.
Clearly in one way I’m the same body, but physically I’m not the
same body at all. How about that for a paradoxity?!
What We See and What We Don’t
We think that we can see reality. It’s this wonderful world in which
we live. Right? But as scientists have studied the nature of things
they’ve realized we aren’t seeing much of reality at all. The visible
spectrum, from violet to red, that we can see with our eyes is a
small part of a much bigger electromagnetic spectrum that we
don’t perceive.
Imagine the visible spectrum as one octave on a piano keyboard that represents the whole electromagnetic spectrum. How
big do you think the keyboard would be? Think big. Think very
big, because the keyboard would be hundreds of thousands of
miles long. And all we see would be just one octave on it!
We think we see reality, but actually we hardly notice it. Now
we’ve reached the point where scientists have concluded that what
we experience as matter is pretty insignificant compared to mysterious ‘dark matter’ and ‘dark energy’. Less than 5 per cent of the
universe is ordinary matter. The rest is… well we don’t know what
the rest is.
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Abstract and Concrete
If that messes with your melon consider this. Physicists have found
that the best way to comprehend the nature of the physical universe is to use mathematics. But numbers don’t exist in the physical
universe. You can’t see or touch or hear a number. You can look
at two apples, but you can’t look at ‘two’. Numbers are abstract
ideas, not concrete things. Physics is the study of physical reality,
but to understand physical reality it uses numbers that don’t exist
in physical reality!
The great insight at the heart of science is that nature obeys
‘laws’. But the laws of nature don’t exist in nature. They are
abstract equations. For example Einstein’s famous equation
E = MC2 explains the relationship between energy and mass.
But the equation itself is made of neither energy nor mass.
The laws of nature exist, but not in the same way that nature
exists. We need to understand the universe paralogically as both
an abstract and concrete reality.
The Observer and the Observed
And here’s something even more astonishing. We think of reality
as an objective world that obeys the laws of nature. This means we
can predict how things will behave. If I drop my coffee cup it will
fall down, not up. If I drop it again it will behave in the same way.
Yet on a deeper level things aren’t so predicable, because the idea
of objective reality ceases to make sense.
According to the ‘uncertainty principle’ of quantum physics,
on an elementary level the physical universe is a collection of
possibilities. Scientists have discovered that there has to be a conscious observer to ‘collapse’ the quantum possibilities, which stops
particles being in two places at once and creates a world we can
examine and measure.
So on the surface, reality seems to be objective and we can
predict the way things work. But at the depths is a realm of possibilities and what exists depends on the presence of a subjective
observer. ‘Curiouser and curiouser’ as Alice said in Wonderland.
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Subjective Thoughts and the Objective World
The scientific view of the universe is so far from common sense
it seems bonkers, yet here we are doing our best to understand it.
And we’re able to think about such things because we have a lump
of clever porridge in our heads, which inexplicably gives rise to
intangible thoughts.
Our thoughts are very mysterious, because they don’t exist
in the objective world. They are subjective rather than objective
realities. We think about the mysteries of the objective world with
subjective ideas that have no existence in the objective world.
There’s an interesting thought… whatever a thought may be?!
The universe is unimaginably big, but our imagination is also
unimaginably big. By counting the number of neural configurations possible in a human brain, scientists have estimated the
number of possible thoughts a brain could have as 10 to the power
of 70,000,000,000,000! That’s an extremely big number when you
realize that it’s estimated that there are only 10 to the power of 80
atoms in the entire universe. No wonder when we allow ourselves
to think in new ways a whole new reality opens up before us!
Relative Knowledge and Absolute Mystery
The history of scientific discovery has been a constant process
of discovering that things are not the way we thought they were.
Science has taught us, again and again, that what seems certain
today will change tomorrow. The story that science tells about
reality is continually evolving and this often means revolutionary
changes in our understanding.
The more we’ve learned, the more we’ve come to appreciate
the depths of the mystery of life. For previous generations the
mystery was what lay beyond the woods, the seashore, the edge of
the world. As our knowledge has increased we’ve solved those particular mysteries, yet found ourselves faced with much bigger ones.
Even if science could, one day, completely explain how our
universe unfolded from the primal singularity, we’d still be left with
the biggest mystery of all. What is a ‘singularity’ exactly?! And
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what business did it have creating a cosmos with you and I in it to
wonder about these things?!
Our relative knowledge has increased but the deep mystery
remains undiminished. To think we really know what is going on is
utterly ludicrous. If we spent a lifetime of 80 years trying to puzzle
it out, we’d have about 4,000 weeks to understand this incomprehensibly enormous, intricate, paradoxical universe. When I
contemplate this it fills me with deep humility in the face of the
grandeur of reality.
The universe that science has revealed is more mind-boggling
in its bigness, smallness, and strangeness than our ancestors could
have imagined. We are discovering more all the time at an everaccelerating rate. Yet the big question remains. What is life? We
just don’t know!
Getting the Scientific Vision
How does life look if we really take on board the paradoxical
discoveries of modern science? Let’s go through some of the fascinating both/and paradoxities we have been exploring again.
We can and can’t be in the same place twice.
We are and we aren’t separate individuals.
The centre of the universe is here and everywhere.
The world is and isn’t made up of solid physical objects.
The body does and doesn’t have a continuous identity.
We do and don’t see the world around us.
Nature does and doesn’t obey deterministic laws.
Reality does and doesn’t exist objectively.
We do and don’t know what life is.
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For everyday purposes we need to believe that here is here, solid
objects are solid objects, nature obeys deterministic laws, and
reality is objective. If we didn’t approach life in these commonsense ways we’d go mad… so be careful!
Yet if we look below the surface of things another dimension
of reality is revealed. This is the great discovery of science. And it’s
paralogically complementary to the message of spirituality, which
also teaches that if we look beyond the superficial appearances a
deeper reality is revealed.
The great scientific explorers of life have discovered the hidden
depths of reality by closely examining our shared objective experience of the world. The great spiritual explorers of life have
discovered the hidden depths of reality by closely examining their
individual subjective experience of living.
Science and spirituality seem to be very different approaches
to life, but they lead to the same astonishing conclusion. Our common-sense understanding of things is inadequate, because life is
much more than it seems to be.
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I’ve spent my whole life wondering what life is. After five decades
of passionate exploration, which has included some serious study
and in-depth spiritual practice, an honest attempt at radical soulsearching and a monumental amount of philosophical chat, I’ve
come to a fascinating conclusion. What is life? I don’t know.
I’m a pretty smart guy. I can read philosophical books and
discuss quantum physics. But it seems to me that all my clever
opinions float like flotsam on a vast sea of uncertainty. The edifice
of information I’ve erected totters on the foundation of the ultimate enigma of existence… that anything exists at all.
The mystery of life is so enormous it takes my breath away and
leaves me speechless. It’s not some riddle I will one day unravel,
but real magic to be marvelled at. It’s not a darkness my intellect
can illuminate, but a dazzling radiance so splendid that my most
brilliant ideas seem dull.
I may go about my daily life as if I know what’s going on, but
the truth is I really don’t know what life is. Nobody does.
What! Nobody?
Nobody knows.
Not even the guys in white coats?
Nope.
What about the pope?
Are you kidding?
Or my enlightened guru?
You obviously haven’t spent enough time with him.
Or some really smart philosopher like Socrates?
He was famous precisely for knowing he didn’t know!
Well Jesus then?
He didn’t really exist… haven’t you read my bestseller about
Christianity?!
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There’s got to be some special person somewhere who’s got the whole thing
sorted out?
Look. I’m not saying nobody knows just because I don’t know
and I can’t imagine anyone smarter than Tim. I’m saying it
because I’ve come to realize that it’s impossible to know what
life is.
What do you mean?
Could we ever really explain the mystery of life with words?
Would it take a sentence? Or a paragraph? Or a book? Or a
whole library of books? Could any amount of words explain
away the mystery?
I guess not.
Human beings have created a mountain of words to explain
the nature of reality, but under all the words the mystery of
life remains as magnificent as ever.
So we can never say what life is with words.
Exactly. And that’s why, as the great mythologist Joseph
Campbell once said, ‘The person who thinks he has found the
ultimate truth is wrong.’
So it isn’t just me. Nobody knows what’s really going on.
In the ancient Hindu Rig Veda it says ‘Who knows the truth?
Only the God who sees in the highest heaven. He only knows.
Or perhaps not even he knows?’
Deep Knowing
The paradoxity of our predicament is that we both know and don’t
know what life is. On the surface of life we have a working knowledge of things. Yet life remains a deep mystery. And when we
become conscious of the deep mystery, the mystery experience
spontaneously arises.
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This is how it is for me. When I wonder about the depths of life
I find myself becoming inarticulate. It’s as if I’m trying to formulate a primal question that is so enormous it’s impossible to express.
A question which is deeper than thought… something felt… something of the heart.
I could try to say it like this… What’s going on?… What is
life?… What is this moment right now? Then I want to add…
Who am I?… What is it to be alive?… And what should I do about
it? Or perhaps I would be better to just stammer… what… how…
why?!
Science offers many great insights into the nature of life that
fascinate my mind, but it doesn’t answer the inarticulate question
of the heart. The books I read are full of valuable information,
but words can’t answer my wordless question. It seems to me that
all my ideas about life form a net of concepts which I cast into the
ocean of mystery to catch the water.
Yet as I wonder deeply about life, I find myself immersed in the
deep mystery. Then something astonishing happens. The inarticulate question of the heart dissolves into the ocean of mystery. And
I feel I’ve found the answer I’m looking for.
But this answer, like the question, is more of a feeling than a
thought. I can’t really express the inarticulate question, because it’s
too deep for words. I can’t really express the inarticulate answer,
because it’s too deep for words.
It is one of the great paradoxities of life that not-knowing leads
to the ‘deep knowing’ that the ancients called ‘gnosis’. As the poet
Robert Frost writes so beautifully:
We dance around in a ring, and suppose,
But the Secret sits in the middle and knows.
In my experience, when I know that I don’t know, there’s a wordless knowing of what-is before words. A silent knowing that arises
in the mind as intuitive wisdom. A passionate knowing that arises
in the heart as boundless love.
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I started my spiritual journey because life was a mystery that I
wanted to solve. But I’ve discovered that the question is the answer.
Life is a mystery. That’s what life is. And when I know the mystery, I
know what life is, so intimately, that words are unnecessary.
The Mystery and the Story
Life is a mystery about which we tell stories. We all have a personal
story about what life is, which we use to help us navigate our lives.
A story that helps us understand what’s going on… that gives us a
sense of who we are… that gives life meaning. Our stories are wonderful. I love listening to people’s stories. I’d love to hear your story.
We need a story to help us understand life, because if we didn’t
have a life-narrative we’d be lost. The problem is that we can easily
mistake the story for reality. We can invest so heavily in our beliefs
about life that we forget that we really don’t know what life is. We
can become so caught up in our opinions that we miss the breathtaking mystery. And when this happens, life becomes mundane
and empty of wonder.
When I become embroiled with my story I find myself living in
a sort of trance. I’m certain I know what’s going on, even though
I really don’t. I exist in a state of numbness that I call ‘normality’
and I feel only half alive. But when I wake up I can see that my
story is just a story. If I look deeper I discover that hidden behind
my story is the pristine, virgin, untouchable mystery. And that’s
when the mystery experience spontaneously arises.
If you want to spiritually awaken to the WOW you need to see
through your story to the deep mystery. But please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not suggesting you abandon your story. Having
a life-narrative is essential and the more coherent it is the better.
Philosophy can be seen as the art of creating a better narrative to
live by.
If we didn’t have a story we’d be lost and confused, rather than
awake to the wonder of life. But it’s not an either/or choice. We
can approach things paralogically and be conscious of both the
story and the mystery. We can see that on the surface of life we
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need a narrative to help us understand our experience. But at the
depths we don’t know what life is.
It amuses me how I can bob along on the surface of life, thinking I know what’s going on, then suddenly remember the deep
mystery. And when this happens everything changes, because my
state of consciousness is profoundly transformed. I become deep
awake… super-conscious… really alive. When I know that I don’t
know… life becomes WOW.

