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Cbapz‘er 7

Spirituality

once participated in a twenty-three-day wilderness program

in the mountains of Colorado. If the purpose of this course

was to expose students to dangerous lightaing and half the
world’s mosquitoes, it was fulfilled on the first day. What was in
essence a forced march through hundreds of miles of backcountry
culminated in a ritual known as “the solo,” where we were finally
permitted to rese—alone, on the outskires of a gorgeous alpine
lake—for three days of fasting and contemplation.

[ had just turned sixteen, and chis was my first taste of true soli-
tude since exiting my mother’s womb. It proved a sufficient provo-
cation. After a long nap and a glance art the icy waters of the lake,
the promising young man I imagined myself to be was quickly cut
down by loneliness and boredom. I filled the pages of my journal
not with the insights of 2 budding naruralist, philosopher, or mys-
tic but with a list of the foods on which I intended to gorge myself
the instant I returned to civilization. Judging from the state of
my consciousness at the time, millions of years of hominid evolu-
tion had produced nothing more transcendent than a craving for

a cheeseburger and a chocolate milkshake.

I
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Spirituality

I once participated in a twenty-three-day wilderness program

in the mountains of Colorado. If the purpose of this course

was to expose students to dangerous lightning and half the
worlds mosquitoes, it was fulfilled on the first day W hat was in
essence a forced march through hundreds of miles of backcountry
culminated in a ritual known as “the solo,” where we were finally
permitted to rest— alone, on the outskirts of a gorgeous alpine
lake— for three days of fasting and contemplation.

I had just turned sixteen, and this was my first taste of true solitude since
exiting my mothers womb. It proved a sufficient provocation. After a long
nap and a glance at the icy waters of the lake, the promising young man [
imagined myself to be was quickly cut

down by loneliness and boredom. I filled the pages of my journal

not with the insights of a budding naturalist, philosopher, or mystic but with
a list of the foods on which I intended to gorge myself the instant I returned
to civilization. Judging from the state of

my consciousness at the time, millions of years of hominid evolution had
produced nothing more transcendent than a craving for a cheeseburger and
a chocolate milkshake.



2 WAKING UP

I found the experience of sitting undisturbed for three days
amid pristine breezes and starlight, with nothing to do but con-
template the mystery of my existence, 10 be a source of perfect
misery—for which I could see not so much as a glimmer of my
own contribution. My letters home, in their plaintiveness and self-
pity, rivaled any written ar Shiloh or Gallipoli.

So I was more than a little surprised when several members of
our party, most of whom were a decade older than I, described
their days and nights of solitude in positive, even transformational
terms. [ simply didn’t know what to make of their claims to happi-
ness. How could someone’s happiness #ucrease when all the marte-
rial sources of pleasure and distraction had been removed? At that
age, the nature of my own mind did not interest me—only my life
did. And I was utterly oblivicus to how different life would be if
the quality of my mind were to change.

Qur minds are all we have. They are all we have ever had. And
they are all we can offer others. This might not be obvious, es-
pecially when there are aspects of your life that seem in need of
improvement—when your goals are unrealized, or you are strug-
gling to find a career, or you have relationships that need repairing.
But its the truth. Every experience you have ever had has been
shaped by your mind. Every relationship is as good or as bad as
it is because of the minds involved. If you are perperually angry,
depressed, confused, and unloving, or your attention is elsewhere,
it won't matter how successful you become or who is in your life—
you won't enjoy any of it.

Most of us could easily compile a list of goals we want to achieve
or personal problems that need to be solved. But what is the real

significance of every item on such a list? Everything we want to
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Spirituality 3

accomplish—to paint the house, learn a new language, find a bet-
ter job—is something that promises thar, if done, it would allow us
to finally relax and enjoy our lives in the present. Generally speak-
ing, this is a false hope. I'm not denying the importance of achiev-
ing one’s goals, maintaining one’s health, or keeping one’s children
clothed and fed—bur most of us spend our time seeking happiness
and security withour acknowledging the underlying purpose of our
search. Each of us is looking for a path back to the present: We are
trying to find good enough reasons to be satished now.