Fearing the Mystery and Loving the Mystery
Yet sometimes the mystery seems terrifying. When I wake up alone
at night the world can seem ominously strange. The realization
that I don’t know what’s going on makes me panic. I don’t want to
dive into the mystery because it’s so deep I’m frightened I’ll drown.
I want to push the mystery away and cling to the known for dear
life. I want to close down, not open up.
When I feel terrified of the mystery of life I try to distract myself
with superficialities. I numb myself with banality. I cosset myself
with vapidity. This is a high price to pay because my life goes dead
on me. The irony is I don’t need to be frightened, because when I
immerse myself in the mystery it’s utterly safe… like coming home.
The mystery is only terrifying when I tell myself scary stories
about the unknown. When I’m frightened of the mystery I’m not
actually immersed in the mystery at all. Rather, I’m projecting
imaginary monsters into the void. Then the unknown becomes a
danger waiting to assail me in the shadows.
But actually the mystery isn’t frightening. How could it be
when I don’t know what the mystery is? So when I stop clinging
to my frightening story and truly immerse myself in not-knowing,
there is no fear. Quite the opposite. There is relief and wonder. If
I simply relax into the mystery I find myself free from the anxiety
that can dominate me in my story. My story is still there, of course,
because it must be. But it’s transformed from a horror story into a
mystery story.

66

|

T HE M y s t e r y E x p e r i e n c e

When the Story Breaks Down
It’s perfectly safe to step out of our story into the mystery. But if
we start to feel we’re losing touch with our story altogether, this
can be awful. If the story that we use to negotiate life starts to
disintegrate we feel totally disorientated and start to panic. This is
what happens when we experience a mental breakdown. Our story
breaks down and we feel that we’re losing the plot.
I know many people for whom a breakdown has become a
breakthrough to a deeper experience of living. But the distress we
experience when we aren’t anchored in the story is very disturbing.
This is why I’ve been encouraging you to be conscious of both your
story and the mystery.
Paradoxically, it’s easier to relax into the mystery when we have
a strong sense of our story. In my experience, when I am conscious
that I both know and don’t know what life is, I fall in love with the
magnificent enigma of existence. I feel the mystery around me like
a warm embrace and within me like a reassuring presence. I am far
from terrified. I am wonderstruck.
The Truth That Will Set You Free
So here’s the paralogical message I want to share with you. At
the heart of all we think we know is the deep mystery. And at the
heart of the deep mystery lies a deep knowing that is so immediate
it can’t be mediated by words. A silent certainty that all is well. An
unshakeable conviction that all that really matters is love.
This is the sublimely comical insight that has been passed down
to us through countless generations of men and women who’ve
dared to be spiritual explorers. The simple realization which seems
like nothing but changes everything. The truth that will set you free.
Not-knowing is the doorway to all you can truly know and all
you need to know.
Enter there.
Because that’s where the party is.
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D e e p Wo n d e r i n g

- WOW E x p e r i m e n t –

In this chapter I want to share with you a WOW
experiment that takes wondering to a deeper level.
If you take your time and really engage with
the WOW experiments in this book, they will
profoundly transform your state of consciousness.
Don’t worry if this doesn’t happen straight away.
Keep playing with these experiments and you may
find yourself surprised. Often the mystery experience
arises when we least expect it.

Spiritual awakening is as easy as not-knowing. In this chapter I
want you to see the truth of this audacious statement for yourself.
I want to invite you to wonder so deeply about life that you find
yourself in a profound state of not-knowing… and to experience
what happens to your state of consciousness.
Please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not asking you to pretend
you don’t know anything, because that would be absurd. I’m not
asking you to reject the wealth of human understanding, because
that would lead to ignorance not wisdom. I want you to take a
paralogical approach, which means recognizing that you both know
and you don’t know what life is.
The paradoxity of our predicament is that we need a story to
make sense of life, but to experience the WOW we also need to
know that we really don’t know what’s going on. The art of awakening is to be conscious of both the story and the mystery.
Most of us are so wrapped up in the story that we’re unconscious of the deep mystery. So in this WOW experiment I want you
to put your ideas to one side for a while and focus on not-knowing.
I want you to step out of your story and dive into the deep mystery,
because this is when the deep awake state naturally arises.
Socrates was honoured as the wisest man in the ancient world,
because he knew he knew nothing. That’s quite an achievement.
Most of us suspect we don’t really know what life is. But really
knowing you don’t know takes some work. It requires you to clearly
see that your story is just a story; and to become conscious of the
deep mystery at its foundation.
The Taoist sage Lao Tzu explained that ‘in the pursuit of learning we come to know more and more’. But if we want to awaken
we need to ‘know less and less until things simply are as they are’.
We need to let go of all our beliefs about life, which obscure the
wordless reality of what-is.
In one of his poems Walt Whitman announces:
It is time to explain myself – let us stand up.
What is known I strip away,
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I launch all men and women forward with me into the
Unknown.
Let’s follow Uncle Walt into the deep mystery. Let’s walk through
the doorway of not-knowing to the WOW. Our ideas about life
form a conceptual veil, which prevents us appreciating how exquisitely mysterious life really is. Let’s see what happens if we part the
veil and kiss the bride.
Not-Knowing
In our previous WOW experiment we wondered at the marvels of
the world we live in. In this WOW experiment I want to explore
deep wondering, so that we become immersed in the deep mystery.
I wish I could be with you to personally guide you into the mystery.
But that’s not possible. So, instead, I’m going to share with you
how it is for me when I enter a profound state of not-knowing. You
can follow this process with me. Then you can try the experiment
for yourself.
I am sitting quietly and relaxing my body and mind.
I am rousing myself from the numbness I call ‘normal’ by
wondering at the amazing world I live in, which I so often
take for granted.
I am conscious of the story that I tell myself about who I am
and what’s going on.
I am acknowledging how important my story is, but I’m
clearly seeing that it’s a story… a collection of concepts that I
use to understand my life.
I am conscious that I both know and don’t know what life is.
On the surface I have a working understanding of life… but
I am reaching below the surface to the depths… and focusing
on not-knowing.
I am wondering deeply about what it is to be alive.
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I am conscious of the inarticulate question of the heart that
has no answer in words.
I am letting the inarticulate question lead me into the deep
mystery of life.
I really don’t know what this amazing experience of life
actually is.
And as I realize this there is a wonderful sense of ecstatic
liberation.
There is a lightness of being that feels like weightless dancing
in endless space.
I am deep awake and intensely alive.
I am swimming in the numinous stillness of the deep mystery.
There is a deep knowing of the what-is before words.
There is a primal love of being.
I am dissolving into the mystery experience.
Knowing the Mystery
Now, you experiment with immersing yourself in the deep mystery.
Take this experiment slowly and savour the experience. Be patient
with yourself if your mind keeps bringing you back into your story.
These WOW experiments can be difficult at first, but get much
easier as you become familiar with a deeper way of experiencing life. Immersing yourself in the mystery is like free diving. The
more you practise, the deeper you can go and the longer you can
stay there.

Wondering
Be still and relax your body.
Bring your attention into the present moment and wonder at
the world around you.
Deep Wondering
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The Story
Be conscious of your story and acknowledge its importance.
Yet also recognize that your story is only a story.
Be conscious that you both know and don’t know what life is.

Not-Knowing
Now let go of the story and become intensely conscious of
not-knowing.
Be conscious of the inarticulate question of the heart and let
it lead you into the deep mystery of life.
Go below the surface of things and dive into the unfathomable depths.
Be conscious of the wordless mystery of what-is.
Feel the ecstatic wonder of not-knowing.
No ideas… just the WOW of being alive.

The Mystery
Dissolve into the deep mystery.
Be one with the deep mystery.
Be in love with the deep mystery.
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S c i e n c e a n d S p i r i tual i t y

When we dive into the deep mystery we become
deep awake. But this is impossible while we’re
certain we know what life is.
Many people today see spirituality as outmoded
nonsense and reject the possibility of awakening,
because they’re convinced that science is on the
verge of solving the mysteries of the universe. So
in this chapter I want to critically examine this
misunderstanding of science.
Science and spirituality are often seen in
opposition to each other, which can make people
feel they need to choose one or other perspective.
I want to suggest that they are paralogically
complementary ways of understanding life, so we
can embrace both.

Tim: Hi Dick. Nice of you to pop into my imagination. Is
there’s something that’s bugging you?
Dick: Yeah. I think any scientist would find your idea that no
one really knows what’s going on, completely laughable.
Tim: Actually, I think you’ll find that the greatest scientists
were profoundly conscious of the deep mystery.
Dick: Really? I think all this mystical stuff you’re going on
about is much too religious for any serious scientist. They’re
not going to abandon the awesome knowledge that science
has given us to let go into ‘not-knowing’ and experience some
nebulous WOW!
Tim: You don’t have to abandon a scientific understanding of
the world to awaken. You simply need to also recognize that
underneath all we ‘know’ lies the pristine mystery of life.
Dick: You say that rationality is a good thing, so I don’t
understand why you’re so enamoured with spirituality? Why
not take a scientific approach to life? That’s the real cutting
edge of human culture.
Tim: I think science is amazing, but I don’t think it can
tell us everything about the human condition. Science and
spirituality both reveal something important about life. I don’t
think it’s an either/or choice. We can embrace both.
Dick: Rubbish. Science has been at war with religion for
centuries. They’re obviously not compatible.
Tim: Science certainly isn’t compatible with superstitious,
superficial types of spirituality. But deep spirituality doesn’t
contradict the findings of science.
Dick: So you say… but what do you know? Nothing by your
own admission!
Tim: You’re right. It would be better if you heard this from a well-
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respected scientist, rather than a quirky stand-up philosopher.
Dick: I don’t think you’ll find any serious scientist would
go along with the ridiculous idea that hardnosed science is
compatible with flaky spirituality.
Tim: Why don’t we invite Albert Einstein to join our
conversation, so you can ask him. No scientist is more widely
respected than Einstein. He’s a scientific superstar.
Dick: But he’s dead.
Tim: Yes. So that means he’ll only be able to say things he’s
already said before.
Dick: How do you mean?
Tim: I mean you’ll be talking to a sequence of quotes.
Dick: But it really will be things the great man said… not you
putting words into his mouth. Right?
Tim: I wouldn’t dare.
Dick: In that case let’s do it.
Tim: Great. I adore Uncle Albert, with his wild white hair
and love of playing the violin. Let’s welcome him in and see
what he has to say about all of this.
A Conversation with Uncle Albert
Dick: So, Professor Einstein, will you kindly confirm for me
that life is a mystery that we’re well on our way to solving,
thanks to the power of the scientific method.
Uncle Albert: ‘The human mind is not capable of grasping
the universe. We are like a little child entering a huge library.
The walls are covered to the ceilings with books in many
different tongues. The child knows that someone must have
written these books. It does not know who or how. It does not
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understand the languages in which they are written. But the
child notes a definite plan in the arrangement of the books –
a mysterious order which it does not comprehend, but only
dimly suspects.’
Dick: But we’re understanding more and more all the time.
Uncle Albert: ‘Measured objectively, what a man can wrest
from Truth by passionate striving is utterly infinitesimal. But
the striving frees us from the bonds of the self and makes us
comrades of those who are the best and the greatest.’
Dick: Nevertheless, science gives us real knowledge about the
truth of things.
Uncle Albert: ‘Whoever undertakes to set himself up as a
judge of Truth and Knowledge is shipwrecked by the laughter
of the gods.’
Dick: But science has mapped reality with mathematical
equations that help us manipulate reality. They really work
because they’re about the real world.
Uncle Albert: ‘As far as the laws of mathematics refer to
reality, they are not certain, as far as they are certain, they do
not refer to reality.’
Dick: The fact remains that science is about the way it
actually is… here and now in this concrete reality.
Uncle Albert: ‘Time and space are modes by which we think
and not conditions in which we live.’
Dick: What?!
Uncle Albert: ‘Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very
persistent one.’
Dick: Look mate… I did science at school… everything can
be reduced to physical matter. That’s what really exists.
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Uncle Albert: ‘No, this trick won’t work… How on earth are
you ever going to explain in terms of chemistry and physics so
important a biological phenomenon as first love?’
Dick: I thought scientists were materialists.
Uncle Albert: ‘There is no place in this new kind of physics
both for the field and the matter, for the field is the only
reality. The field is the sole governing agency of the particle.’
Dick: Yeah… whatever… my point is that science is
completely different to all that spiritual mumbo jumbo.
Uncle Albert: ‘Let us not forget that human knowledge
and skills alone cannot lead humanity to a happy and
dignified life… What humanity owes to personalities like
Buddha, Moses, and Jesus ranks for me higher than all the
achievements of the enquiring and constructive mind. What
these blessed men have given us we must guard and try to
keep alive with all our strength if humanity is not to lose its
dignity, the security of its existence, and its joy in living.’
Dick: Listen pal! Buddha didn’t discover any of the laws of
nature, he just got fat sitting around meditating all day. That
doesn’t lead to objective knowledge. All that spiritual stuff is
subjective feelings and floaty intuitions.
Uncle Albert: ‘The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the
rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a society
that honours the servant and has forgotten the gift.’
Dick: But what I’m trying to say is that science is about hard
facts not just imagination.
Uncle Albert: ‘Imagination is more important than
knowledge. For knowledge is limited, whereas imagination
embraces the entire world, stimulating progress, giving birth
to evolution.’
Dick: I thought scientists were rationalists not intuitives.
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Uncle Albert: ‘The mind can proceed only so far upon what
it knows and can prove. There comes a point where the mind
takes a higher plane of knowledge, but can never prove how it
got there. All great discoveries have involved such a leap.’
Dick: All right. But I can’t accept this notion that we can
intuitively ‘deep-know’ some gnosis that we can never say how
we know. That’s absurd.
Uncle Albert: ‘If at first the idea is not absurd then there is
no hope for it.’
Dick: But I want sensible answers. It’s important to have
something tangible to hang on to.
Uncle Albert: ‘The important thing is not to stop
questioning… One cannot help but be in awe when one
contemplates the mysteries of eternity, of life, of the
marvellous structure of reality.’
Dick: OK. But that doesn’t mean you’ve got to become
some sort of wonder-junkie and sit around wondering at how
wonderful the wondrous universe is!
Uncle Albert: ‘The most beautiful and deepest experience
a man can have is the sense of the mysterious. It is the
underlying principle of religion as well as all serious
endeavour in art and science. He who can no longer pause to
wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead; his eyes are
closed.’
Dick: I don’t mind a bit of wonder and awe every now and
then. But I’m not going along with the silly idea that we need
to become like little kids playing in the great sandpit of the
cosmic mystery.
Uncle Albert: ‘The pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere
of activity in which we are permitted to remain children all
our lives.’
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Dick: Very nice you sweet old codger. But let’s say it like it
is… This idea of the mystery experience… that’s just spiritual
twaddle.
Uncle Albert: ‘To sense that behind anything that can be
experienced there is something that our mind cannot grasp
and whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly
and as a feeble reflection – this knowledge, this feeling… that
is the core of the true religious sentiment.’
Dick: What the hell has ‘religious sentiment’ got to do with
science?
Uncle Albert: ‘I maintain that cosmic religiousness is the
strongest and most noble driving force of scientific research.’
Dick: But science is opposed to religion. They’ve been at each
other’s throats for centuries.
Uncle Albert: ‘Well, I do not think that it is necessarily the
case that science and religion are natural opposites. In fact, I
think that there is a very close connection between the two.
Further, I think that science without religion is lame and,
conversely, that religion without science is blind. Both are
important and should work hand-in-hand.’
Dick: Yeah… all very inclusive and open-minded… but the
bottom line is that science is about solving the mysteries of
life, while spirituality seems to be content with wallowing
around in some sort of mystical not-knowing.
Uncle Albert: ‘If you try and penetrate with your limited
means the secrets of nature, you will find that, behind all the
discernible concatenations, there remains something subtle,
intangible and inexplicable. Veneration for this force beyond
anything that we can comprehend is my religion. To that
extent I am, in point of fact, religious.’
Dick: What? But you’re meant to be a scientist!
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Uncle Albert: ‘Everyone who is seriously involved in the
pursuit of science becomes convinced that a spirit is manifest
in the laws of the universe – a spirit vastly superior to that of
man.’
Dick: Science isn’t about some vastly superior spirit for God’s
sake. It’s about studying the physical world.
Uncle Albert: ‘The divine reveals itself in the physical
world.’
Dick: Man! You’re sounding like a religious nutcase.
Uncle Albert: ‘I am a deeply religious nonbeliever… This is
a somewhat new kind of religion.’
Dick: No wonder you look like a mad professor… you really
are a mad professor! You’re the biggest name in science, but
you’re into some sort of cosmic religious feeling. I’m not sure
what you really believe in.
Uncle Albert: ‘I believe in mystery.’
Reductionism
When people view spirituality and science as in opposition to each
other, it’s usually because they don’t really understand either spirituality or science. They see spirituality as superstitious nonsense
and they confuse science with bland ‘reductionism’. But reductionism isn’t science. It’s a flawed way of interpreting the findings of
science.
Reductionist thinking is the opposite of paralogical thinking.
Paralogical thinking says that to understand the fullness of reality
we need to look at it in different ways. Reductionist thinking gives
us an impoverished view of reality by insisting that we look at it in
only one way. Here are some common reductionist ideas.
The universe is really just elementary particles.
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Consciousness is really just the by-product of a piece of meat.
The feeling of love is really just chemicals in the body.
The birds may sing beautifully, but they’re really just marking
their territory.
When I hear someone use the word ‘just’ in this way, they’re usually
being reductionist, because the universe is never just this or that…
it is also so much more. So here are my responses to the reductionist claims above.
It’s true that the universe is made up of elementary particles,
but it can’t be reduced to elementary particles. This misses
the most amazing thing about the universe, which is that
when parts combine to form a whole, the whole is greater
than the parts.
Consciousness may correlate with the firing of neurons,
but it can’t be reduced to the activity of the brain. You’re
experiencing ideas right now, but if you could look inside your
brain you wouldn’t find a single idea. Ideas are non-physical
things, which can’t be reduced to physical things.
Emotional states may correlate with chemicals in the body,
but being in love can’t be reduced to chemicals. If you’d never
felt love you wouldn’t come to understand love simply by
reading a paper on the chemistry involved. You’d need to feel
love for yourself.
It’s an interesting observation that birds sing to mark their
territory, but this doesn’t explain why birdsong sounds
so beautiful. It doesn’t account for the wonder of the
dawn chorus. Birdsong may be functional, but it’s also
transcendental.
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Reductionism kills wonder, because it reduces the universe to so
much less than it is. Reductionism solves the mystery of life by
pretending it isn’t there. It’s reductionists who’ve created the bleak
picture of the universe as a meaningless accident. But this is not
what science has revealed. It’s a reductionist interpretation of what
science has revealed.