Acknowledging that this is the structure of the game we are
playing allows us to play it differently. How we pay attention to
the present moment largely determines the character of our ex-
perience and, therefore, the quality of our lives. Mystics and con-
terplatives have made this claim for ages—but a growing body of
scientific research now bears it out.

A few years after my first painful encounter with solitude,
in the winter of 1987, I tock the drug 3,4-methylenedioxy-N-
methylamphetamine (MDMA), commonly known as Ecstasy,
and my sense of the human mind’s potential shifted profoundly.
Although MDMA would become ubiquitous at dance clubs and
“raves” in the 1990s, ac that time I didn't know anyone of my gen-
eratipn who had cried it. One evening, a few months before my
twendeth birthday, a close friend and I decided to take the drug.

The setting of cur experiment bore little resemblance to the
conditions of Dionysian abandon under which MDMA is now
often consumed. We were alone in a house, seated across from
each other on opposite ends of a couch, and engaged in quiet con-
versation as the chemical worked its way into our heads. Unlike
other drugs with which we were by then familiar (marijuana and
alcohol}, MDMA produced no feeling of distortion in our senses.

Our minds seemed completely clear.
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4 WAKING UP

In the midst of this ordinariness, however, I was suddenly struck
by the knowledge that I loved my friend. This shouldn't have sut-
prised me—he was, after all, one of my best friends. However, at
that age [ was not in the habit of dwelling on how much I loved
the men in my life, Now I could fee/ that I loved him, and this feel-
ing had ethical implications that suddenly seemed as profound as
they now sound pedestrian on the page: [ wanted him to be happy.

Thart conviction came crashing down with such force that some-
thing seemed to give way inside me. In fact, the insight appeared
to restructure my mind. My capacity for envy, for instance—the
sense of being diminished by che happiness or success of another
person—seemed like a symptom of mental illness that had van-
ished without a trace. I could no more have felt envy at that mo-
ment than [ could have wanted to poke out my own eyes. What
did I care if my friend was better looking or a better athlete than
I was? If I could have bestowed those gifts on him, [ would have.
Truly wanting him to be happy made his happiness my own.

A certain euphoria was creeping into these reflections, perhaps,
but the general feeling remained one of absolute sobriety—and
of moral and emotional darity unlike any I had ever known. It
would not be too strong to say that [ felt sane for the first time in
my life. And yet the change in my consciousness seemed entirely
straightforward. I was simply talking to my friend—about whar, 1
don't recall—and realized that I had ceased to be concerned about
myself. I was no longer anxious, self-critical, guarded by irony,
in competition, avoiding embarrassment, ruminating about the
past and future, or making any other gesture of thought or arten-
tion that separated me from him. I was no longer warching myself
through another person’s eyes.

And then came the insight that irrevocably transformed my

sense of how good human life could be. 1 was feeling boundless
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sense of being diminished by the happiness or success of another

person— seemed like a symptom of mental illness that had vanished
without a trace. I could no more have felt envy at that moment than I could
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Truly wanting him to be happy made his happiness my own.

A certain euphoria was creeping into these reflections, perhaps,
but the general feeling remained one of absolute sobriety— and
of moral and emotional clarity unlike any I had ever known. It
would not be too strong to say that I felt sane for the first time in

my life. And yet the change in my consciousness seemed entirely



straightforward. I was simply talking to my friend— about what:, I
don’t recall— and realized that I had ceased to be concerned about
myself. I was no longer anxious, self-critical, guarded by irony,

in competition, avoiding embarrassment, ruminating about the

past and future, or making any other gesture of thought or attention that
separated me from him. I was no longer watching myself through another
person’s eyes.

And then came the insight that irrevocably transformed my

sense of how good human life could be. I was feeling boundless
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love for one of my best friends, and I suddenly realized thar if a
stranger had walked through the door at that moment, he or she
would have been fully included in this love. Love was at botrom
impersonal—and deeper than any personal history could justify.
Indeed, a transactional form of love—I love you éecaunse . . . —now
made no sense at all.

The interesting thing about this final shift in perspective was
that-it was not driven by any change in the way I felt. I was not
overwhelmed by a new feeling of love. The insight had more the
character of a geometric proof: It was as if, having glimpsed the
ptoperties of one set of parallel lines, I suddenly understood what
must be common to them all.

The moment [ could find a voice with which to speak, I discov-
ered thar this epiphany abour the universality of love could be read-
ily communicated. My friend got the point at once: All I had to do
was ask him how he would fee] in the presence of a total stranger
ar that moment, and the same door opened in his mind. It was
simply obvious that love, compassion, and joy in the joy of others
extended without limit. The experience was not of love growing
but of its being no longer obscured. Love was—as advertised by
mystics and crackpots through the ages—a state of being. How had
we not seen this before? And how could we overlook it ever again?

[t would take me many years to put this experience into con-
text. Until that moment, [ had viewed organized religion as merely
a monument to the ignorance and superstition of our ancestors.
But I now knew thar Jesus, the Buddha, Lao Tzu, and the other
saints and sages of history had not all been epileptics, schizophren-
ics, or frauds. | still considered the world’s religions to be mere
intellecrual ruins, mainrained ar enormous economic and social

cost, but I now understood that important psychological truths

could be found in the rubble.
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4] WAKING UP

Twenty percent of Americans describe themselves as “spiritual but
not religious.” Although the claim seems to annoy believers and
atheists equally, separating spirituality from religion is a perfectly
reasonable thing to do. It is to assert two important truths simul-
taneously: Our world is dangerously riven by religious doctrines
that all educated people should condemn, and yet there is more
ro understanding the human condition than science and secular
culture generally admit. One purpose of this book is to give both
these convictions intellectual and empirical support.

Before going any further, I should address the animosity that
many readers feel toward the term spiritual, Whenever I use the
word, as in referring to meditation as a “spiritual practice,” I hear
from fellow skeptics and atheists who think that [ have committed
a gnevous error.

The word spirit comes from the Latin spiritus, which is a trans-
lation of the Greek pnewma, meaning “breath.” Around the thir-
teenth century, the term became entangled with beliefs about
immaterial souls, supernatural beings, ghosts, and so forth. It ac-
quircd other meanings as well: We speak of the spirir of a thing
as its most essential principle or of certain volatile substances and
liquors as spirits. Nevertheless, many nonbelievers now consider
all things “spiritual” to be contaminated by medieval supersticion.

I do not share their semantic concerns.' Yes, to walk the aisles
of any “spiritual” bookstore is to confront the yearning and credu-
lity of our species by the yard, but there is no other term—apart
from the even more problemartic mystica! or the more restricrive
contemplative—with which to discuss the efforts people make,
through meditarion, psychedelics, or other means, to fully bring
their minds into the present or to induce nonordinary states of
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all things “spiritual” to be contaminated by medieval superstition.
I do not share their semantic concerns.1 Yes, to walk the aisles

of any “spiritual” bookstore is to confront the yearning and credulity of our
species by the yard, but there is no other term— apart from the even more
problematic mystical or the more restrictive

contemplative—with which to discuss the efforts people make,
through meditation, psychedelics, or other means, to fully bring

their minds into the present or to induce nonordinary states of
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consciousness. And no other word links this spectrum of experi-
ence to our ethical lives.

Throughout this book, I discuss certain classically spiritual phe-
nomena, concepts, and practices in the context of our modern
understanding of the human mind—and I cannot do this while
restricting myself to the terminology of ordinary experience. So I
will use spiritual, mystical, contemplative, and rranscendent without
further apology. However, [ will be precise in describing the expe-
riences and methods that merit these terms.