A Theory of Everything
Reductionists are convinced that science is all we need to understand reality. Indeed, many believe that science is on the verge of
a ‘theory of everything’, which will bind together the different
strands of physics into a coherent whole. This would be exciting
if it happens. Yet even if physicists did arrive at the longed-for
‘theory of everything’, the mystery of life would remain.
Professor Stephen Hawking explained in A Brief History of
Time that a ‘theory of everything’ would necessarily be a set of
equations and we would still be left with the great question:
What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a
universe for them to describe?
And, of course, a so-called ‘theory of everything’ wouldn’t actually
be a theory of everything. It would be a theory of how physics works.
It wouldn’t explain the beauty of music or the feeling of grief or
the wonder of the WOW.
The Medium and the Message
Imagine that you’ve given a DVD of Frank Capra’s classic movie
It’s a Wonderful Life to a friend. Later you ask ‘What did you make of
the movie?’ and you’re surprised to hear your friend reply:
I’ve examined the DVD in great detail and found that it
cleverly encodes digital information in such a way that it
projects the illusion of colour and movement onto a screen.
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All true and erudite, but surely missing the point! A movie may be
digital information, but it’s not just digital information. Above all
it’s a story. And the story is what we’re really interested in. That’s
obvious isn’t it?
In the same way, the universe may be made up of atoms bouncing around like billiard balls, or quantum particles coming in and
out of existence, or superstrings weaving some vast web of appearances. But above all, surely, life is a story. The story of you. The
story of me. The story of nature. The story of endlessly unfolding
possibilities.
It seems to me that physics has done a marvellous job describing the physical universe, which is the medium through which the
story of life is being told. But we’re still left needing to understand
the story.
A movie tells a story through the medium of digital information on a DVD. But if we want to understand the meaning of the
story… feel its transforming power… be emotionally moved and
intellectually challenged… it won’t help to analyse the medium
through which it’s being told. We need to really get into the story.
It’s similar with life. Science can tell us about the medium
through which the story of life is being told, but it can’t help us
navigate the dramatic narrative of our individual lives. It can
reduce life to mathematical equations, but it can’t tell us how to
live. It can inform us about how the universe works, but it can’t
reveal what life means. To find meaning in life we need to appreciate the story.

Subjective Meaning
If lots of your friends watched It’s a Wonderful Life and you asked
them what they made of the movie, you’d get different responses.
Some would find it full of poignant optimism. Others would find
it sentimental and ridiculous. Some would say it was OK. Others
would say it was a masterpiece. Your friends could argue about
who was right, giving reasons for their views. But no one would be
right, because they’re all subjective opinions.
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It’s similar with life. Science investigates how the universe
works and offers us objective knowledge. But we all have our own
subjective interpretations of the story of life. The deep spirituality
we’re exploring in this book offers an interpretation of the story of
life that can lead us to a deep knowing of the depths of existence.
But the gnosis can’t be proven objectively like scientific theory. It’s
something we must know for ourselves.
Complementary Stories
I’ve compared life to a story, but that’s only a metaphor. Life
isn’t actually a story. Life is a mystery about which we tell stories.
Science and spirituality offer us very different stories about life, but
I want to suggest they are paralogically complementary, so we can
embrace both.
Science helps us explore the objective mysteries of life.
Spirituality helps us explore the subjective mysteries of life. Science
is essentially a collective enterprise through which we come to
understand how the universe works. Spirituality is essentially an
individual enterprise though which we come to understand the
meaning of life.
The scientific story on its own is not enough. It can’t bring
meaning to life, because meaning is subjective and science only
deals with the objective world. But when we look with the two eyes
of paralogical vision we can see that we live in both a mechanical
reality and a meaningful reality. It’s not either/or. It’s both at once.
That’s the paradoxity of existence.
Most of us actually adopt a paralogical approach to our lives all
the time. If we argued with a lover and they started throwing plates
at us, we’d understand that the plates were smashing on the floor
because of the laws of gravity. But we’d also attempt to understand
the meaning of the event within the story of our lives, by asking
who was at fault and what it told us about ourselves. We’d question
how we’d got into such a situation and what it meant for the future.
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Deep Science and Deep Spirituality
The great task of our age is to harmonize the subjective insights
of spirituality and the objective insights of science. We need to
embrace the paradoxity that there are objective and subjective
ways of knowing. We can look outside ourselves for answers and
we can look within ourselves for answers.
If we interpret science in a reductionist way and spirituality
in a superstitious way, they’re certainly not compatible. But deep
science and deep spirituality are perfectly compatible. They’re
both rational, because they tell their particular stories about the
mystery for good reasons, grounded in genuine experience. And
they offer complementary perspectives on the paradoxity of life.
Of course many thinking people disagree with this approach.
Indeed, militant rationalists have recently become extremely vocal
in their opposition to spirituality. They see that huge numbers of
people are still clinging to the sort of irrational religion that dominated our understanding of the world before the advent of science.
They argue that people like me, who see spirituality and science
as complementary, are trying to co-opt the authority of science to
validate a primitive way of seeing the world.
This misses the important fact that people cling to out-dated
religion because it gives them something that science can’t. It
addresses the great questions of our existence. It brings meaning to
life. It offers an experience of the numinous. If we want to enable
people to go beyond irrational religion, we need to offer more than
rational science in exchange. We need to also offer a form of deep
spirituality that brings to life the perennial wisdom at the heart of
religion in a way that complements the wisdom of science.
Dick’s Doubts
Dick: Your intellectual gymnastics don’t impress me
I’m afraid. You say that science and spirituality are
complementary stories about life. But that just isn’t true.
Science isn’t a story. It tells the truth about the way things
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really are. Science isn’t complementary to spirituality. It’s the
right way of seeing the world as opposed to the wrong way!
Tim: I had a feeling you might say that, so I’ve brought
together three great quantum physicists for you to talk this
through with.
Dick: Great. Albert had some very funny ideas. But then he’s
obviously an eccentric. I mean to say… he went to pick up his
Nobel Prize without wearing socks. I could do with talking to
some scientists who’ve got their heads screwed on.
Tim: These quantum guys are among the greatest scientific
minds of all time. They’ve all won a Nobel Prize for physics.
Let me introduce you to Werner Heisenberg, Wolfgang
Pauli and, of course, Niels Bohr, whose ideas on paradox we
discussed earlier.
Dick: Not the great Dane again! This suddenly doesn’t sound
so promising.
Tim: Of course they’re all dead now, so they’ll only be able
to repeat things they’ve said before, as with our previous chat
with Uncle Albert.

The Quantum Physicists
Dick: All right gentlemen… help me out here. I’m trying
to convince Tim that science is much more than a story. It’s
concerned with the way things actually are. As physicists I’m
sure you must agree with that. After all it’s your job to work
out how nature really is.
Niels Bohr: ‘It is wrong to think that the task of physics is to
find out how nature is. Physics concerns what we say about
nature.’
Dick: But what science says about nature is hard fact. For
example, reality is made up of atoms. That’s not a story.
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Niels Bohr: ‘When it comes to atoms, language can only be
used as in poetry.’
Dick: So how come physics enables us to build rockets and go
to the Moon? You can’t do that with poetry! Science helps us
understand how things affect other things.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘Quantum theory provides us with a
striking illustration of the fact that we can fully understand
a connection though we can only speak of it in images and
parables.’
Dick: But surely physics doesn’t deal in parables! The
scientific method allows us to study nature in a neutral and
unbiased fashion to arrive at a definitive picture of the
universe.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘What we observe is not nature itself,
but nature exposed to our method of questioning.’
Dick: I don’t think I can be making myself clear. What I’m
saying is that we live in a real world and science explains how
reality really is.
Wolfgang Pauli: ‘The layman always means, when he says
“reality”, that he is speaking of something self-evidently
known; whereas to me it seems the most important and
exceedingly difficult task of our time is to work on the
construction of a new idea of reality.’
Dick: Isn’t that exactly what science has done?
Werner Heisenberg: ‘The existing scientific concepts cover
always only a very limited part of reality, and the other part
that has not yet been understood is infinite.’
Dick: But we’re progressively pushing back the frontiers of
our ignorance. I mean… we’ve nearly understood the whole
thing from the big bang onwards.
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Werner Heisenberg: ‘I for one no longer understand what
we mean when we say we have understood nature.’
Dick: I realize that reality has turned out to be pretty strange,
with all those quantum possibilities and whatnot. But the fact
remains we’re slowly coming to understand the universe.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘Not only is the universe stranger than
we think, it is stranger than we can think.’
Dick: But it says on the internet that more than 50 million
scientific papers have been published. That must mean we’ve
understood a whole load about reality.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘The reality we can put into words is
never reality itself.’
Dick: Don’t give me that philosophical twaddle. The fact is
that since we’ve freed ourselves from primitive superstitions
and started thinking rationally, we’ve been getting to the truth
of things.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘It will never be possible by pure
reason to arrive at some absolute truth.’
Dick: That’s as may be. But everyone knows that rational
science has had to fight against irrational religion for
centuries. Now it’s emerged triumphant we can reject
spirituality as anachronistic nonsense. That’s the main point I
want to make.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘In the history of science, ever since
the famous trial of Galileo, it has repeatedly been claimed
that scientific truth cannot be reconciled with the religious
interpretation of the world. Although I am now convinced
that scientific truth is unassailable in its own field, I have never
found it possible to dismiss the content of religious thinking
as simply part of an outmoded phase in the consciousness of
mankind, a part we shall have to give up from now on. Thus
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in the course of my life I have repeatedly been compelled to
ponder on the relationship of these two regions of thought,
for I have never been able to doubt the reality of that to which
they point.’
Dick: Well I’m shocked. Surely you don’t go along with that
Professor Pauli?
Wolfgang Pauli: ‘I consider the ambition of overcoming
opposites, including also a synthesis embracing both rational
understanding and the mystical experience of unity, to be the
mythos spoken or unspoken of our present day and age.’
Dick: But the mystical experience of unity isn’t going to help
us take forward scientific knowledge for heaven’s sake!
Wolfgang Pauli: ‘I confess, that very different from you, I do
find sometimes scientific inspiration in mysticism… but this is
counterbalanced by an immediate sense for mathematics.’
Dick: All very paralogical I’m sure! I suppose you think
reality is a paradoxity or whatever.
Wolfgang Pauli: ‘It seems significant that according to
quantum physics the indestructibility of energy on one hand –
which expresses its timeless existence – and the appearance of
energy in space and time on the other hand correspond to two
complementary aspects of reality.’
Dick: Man! You guys have been lost in your equations for so
long you’re no longer living in the real world.
Niels Bohr: ‘Everything we call real is made of things that
cannot be regarded as real.’
Dick: Yeah?! Well real things seem pretty real to me! I don’t
think you know what you’re talking about!
Niels Bohr: ‘Every sentence I utter must be understood not
as an affirmation, but as a question.’
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Dick: Look amigo… I’ve had it with all the paradoxes! You
physicists have got the most crackpot ideas I’ve ever heard. In
my opinion the universe is a physical reality that exists for no
reason, in which human beings have evolved by chance.
Niels Bohr: ‘Your theory is crazy, but it’s not crazy enough to
be true.’
Dick: Most amusing I’m sure. But I’m trying to discuss the
nature of reality here.
Niels Bohr: ‘There are some things so serious you have to
laugh at them.’
Dick: Laugh all you like, but the truth is this: The more
people have come to understand science, the more people
have realized we don’t need all that religious baloney about
God and the mystery.
Werner Heisenberg: ‘The first gulp from the glass of
natural sciences will turn you into an atheist, but at the
bottom of the glass God is waiting for you.’
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A Thinking Person’s
G u i d e to Not T h i n k i n g

We’ve critically examined a superficial
understanding of science, which overestimates
the power of the rational mind. Now I want to
critically examine a superficial understanding of
spirituality, which makes the opposite error, by
rejecting the rational mind. I want to make it clear
that awakening to the mystery doesn’t require us to
stop thinking clearly about things.

1 0

In this chapter I’d like do some thinking about thinking. For some
spiritual traditions the thinking mind is a problem because it prevents us from awakening. In my experience this can be true. My
mind creates the story that helps me navigate my life. But if I get
caught up in the story I become convinced I know what’s going on.
Then I don’t notice the deep mystery of life. And this means I stay
only superficially awake, rather than becoming deep awake.
The mind spins a web of words, which we become caught up
in and can’t escape. This is why thinking has come to have a bad
name in spiritual circles. But it seems to me that this is a one-sided
view of the mind. Thinking has a good side and a bad side… as
everything does.
On my spiritual journey I’ve been told many times that the
mind is a problem I need to overcome. I need to stop thinking if
I want to awaken. The mind is the villain that distracts me when
I’m meditating. Thinking keeps me embroiled with my opinions,
which prevents a deeper form of knowing. And if I dare to doubt
the dubious nature of my thoughts, well that’s just my nasty mind
trying to stop me waking up. The message is clear… the thinking
mind… boo… hiss… bad guy!
It seems to me that this demonizing of the mind is a profound
mistake. It’s absolutely true, of course, that when we get lost in our
habitual thoughts it makes it harder to awaken. This is a valuable
insight, but it’s only half the story. I take a paralogical approach.
To me the mind is a wonderful tool with which to create and criticize my story of life. But I don’t want to be only conscious of the
mind and the story it weaves for me. To become deep awake I also
need to be conscious of the deep mystery.
Many spiritual traditions treat the mind as the enemy. But
it seems to me that this is a crazy idea, which people take seriously precisely because they’re not thinking about things enough!
As we’ve matured from children into adults we’ve worked hard
to develop the ability to think, and here’s some spiritual teacher
telling us it’s all been a big mistake. Surely that can’t be right?!
There’s a little game I play when I want to check out if a
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spiritual teaching makes sense. I ask myself if I would share the
idea with my children. If the answer is ‘no’ then I usually find
there’s something missing from the teaching. This is a technique
I’ll return to many times in this book and I want to use it now by
asking this: Would I tell my kids that the mind is a problem and
that they should do their best to stop thinking?
The answer is obvious… definitely not! I encourage my kids
to think more, not less. I want them to learn how to think clearly
and imaginatively. I want them to develop a coherent story about
life. But I also want them to grasp the paradoxity of the mind. So I
would explain to them that the mind is a great gift, but that it can
also cause all sorts of problems if we get carried away by the wrong
thoughts. That’s a both/and approach that works for me.

Struggling with the Mind
The demonizing of the mind makes it harder to awaken. If we
believe that to awaken we must try to stop thinking, we become
forever engrossed with battling the mind. And this prevents us
seeing how easy it is to wake up, by simply becoming conscious of
the deep mystery as well as the story.
When we’re told that we must silence the mind, yet it stubbornly
continues to perform its thinking function, we blame ourselves for
our failure. Or, more accurately, the mind starts to berate itself for
its failure to stop being the mind! But the mind can’t stop thinking
any more than the heart can stop beating. That’s what it does. And
thank goodness for that. If we stopped thinking we wouldn’t be
enlightened… we’d be stupid!
The mind can seem like a spiritual adversary because when
we’re lost in the mind it’s hard to spiritually awaken. But the mind
isn’t really the bogeyman it’s portrayed to be. When I examine
the experience of thinking I find it’s similar to talking. Thinking
is simply talking to myself within the privacy of my own psyche.
Just as it drives me mad when I’m with someone who won’t stop
talking, it also drives me mad when I won’t stop talking to myself.
I need to be quiet as well as talk. I need to be with the silence as
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well as the ideas that arise within it. Then I can be conscious of the
mystery as well as the story.
In my experience, when I’m troubled by constant, anxious inner
chatter, I simply need to find something more interesting to focus
on. Such as how wonderful it feels to let go into the mystery! When
I do this I start to wake up and my worries dissolve. But if I attempt
to get rid of the anxious chatter by stopping the thoughts, it doesn’t
work, because my worries just keep returning. Acknowledging the
paradoxity of the mind works much better.
When I take this approach I first acknowledge that my mind
is trying to do a necessary job for me, even when it seems out of
control. The mind is thinking about my story so I can have a better
time of things. It’s imagining the future to help me avoid unpleasant experiences. It’s analysing the past to help me learn from past
mistakes. I need it to continue to do that. So before I dive into the
deep mystery I’m clear with myself that I’ll return to fully engage
with the thinking process.
Then I’m free to take some time off from thinking to refresh
myself in the mystery. And when I come back to my story and
engage with the mind again I see the dilemmas of my story in
a whole new light. My thoughts become less anxious and more
considered. And when my mind is calm my attention can dance
between my story and the deep mystery, because I am conscious
of both.
Childish Spirituality
Believing that the thinking mind is a hindrance on the journey of
awakening leads to a regressive form of childish spirituality. Most
of us are so embroiled with the grown-up world that we long for
the joyous simplicity of childhood, so this approach to spirituality
can be very appealing. But it seems to me to be disastrous.
In my experience when I’m deep awake I feel like a little child
playing in the mystery. But I’m not just childlike. Being deep awake
is not regressing to an earlier stage of my journey through life.
It’s progressing to a place where I can be both a thoughtful adult
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dealing with the challenges of life and like a child playing in the
mystery.
Being an adult without also being a child means we miss out on
the joy of life. Being a child without also being an adult means we
can’t handle the practicalities of life. But we don’t have to choose
one or the other. We can be both at once. We can mature out of
childhood into adulthood, yet remain conscious of our innocent
heart that was there right from the start.
Unfortunately many spiritual seekers become confused about
this. The American philosopher Ken Wilber writes about what he
calls the ‘pre/trans fallacy’, an understanding of which he regards
as essential if we want to awaken. He explains:
The essence of the pre/trans fallacy is itself fairly simple:
since both prerational states and transrational states are, in
their own ways, nonrational, they appear similar or even
identical to the untutored eye.
The deep awake state is ‘transrational’. It transcends and includes the
rational state. It’s a more expansive state of consciousness in which
we can be rational, but we’re also conscious of the deep mystery.
This is completely different to the prerational state, in which we
have yet to become really rational.
Understanding that the awakened state is transrational rather
than irrational is essential if we want to spiritually evolve rather
than regress to a childlike state that we mistake for wisdom. The
problem is that much of modern spirituality is decidedly pre
rational. Let’s look at some of the consequences of adopting this
immature approach to awakening.

Irrational Optimism
I meet many spiritual people who’ve adopted a childlike optimism
that life will simply look after them, just as a parent tends to a child.
Having faith in life is wonderful, but this naïve positivity misses the
obvious fact that life takes care of us through our own thoughts
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and actions. We’re involved in the process and we need to take
responsibility for that. We need to both have faith and think about
what we’re doing. As the Sufis advise… ‘trust in Allah but tether
your camel’.
Numerous people have approached me with wildly optimistic plans to arrange some huge event that will change the world,
which they want me to become involved with. Their enthusiasm
is very inspiring. They have a vision that they’re willing to follow
wherever it leads, which I admire immensely. They have unshakable faith in the goodness of life, which is extremely contagious.
Yet something is wrong.
What’s wrong is that they’re missing a necessary paralogical
perspective on life. They have regressed into the state we inhabited as children in which we expect Father Christmas to magically
bring us what we want. They believe that if they intend hard
enough… believe in the vision without allowing in doubts… don’t
think about things and just let them happen… then life will simply
shower blessings upon them.
This may work for a while, but it ends in failure and disappointment, which leads to feeling disenchanted with life. This is why I
suggest taking a paralogical approach, by both following our intuitive visions and engaging the rational mind to make them happen.
Please don’t misunderstand me. Confidence in the benevolence
of life is a great thing. When we face difficult challenges the thinking mind is not enough to get us through. We need faith in the
fundamental goodness of existence, which spontaneously arises in
the deep awake state.
While I’ve been writing this book, for example, my little girl was
hospitalized with severe appendicitis. Thinking couldn’t relieve my
intense concern for her wellbeing. Rather, I needed to let go into
the mystery and fill her with confidence that everything would be
OK.
I entered a state of not-knowing in which I was present and
loving. But I was extremely grateful that the surgeon who was operating on her knew exactly what he was doing. I was counting on
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the fact that he was going to think carefully about things and not
simply have faith that it would all turn out for the best.

Miracles
We become spiritually childish because we feel starved of miracles.
The adult world has exiled wonder, so we long for the aliveness
of childhood when life was magical. But this means that when we
come across strange tales of supernatural happenings we swallow
them whole without chewing. We don’t stop to cautiously consider
if we’re being sold a lot of baloney. We want to believe, because it
makes us feel good.
Please don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that life isn’t magical,
because it most certainly is. Strange miracles do happen. I’ve witnessed more than I can remember. I love seeing the inexplicable
wonder of life.
At one of my mystery experience retreats, for example, I took
everyone outside on New Year’s Eve, so we could release sky
candles into the crisp night sky. It was a ‘blue moon’ that night and
perfectly still. Everyone was brimming with love and we felt like
little children. Then we noticed that an exquisite rainbow corona
was circling the moon above us.
As we watched in breathless astonishment the shape of the
corona changed to form an eye in the sky with the moon as its
pupil. It was utterly magical. If so many of us hadn’t witnessed it
all together I think we may have doubted it happened. Yet it surely
did.
Once in a blue moon miracles happen. I don’t know how this
eye in the sky occurred, but I suspect there’s a rational explanation.
Yet, that it happened when it did, made it also miraculous.
I value the rational mind but that doesn’t mean I want to cut
myself off from the miraculous nature of life. I don’t want to
dismiss the amazing synchronicities of life, which suggest a hidden
pattern and meaning to events. It’s rather that I’ve come to see
everything as miraculous. Indeed, it seems to me, the fact that I can
attempt to understand life rationally is truly miraculous.
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Albert Einstein once said:
There are two ways to live your life. One is as though
nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is
a miracle.
Very paralogical Albert… I agree with both perspectives.