For many years, | have been a vocal critic of religion, and I
wont ride the same hobbyhorse here. [ hope that I have been sufft-
ciently energetic on this front that even my most skeprical readers
will trust that my bullshic detecror remains well calibrated as we
advance over this new terrain. Perhaps the following assurance can
suffice for the moment: Nothing in this book needs to be accepted
on faith. Although my focus is en human subjectivity—I am, after
all, talking about the nature of experience itself—all my assertions
can be tested in the laboratory of your ewn life. In fact, my goal is
to encourage you to do just that. )

Authors who attempt to build a bridge between science and spiri-
tua.lity tend to make one of two mistakes: Scientists generally start
with an impoverished view of spiritual experience, assuming that
it must be a grandiose way of describing ordinary states of mind—
parental love, artistic inspiration, awe at the beaury of the night
sky. In this vein, one finds Einstein’s amazement at the intelligibil-
ity of Nature’s laws described as though it were a kind of mystical
insight.

New Age thinkers usually enter the ditch on the other side of the

road: They idealize altered states of consciousness and draw spe-
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cious connections between subjective experience and the spookier
theories at the frontiers of physics. Here we are told that the Bud-
dha and other contemplatives anticipated medern cosmology or
quantum mechanics and that by transcending the sense of self, a
person can realize his identity with the One Mind that gave birth
to the cosmos.

In the end, we are left to choose between pseudo-spirituality
and pseudo-science.

Few scientists and philosophers have developed strong skills of
incrospection—in fact, most doubrt thart such abilities even exist.
Conversely, many of the greatest contemplatives know nothing
about science. But there is a connection between scientific fact
and spiritual wisdom, and it is more direct than most people sup-
pose. Although the insights we can have in meditation tell us
nothing about the origins of the universe, they do confirm some
well-established truths abour the human mind: Our conventional
sense of self is an illusion; positive emotions, such as compassion
and patience, are teachable skills; and the way we think directly
influences our experience of the world.

There is now a large literature on the psychological benefits of
meditation. Different techniques produce long-lasting changes in
ateention, emotion, cognition, and pain perception, and these cor-
relate with both structural and functional changes in the brain.
This field of research is quickty growing, as is our understanding
of self-awareness and related mental phenomena. Given recert ad-
vances in neuroimnaging technology, we no longer face a practical
impediment to investigating spiritual insights in the context of
science.

Spirituality must be distinguished from religion—because
people of every faith, and of none, have had the same sorts of spiri-

tual experiences. While chese states of mind are usually interprered
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through the lens of one or another religious doctrine, we know
that this is 2 mistake. Nothing that a Christian, a Muslim, and a
Hindu can experience—self-transcending love, ecstasy, bliss, inner
light—conStitutes evidence in support of their traditional beliefs,
because their beliefs are logically incomparible wich one another.
A deeper principle must be at work.

Thar principle is the subject of this book: The feeling that we
call “I” is an illusion. There is no discrete self or ego living like
a Minotaur in the labyrinth of the brain. And the feeling that
there is—the sense of being perched somewhere behind your eyes,
looking our at a world thar is separate from yourself—can be al-
tered or entirely extinguished. Although such experiences of “self-
transcendence” are generally thought about in religious terms,
there is nothing, in principle, irrational about them. From both a
scientific and a philosophical point of view, they represent a clearer
understanding of the way things are. Deepening that understand-
ing, and repeatedly curting through the illusion of the self, is whar
is meant by “spirituality” in the context of this book.

Confusion and suffering may be our birthright, but wisdom
and happiness are available. The landscape of human experience
includes deeply transformative insights about the nature of one’s
own consciousness, and yet it is obvious that these psychological
states must be understood in the context of neuroscience, psychol-
ogy, and related felds.

I am often asked what will replace organized religion. The an-
swer, | believe, is nothing and everything. Nothing need replace
its ludicrous and divisive doctrines—such as che idea that Jesus
will return to earth and hurl unbelievers into a lake of fire, or that
death in defense of Islam is the highest good. These are terrifying
and debasing fictons. Bur what about love, compassion, moral

goodness, and self-rranscendence? Many people still imagine that
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