Gullibility
When we reject the rational mind we don’t become wise, we
become gullible. So it’s no surprise that childish spirituality leads
to people believing all sorts of silly nonsense. If you don’t think
too hard about it, you can buy into any story you like the sound of.
Being open to new possibilities is wonderful. But when you throw
away your ‘bullshit detector’ you become open to any old mumbo
jumbo.
I met a lovely man recently who told me he’d just come across
a new guru in town. He’d been very impressed when this Indian
teacher had confided that the time was coming when he would
manifest in three places at once in front of millions of his followers.
The man wondered what I made of this amazing prediction. I told
him my bullshit detector was ‘bleeping’ so loudly it was giving me
a headache. I’m open to anything, but I’d have to see some pretty
convincing evidence before I just took that on trust.
Without a bullshit detector we’re truly lost. We can end up following channelled wisdom on how to live from disembodied spirits
and aliens from the Pleiades. I don’t say this to denigrate channelling. I investigated this phenomenon in some depth when I was
younger and I found myself listening to people channelling some
deep and inspiring stuff. But largely it was rubbish.
Yet other people seemed inordinately impressed. I soon realized this was because they wanted to believe and were dismissing
their rational doubts as negativity. This is why people rarely choose
to ask the difficult questions that can puncture the illusion. No one
is saying:
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OK. So you’re an alien entity who comes from an
advanced civilization and you want to help us evolve out
of our primitive human state. That’s great. Thanks for
that. But can I just check you out to make sure you’re for
real. Can you give me some new scientific equation that
we haven’t arrived at yet? That should be easy for you in
such an advanced stage of development. And then I can
take the equation along to Professor Hawking at Oxford
and blow him away, which will mean everyone will start
listening to the urgent wisdom you are desperately trying
to transmit to us… through your chosen channel…
Petuli Lightworker.
Alas, this doesn’t happen much because, as every child knows, it’s
more fun to just believe.

Spiritual Glamour
When we’re spiritually childish we become easily enamoured with
spiritual glamour. We like our teachers to have exotic names and
wear exotic clothes. We want our masters to be ‘fully enlightened’,
although we don’t stop to ask ourselves what this could possibly
mean. Even better, we want a guru who’s an incarnation of God,
come to rescue us if we trust in his grace. We’re looking for daddy
to take care of us. I know… I’ve been there!
These days, however, I feel very different. Now I’m attracted to
teachers who know they are also students… who don’t pretend to
be perfect… who feel safe enough to show their human vulnerability. Indeed, it seems obvious to me that if I want to judge a teacher
I need to examine their students. How many have they taught so
well that the students no longer need the teacher? Surely that’s a
teacher’s job?
The danger of being spiritually childish is that we end up in
a cult around a paternal figure who actually has no interest in us
ever growing up. When we follow a teacher who claims to be an
ultimate authority, this undermines our ability to become our own
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authority, which is what needs to happen if we are to awaken.
When we become spiritual children we become stuck at an
infantile level of development. We don’t come to individualize as
a person with a unique perspective. We start to talk in the same
way as the teacher and dress like all the other disciples. We lose
our precious individuality in a group trance that we mistake for
awakening.
If we’re spiritually childish it’s easy to believe any appealing
fantasy that serves us, and resent the rational mind that seeks to
disillusion us. I’ve met many people who’re convinced the spiritual group they belong to has been chosen to save the world. They
believe that they’re following the special master and that makes
them feel special. And they need to feel special just as children
need to feel special. The irony, of course, is that we’re all special
already, because each one of us is a unique thing in the world. And
the more we individuate by thinking for ourselves, the more special
we become.

The Latest Fad
When we’re spirituality childish we easily buy into the latest spiritual fad. Last week it was ‘The Age of Aquarius is coming’. This
week it’s ‘the world is going to end in 2012’. You may well be
reading this after 2012, in which case I’m confident there will be
another day approaching soon that will herald the apocalypse or a
wonderful collective awakening.
Over the decades of exploring spirituality I’ve seen an endless
succession of spiritual fads come and go. At one time ‘Immortalism’
was in vogue. Now it’s the ‘Law of Attraction’. And it’s not that
I’m saying we shouldn’t investigate these ideas. On the contrary,
it seems to me we should fully examine such amazing possibilities,
because they may have something to them. But we should do so
using both the intuitive heart and the rational mind.
Recently there has been a spiritual health fad for fasting and
detoxing. My wife Debbie has been detoxing and was told it’s bad
to drink coffee, but it’s a good idea to have a coffee enema. Having
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done the fast and the coffee enema she says it’s been great for
her, so these things can really work. But when you’re told to stop
putting coffee in your mouth and put it up your bum instead, you
at least need to stop and think about it first. Or the next thing you
know they’ll be offering enemas in Starbucks!
The Paralogical Alternative
If we want to spiritually awaken we need to remember our childlike essence that wonders at the world. But it’s important that we
take a paralogical approach, so we’re conscious of ourselves as a
child as well as an adult… not instead. Then we can enjoy the
magic of life and function in the practical world.
It’s the ability to think which characterizes the adult mind.
When we stop thinking carefully about things we regress to a prerational childish state. When we become deep awake, however, we
transcend and include the rational mind within a more expansive
state of consciousness. We’re conscious of ourselves as a playful
child and a thinking adult.
The deep awake state doesn’t negate the mind. In my experience it allows me to think more deeply about things. It sets my
mind free so that it functions with intuitive ease. Waking up to the
WOW doesn’t make my brain turn to jelly, so I spout sweet nonsense wearing a silly smile… although I should confess that I can
be pretty fluffy sometimes, because when I’m really immersed in
the mystery experience, the deep love is all that really matters! ;-)
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We’ve seen that we need a story to help us negotiate
our lives. We’ve come to the conclusion that
awakening doesn’t require us to become irrational
or unscientific. We’ve explored what a blessing it is
that we can think about things.
Having acknowledged the importance of the
mind, we’re now ready to transcend the mind, and
dive deeper into the mystery experience.
In this chapter I’m going to invite you to
experiment with focusing on your sensual experience
in the present moment. This will still your mind
and help you step out of your story, so that you can
immerse yourself in the wonder of the WOW.

When we’re conscious of the deep mystery we become deep awake.
But it can be difficult to stay conscious of the mystery if the mind
keeps pulling us back to the story. So in this WOW experiment I
want to share with you a simple of way of ‘entering’ deeply into
the mystery of the moment, so that the mind relaxes and becomes
quiet. But first I want to tell you an old Zen story.
A Zen master was walking with one of his students who
asked him: ‘How can I awaken?’
The master was quiet for a moment and then he replied:
‘Can you hear that babbling brook?… Enter there.’
I love this story because in my imagination the student is looking
for a clever spiritual teaching, but the master suggests that he can
awaken by simply focusing his attention on the sound of the brook
which has been babbling away in the background during their
conversation. The master is telling him to become profoundly
conscious of what he’s already experiencing, by ‘entering’ into his
sensual experience in the present moment.
I’ve found ‘entering’ my sensual experience to be a powerful way of awakening. When I enter into the immediacy of my
sensual experience it becomes a doorway to the deep awake state.
Suddenly my everyday world, which may previously have seemed
banal, is transformed into something mysterious and exquisite.
My senses come alive, my body becomes deeply relaxed and I feel
intensely present.
Professor Semir Zeki, a neurobiologist at University College
London, has recently discovered that when we look at beauty
the same areas of the brain are activated as when we fall in love.
This doesn’t surprise me, because I’ve found that when I enter my
immediate sensual experience, all that I’m sensing becomes utterly
wondrous, and I fall in love with the moment.

The Practice of Entering
The practice of ‘entering’ builds on our previous WOW
Entering
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experiments to make deep wondering easier and more effective. It
involves really listening, looking and feeling, so that we profoundly
appreciate how wonderful our sensations are. In my experience,
when I enter the sensuality of the moment it’s intensely pleasurable, so it’s easy to let go of my story and dive into the mystery. My
mind begins to become quiet and the mystery experience spontaneously arises.
‘Entering’ is a practice you can use at any time to dive into the
mystery, because it simply requires you to become profoundly conscious of what you are experiencing in the here and now. You can
enter the enjoyment of tasting. You can enter the magic of music.
You can enter the delight of touching another human being. You
can enter your present experience of looking at this page.

Sensual Breathing
I find entering the sensuality of breathing is particularly powerful.
I regularly practise ‘sensual breathing’, so I’ve developed the ability
to enter deeply into my breath. And this brings me back to life
when I’ve forgotten how much I love being.
Many spiritual traditions teach the practice of meditating on
the breath. But to call it a ‘practice’ can make it sound like an
arduous thing to do. Actually ‘practising’ sensual breathing is wonderful. In my 20s I spent a year meditating most of the time. What
I discovered was that sinking into my breath feels really good.
The sensual delight of breathing is something that meditation
teachers often seem to overlook. Focusing on the breath can then
seem like a demanding challenge, rather than a pleasure to savour.
But in my experience it can be utterly beautiful to bathe in the bliss
of simply breathing.
Sensual Aliveness
The practice of ‘entering’ is simple and it works. As with our previous WOW experiment, I’m going to share with you how it is for me
when I enter the sensual moment. You can go through the practice
with me and then you can try it out for yourself.
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Wondering
I am sitting quietly and relaxing.
I am waking myself up by wondering.
I am marvelling at the splendour and beauty of the world
around me.
I am wondering so deeply that I am entering a state of
profound not-knowing.
I am stepping out of my story and into the mystery of the
moment.
Now I am focusing my attention on my immediate sensual
experience.

Sensual Listening
I can hear a bird singing in the garden and I’m entering the
sound.
I am really listening.
I am noticing the textures and cadences of the singing.
And as I listen deeply my state of consciousness is changing.
It feels exquisite to listen… as if I am listening for the first
time.
My immediate experience seems utterly mysterious and full
of wonder.
My attention is focused yet soft… as if I am caressing the
sound.
The edges between the various sounds I can hear are melting
away and there is one beautiful flow of sound arising within
awareness.
It feels as if I am becoming one with the river of sound.
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The whole world is ringing with vibrating sound… and I am
the sound.

Sensual Looking
As I look out the window I can see the bright-pink blossom on
the tree in my garden.
It reminds me of Dennis Potter before he died, looking at the
blossom in his garden and seeing it as if for the first time.
I am entering the pink blossom.
I am really looking.
I am becoming very still and intensely present.
I am entering into the delicate textures of the flowers.
I am entering into the vibrant pinkness of the petals.
I feel as if I have never seen anything so pink before.
I feel as if I may never see anything so beautiful again.
I feel as if I am seeing things as they really are… magical…
miraculous… mysterious.
I am so close and intimate with the colour of the blossom that
I feel one with the blossom.
I am in love with the blossom.

Sensual Breathing
Now I am noticing the feeling of my body sitting here on this
chair. I am conscious of the air on my skin.
I am conscious of my breath as it rises and falls.
I am entering my breath.
I am conscious of the sensual flow of air in and out of my body.
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I am sinking into my breath and it’s becoming intensely
pleasurable to simply breathe.
The air feels thick and my body is vibrating with energy.
To simply be here breathing is the most fulfilling experience
I could possibly imagine.
I am dissolving into breathing.
I feel as if the universe is breathing me.
I am one with the sensation of breathing which is arising
within awareness.
My body is softening and it feels good to simply be.
I feel immersed in mystery.
I am in love with this moment just as it is.
I am in love with being.
I’ve stopped the practice now, but the feeling of profound connectedness and delicious sensuality is still overwhelming. I’m not
wearing any shoes and I can feel my feet gently stroking the carpet
and it feels wonderful. I’m sipping a coffee and the taste is electric.
It feels great to be alive.
The Sensuality of the Moment
Now I want to invite you to enter your sensual experience. When I
lead this exercise at my mystery experience retreats I always put on
some beautiful music, because music is magic. Nothing transforms
consciousness so quickly. And, although I’m a musician myself, I
really have no idea how it does that. Music is very mysterious.
For this exercise I usually play something gentle, ambient and
deep, such as Für Alina by the minimalist composer Arvo Pärt.
I don’t want the music to become overwhelming, just to seduce
people out of the numbness of normality into a state of sensual
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aliveness. When you do this experiment you don’t need to use
music, but it’s something you may want to play with.
I urge you to keep experimenting with this practice, because
the more often you ‘enter’ the sensual moment, the deeper
you’ll go into the mystery. If you become troubled by distracting
thoughts, simply focus on how pleasurable it is to pay attention to
your sensual experience, and the mind will gradually become still.

Wondering
Become quiet and comfortable… relaxed and alert.
Wonder at the world around you and enter a state of profound not-knowing.
Step out of your story into the mystery of the moment.
Then focus your attention on your sensual experience in the
here and now.

Sensual Listening
Be conscious of listening and enter there.
Listen intently to the flow of sound… the loud sounds…
the subtle sounds.
Be conscious of the timbres of the different sounds.
What is it to hear something?
Appreciate how exquisite it is to listen.
Listen as if you had been deaf all your life and are listening
for the first time.
Listen as if you are hearing for the last time.
Listen so intimately that you feel one with the sound arising
within awareness.
Be in love with listening.
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Sensual Looking
Be conscious of looking and enter there.
Really look at what is before you.
Be conscious of the shapes… the colours… the textures.
What is it to see something? How is looking different from
listening?
Appreciate how amazing it is to look at something.
Look as if you had been blind all your life and are looking for
the first time.
Look as if you are seeing for the last time.
Look so intimately that you feel one with the sensation
of seeing.
Be in love with looking.

Sensual Breathing
Be conscious of feeling in the present moment and enter there.
Feel your body letting go and loosening up.
Feel the air on your skin.
What is it to feel something? What is it like to experience this
particular quality of sensation?
Focus on your breath coming into and out of your body.
Dissolve into your breath and become conscious of how
utterly delicious it feels to breathe.
Feel your breath so intimately that you are one with the
sensation of breathing arising within awareness.
Be in love with breathing.
Be in love with being.
Entering
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T h e M yst e ry
of t h e M om e n t

In this chapter I’m going to explore how we can use
the practice of ‘entering’ to awaken to the mystery
of the moment in our everyday lives. I’m also going
to continue my critique of superficial spiritual
ideas, which can make it much harder to awaken.

I exist right now and my story tells me what’s going on. In my case
what’s going on is that I’m writing this book for you. I’ve just made
breakfast and got my kids off to school. Before me lies a day of
coaxing words into a comprehensible order, so that I can help you
dive deeper into the mystery experience.
I love my story but today it’s making me feel uncomfortable.
I’m concerned about the fact that I’m behind schedule writing this
book. I’m aware of the problems that could arise if I don’t deliver
this manuscript to deadline. Yet I really want to make this book as
good as possible and that takes time.
I’ve allowed myself to become consumed by this story, so I’ve
been getting anxious about the future. Then I’ve been regretting
things that have happened in the past, which have left me in this
predicament. And my anxiety and regret are ruining my experience of the present moment.
I’m not enjoying feeling like this, so I’m going to change my
perspective on the moment. I’m putting my story on one side
and placing my attention on the delicious sensuality of my breath
flowing into and out of my body. My mind is quieting and I’m
seeing through the anxiety of my story. Who knows what is really
going on? My life has rarely worked out as I planned. It’s no good
fighting the way things are. Much better to be at peace with what-is.
Now I’m sinking below my surface agitation into the deep
mystery. I’m conscious of a vast stillness… a primal peace… a
reassuring sense that all is well. I feel intensely present. My body is
relaxing and I’m feeling easy. I’m conscious of the miracle that I
exist right now and how good it feels to simply be. I’m appreciative
of the everyday wonders that surround me. The weariness caused
by my worries is passing and I feel refreshed.
Yet there’s something stopping me just staying here in the
mystery of the moment. Thoughts are reminding me that time
is passing and I have so much to do today. But I don’t feel resentful for the disturbance, because I’m grateful for the reminder. I
could say to myself ‘Well it’s better for me when I hang out in the
mystery, so who cares about stupid deadlines’… but that doesn’t
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feel right. I want to be a responsible person who meets his commitments to others, because being responsible is being loving.
So now I’m bringing my attention back to the challenges in
my story. They haven’t changed, but my state of consciousness
has. I feel alive and present, not overwhelmed by the burdens of
practical life. The adventure of Tim has led me to this moment.
This is the way it is. Life is an unspeakable miracle… and in the
story of my life I’m facing these challenges. OK… bring ’em on.
I’m ready to play!
How Long is Now?
I’ve found that an extremely simple and effective way to transform
my state of consciousness is to use the practice of ‘entering’. This
brings my attention to the immediacy of my sensual experience, so
that I become intensely conscious of the here and now. Then I can
step out of my story in time and into the mystery of the moment.
And when I become immersed in the mystery, this changes how I
see my story.
To understand why this practice works so well we need to
examine the paradoxity of the ‘now’. I’ve done this before in my
book How Long Is Now? and I want to return to some of these ideas
again, because they can help us both wake up to the WOW and
deal with the dilemmas of everyday life.
I love the question ‘how long is now?’, because it elicits two
opposite responses. On the one hand the ‘now’ seems infinitely
brief. I can never catch the moment, because as soon as I’ve
thought about it, the moment has moved on. On the other hand,
it’s always now. The past and future exist as memory and possibility. The perpetual now is what is.
So is the moment too brief to catch or so long it’s always now?
Examine your experience right now and I think you will find that
it’s both. Time is an ever-changing flow of experience that’s arising
in the perpetual now. The moment exists in time, but it also has a
timeless quality.
As with all paradoxities we need to be conscious of both of
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these perspectives, not just one or the other. The problem is that
most of us see the moment from only one perspective. We’re conscious of the moment in time, because we’re interested in where
we’ve come from and where we’re going. We aren’t conscious of
the timeless moment, because we haven’t got time for that!
If we do pay attention to the timeless moment, however, our
state of consciousness changes because we come out of the story
into the mystery. This is because the story exists in time. The
story is how we understand life with thoughts. And thoughts are
a sequence of words in time. You can easily see this… if… you…
read… this… sentence… slowly… because… you… don’t…
know… what… I… am… going… to… say… until… the… sentence… ends. And that takes time.
When we bring our attention into the timeless now, we don’t
understand life with words. We experience the glorious immediacy
of being alive in the present moment. We are no longer dominated
by concerns about the past and future… and this can be a great
relief.
The story is a narrative that allows us to understand the present
in the context of where we’ve come from and where we’re going.
We need this perspective to negotiate the ever-changing flow of
events. But to become deep awake we also need to profoundly
appreciate the here and now.
When we’re caught up in the story of time we experience
regret about the past and anxiety about the future. We become
harried by worried thoughts and permanently stressed. But when
we come into the timeless now there is no story. In the mystery of
the moment we find a deep peace that lies below the surface agitation. We allow life to simply be as it is.
In my experience, when I enter the present moment I find
myself in a relaxed state of childlike wonder… spacious openness… naked presence… profound not-knowing. The Zen master
Shunryu Suzuki calls this ‘beginners mind’.
In the state of beginners mind I see what-is with fresh eyes,
uncontaminated by my previous experience. I'm not just an
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informed adult who's on a journey through time. I'm also an innocent child playing in the perpetual now, not expecting thngs to
make sense by conforming to the patterns of the past.
Passion and Peace
I remember discovering the power of being conscious of the
mystery of the moment in my early 20s. I’d spent many months in
meditative retreat, which was wonderful, but my peace had been
shattered by a big argument with the girl I was in love with. It
looked as if our relationship was over and I was in extreme emotional turmoil. I found myself sitting by the open window of the
little cottage I was living in, listening to the babbling brook outside,
full of regret and anxiety.
Then I remembered the Zen story I shared with you earlier, so
I entered the sound of the brook. I let go into the melodies of the
water dancing over the rocks. And as I became intensely conscious
of the present moment I found my state of consciousness started
to change. In the moment there was no story… no regret… no
anxiety… no suffering. And I found myself immersed in a deep
and poignant stillness.
When thoughts about my heartbreak arose, I found myself
back in the story of my lamentable past and frightening future. But
as soon as I let go into the timeless now… there was the deep peace
again. Then back to the story… and there was the suffering. Then
back to allowing things to simply be… and there was deep peace.
The more this kept happening, the more I hated my story
and longed to be liberated into the mystery of the moment. But
somehow I couldn’t manage to push my story away. It kept coming
back and bringing the emotional pain with it.
Actually it’s more accurate to say that some part of me wanted
to keep returning to the story, because it felt inauthentic to simply
ignore how I was feeling. When I pushed away my story, I was
pushing away the reality of my love for the girl who was leaving
me. And I wasn’t prepared to do that. Not even to avoid suffering.
As long as I was caught up in an either/or way of looking at
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the moment, I found myself constantly vacillating between being
consumed with agitation and surprised by deep peace. Then I saw
another possibility.
I took some time to fully acknowledge how I felt about what
was happening in the story of Tim. I honoured my heartbreak.
I acknowledged my regret and fear. Then I chose to put my story
aside for a while. I consciously decided to take a break from time
and refresh myself in the timeless peace of the present.
I let go into the mystery of the moment so deeply, there was
only the music of the babbling brook, caressing away my cares.
My heart opened and I felt a profound love of being. I felt the
deep knowing that all is well, despite appearances. I stayed with the
timeless moment until my state of consciousness had been transformed. And then, when it felt intuitively right to do so, I brought
my attention back to the story. But now I saw my predicament with
new eyes and knew how to make things right.
In and Out of Time
The point I want to make here is paralogical. On the one hand,
the simple way to wake up from the story is to become conscious
of the mystery of the moment. But it’s important not to take an
either/or approach, because we also need to be conscious of the
story in time as well.
There is a current fad in spirituality for ‘being in the now’
instead of thinking about time. I meet a lot of people whose mantra
has become ‘just be in the present moment’. But we can’t just be in
the present moment. If we actually stopped thinking about time
we wouldn’t know who we are and what happened yesterday. We’d
become amnesiac. And that’s not a sign of spiritual awakening. It’s
a challenging medical condition we’d all like to avoid.
When we try to push away one pole of a paradoxity it doesn’t
make it easier to become conscious of the other pole. It makes
it more difficult. If we try to become conscious of the timeless
moment by exiling our concerns with time, we set ourselves an
impossible task.
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The simple solution, which makes awakening much easier,
is to take a both/and approach. We need to acknowledge that
being conscious of time is not a curse, it’s a great blessing. And we
also need to be conscious of the wonder of the present moment.
Then we can move our attention freely between time and the now,
dealing with the unfolding challenges of our lives whilst also appreciating the mystery of the moment.

Child and Adult
Previously I mentioned that I test out spiritual teachings by asking
myself if I would share them with my children. So let me now ask:
Would I tell my kids that they should stop thinking about time and
just live in the moment? The answer is clear. No I certainly would
not!
As a parent I encourage my kids to become more conscious of
time. I want them to think about school the next day, even when
they’re enjoying staying up late. I want them to do their homework,
so they have an education to help them in the future. I want them
to clean their teeth, so they remain healthy when they’re older.
I want my kids to take responsibility for what they’ve done in
the past and think about what lies before them in the future. Does
this mean I’m hampering their spiritual awakening? Should I
really be letting them just exist in the moment? Surely not?!
Children naturally exist in the present moment, which is both
good and bad. On the good side they can easily enjoy the play of
simply being here and now. But they can’t cope with the practical
demands of living in time. That’s why they need adults to look
after them.
Growing up is a journey into time. You and I have made that
journey. And now we’re finally in the story of time it seems perverse to say we should stop being concerned with the past and the
future. That doesn’t make any sense. Was the whole process of
growing up a regrettable error?
The process of life necessitates that we grow up out of the
present moment into the story of time. Yet we pay a price for
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coming into time, because we lose the primal sense of being in
the moment that we experienced as a child. And this makes our
grown-up world a very serious, anxiety-ridden place to live in. Yet
the childlike joy of being present is still there if we look below the
surface, waiting for us to remember.
Spiritual awakening is reconnecting with our childlike essence.
But this doesn’t mean just becoming like a child again. I expect, like
me, you’ve met people who have chosen to take this path and…
let’s be honest… they can be a right royal pain in the butt. Adults
who behave just like children aren’t deep awake. They’re immature, selfish, ineffective and unreliable. Just like kids! But what is
endearing in children is far from endearing in adults, because we
expect more. We expect self-reliance and responsibility to others.
And rightly so.
Conversely, however, if we meet adults who’ve smothered their
childlike essence with layer after layer of grown-up worries, they
are uptight, fretful people who seem to have forgotten that the joy
of life lies in simply appreciating the present moment.
Taking a paralogical approach to this dilemma allows us to be
both a responsible grown-up in time and a little child playing in the
perpetual present. We don’t have to choose between the two. We
can be conscious of both the flow of time and the timeless now. And
when we do, life becomes WOW.
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T h e A dv e n tu r e
of Awak e n i n g

- WOW E x p e r i m e n t –

In this chapter I’m going to encourage you to
experiment with awakening to the mystery of the
moment during your everyday life.

To end this part of our journey into the mystery experience I’d
like to invite you to accept a life-changing challenge. While you’re
reading this book, pay attention to your state of consciousness, and
regularly choose to step out of your story into the deep mystery. If
you live your life in time also conscious of the perpetual now, you’ll
find that it transforms your experience of living into an adventure
of awakening. Give it a go and see for yourself.

The Paradoxity of Attention
It may sound difficult to be conscious of both the story in time and
the mystery of the moment, but it becomes much easier if you
understand the paralogical nature of your attention. To help you
understand this I’d like you to first examine the paralogical nature
of your eyesight, which is similar and easier to recognize.
Examine your vision and you’ll see that it focuses on a point
around which you experience unfocused, peripheral vision.
Right now my vision is focused on the computer screen before
me, but in my peripheral vision I can see the garden through the
window, yet it’s indistinct and out of focus. I am presuming you’re
experiencing something similar. Yes?
Now examine your attention and you’ll find that it also has a
point of focus and a more diffuse, peripheral quality.
Right now my attention is focused on the words I’m writing, but
in my peripheral attention I’m aware that it’s getting late and I’ll
need to stop soon. I’m presuming that your attention is focused on
reading this book. But in your peripheral attention you are conscious of whatever else is going on in your life right now.
For me the art of awakening is to move the focus of my attention between the mystery and the story, whilst retaining the other
pole in my peripheral attention. This means that when I focus on
the mystery, my story is in my peripheral attention. And when I
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focus on my story, the mystery is in my peripheral attention.
At first it can be hard to do this. On my spiritual journey I
initially found that when I focused on the story I forgot all about
the mystery. But now I’m familiar with the mystery experience,
it’s easier to keep the mystery in my peripheral attention when I
focus on the story, so I can return my focus to the mystery when I
choose to. This means I can allow the focus of my attention to flow
between the story and the mystery.

Fluid not Fixed
During a mystery experience retreat over New Year we held a party
to celebrate a new beginning. My little girl came along and immediately picked up on the deep love we were feeling. When I came to
tuck her into bed that night she told me ‘Daddy I’m drunk on love’.
That’s how it feels to be immersed in the deep mystery. It’s my
favourite feeling. But feeling intoxicated isn’t always appropriate.
If I want to meet with my accountant, the focus of my attention
needs to be in the practical world. When I’m swimming in deep
love the whole idea of ‘money’ seems utterly absurd. I’m playing
in the moment, enjoying time off from time. This is a welcome
holiday from the practical challenges of life. But sooner or later
I must focus my attention on my everyday world to continue the
human journey.
When I’m deep awake, my attention is fluid, not fixed, so I can
respond to the changing demands of life. Sometimes I find myself
diving into the WOW. Sometimes I focus on my story, and the
mystery is present in the background. The focus of my attention
flows between the paralogical poles.
What State Am I In?
Awakening is easy because it simply requires us to become conscious of the mystery of the moment. The tricky thing is noticing
when we’re only superficially awake, so that we can choose to
become deep awake. When we’re living in the semi-conscious state
we call ‘normal’ it’s hard to recognize how unconscious we are.
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And that’s because we’re largely unconscious! It’s a paralogical
Catch 22!
The secret is to develop the habit of noticing how awake you
are. Instead of just paying attention to what’s happening in your
life story and responding habitually to the unfolding narrative, you
need to stop and ask yourself ‘What state of consciousness am I
in?’
What you think and do is important, but your thoughts and
actions arise from your state of consciousness, so this is extremely
important and paying it attention will profoundly transform your
life for the better.
As you cultivate the habit of paying attention to your state of
consciousness you’ll find yourself noticing when you’re only superficially awake. Then if you want to become deep awake you can.
Here are some signs to look out for, that mean you’re only superficially awake.
If you’re certain you know what’s going on… you’re
superficially awake.
If life seems banal and lacking in magic… you’re superficially
awake.
If you’re so caught up in trying to get somewhere that you’re
ignoring the mystery of the moment… you’re superficially
awake.
If you’ve become so serious that you can’t laugh about life…
you’re superficially awake.
If you’re missing the fact that your life is an astonishing
adventure… you’re superficially awake.
Paying attention to your state of consciousness is like pinching
yourself in a dream so that you wake up. It disrupts the unconscious flow of life to allow a conscious change of perspective.

T h e A d v e n tu r e of A wak e n i n g

|

121

A WOW Word
The trick to awakening in everyday life is to notice when you’re
only semi-conscious and respond immediately, because it’s very
easy to fall asleep again before you’ve even attempted to become
deep awake. Something that can help with this is to have a WOW
word. This is a word or phrase that you say to yourself as soon
as you notice you’re asleep in the story, so that you can trigger a
change in your state of consciousness.
For example, sometimes I use the WOW word ‘breathe’. When
I notice I’m only superficially awake I repeat this word to bring my
attention to my breath and trigger the process of becoming deep
awake. Other words and phrases I use to initiate an awakening
are… wake up… don’t know… be present… love… be real… sink
into the mystery.
I suggest you find a WOW word that appeals to you and try
it out. You can write your WOW word on post-it notes and leave
messages for yourself around your home or place of work. People
will think you’re weird… but what the hell! I did this for years and
it works well as a reminder. But you’ll need to keep changing the
notes, otherwise you’ll find yourself looking at them without seeing
them. We quickly habituate to things.
I suggest you constantly experiment with ways to remind yourself that it’s possible to awaken. In my 20s I went as far as creating
messages for my unconscious self. I took an endless tape and a
pillow speaker designed for teaching people foreign languages in
their sleep. I replaced the French verbs with messages reminding
myself to be conscious of my breath. Then I slept with the tape
playing all night. I’m not suggesting you do this, because it didn’t
really help. But it was worth a try! It’s always worth experimenting
with ways to awaken.
Remembering to Wonder
So here’s what I’m encouraging you to do.
Throughout your day, pay attention to your state of
consciousness as much as you can.
122
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When you discover you’re only superficially awake, seize the
moment to become deep awake.

Wondering
Focus you attention on the wonder of life.
Be conscious that you really don’t know what’s going on.
Focus your attention on not-knowing.

Entering
Enter the immediacy of your sensual experience in the here
and now.
Become conscious of the delicious feeling of your breath
coming into and leaving your body.
Focus your attention on the mystery of the moment.

Living in the Mystery
Then, when it feels intuitively right, return the focus of your
attention to the practical world in time, but keep the mystery
of the moment in your peripheral attention.
See your story with new eyes and engage creatively with
your life.
Get on with your routine activities, but at the back of your
mind remember what a miracle life is, so your everyday life
becomes suffused with wonder.
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