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				“There is nothing wrong with thinking, but don’t forget to feel.”
			

			
				— César Millán
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				​Prologue
			

			
				“Hey.”
			

			
				“Hey. Who are you?”
			

			
				“I’m Epicurus.”
			

			
				“The illustrious Greek thinker who lived around 300 BCE, founder of the Epicureanism philosophy? Who advocated simple pleasures, fearlessness of the gods, and friendship? Whose school welcomed women and men, free and enslaved? No way!”
			

			
				“Yes way!”
			

			
				“Oh, I get it. You only exist in my imagination.”
			

			
				“That’s right.”
			

			
				“Still, I’m honored and thrilled to meet you in person. You’re a unique teacher. In this book, I want to introduce more exceptional thinkers like yourself. Maybe you could have a word with them to clarify some misunderstandings about your philosophy?”
			

			
				“Let’s see what you’re writing. ‘Awakening the Other Way.’ You can read that in two ways, right? Awakening as a noun or verb.” 
			

			
				“Way to go, Epicurus! They already told me you were perceptive—an ace at reason.”
			

			
				“Oh, don’t be silly. . . . But how do you reckon I fit in with your book? Is it supposed to be a guide?”
			

			
				“Good philosophy like yours gives guidance in life.”
			

			
				“I agree. But awakening . . . They told me that you can get neurotic sometimes. Are you really a Zen person?”
			

			
				“You are true to your reputation, Epicurus; you don’t mince words! Neurotic . . . I prefer tenacious. Impatient. It helps me with writing books, though. I can get lost in thought. If I wouldn’t also be, uh . . . passionate about my work, I’d lose my thread and never finish.”
			

			
				“You’re like a medical doctor who smokes.”
			

			
				“Maybe I am, Epicurus. I am not a spiritual teacher like Eckhart Tolle or Sam Harris. The best spiritual teachers lead by example, which is why I learned so much from these gentlemen. But we also have our differences of opinion. Would you mind if I introduce you to Sam Harris later? I’d love to have your view.”
			

			
				“Sure, why not.”
			

			
				“Thanks, Epicurus. My role is different from theirs. I am not a spiritual teacher but an engineer who likes philosophy and had the good fortune of being touched by nondualistic insight. I didn’t come across a satisfactory explanation of nondualistic metaphysics, while it can help spiritual seekers so much. Once they get it, most are smart enough to apply it to their lives without my spiritual guidance.”
			

			
				“You mean that not all enlightened people are spiritual teachers? Just like not all spiritual teachers are enlightened? Makes sense.”
			

			
				“Uncanny . . . it’s almost unreal how well you understand me! And about my impatience, I believe being passionate is compatible with nondual recognition.”
			

			
				“So you don’t always have peace of mind but still have something to share?”
			

			
				“Right. Enlightened people must still grapple with human issues—as long as we don’t consider them super-human. The enlightened mind is just better equipped to cope with them. So, it seems to me that an informed, genuinely human philosophy includes both accurate nondualistic metaphysics and the passions. Can we still call it truly nondualistic if it doesn’t? Don’t you think enlightened people can get excited and upset too?”
			

			
				“It depends on what you mean by enlightened.”
			

			
				“I mean people who have grasped nondualistic metaphysics: that the mind and the rest of the world are one, and what that means for our lives.”
			

			
				“Not sure I follow you. The mind must be part of the physical body. How else could they interact?”
			

			
				“O, Epicurus, you hit the nail on the head! But Plato and many other iconic Western thinkers consider the immaterial mind separate from the material world. Otherwise, they argue, the world must disappear when we go to sleep or even blink our eyes. Even Einstein finds it obvious that the moon still exists when we don’t look at it. Most people still believe in a mind-independent physical reality because evolution has cut out our minds to conceive her. But no one can explain how the material world interacts with the immaterial mind.”
			

			
				“Are you saying I’m enlightened?”
			

			
				“You are close because you realize that the mind and physical world must be one. But how do you explain to someone like Einstein that the moon doesn’t disappear when he is sleeping? If you solve this riddle, you are without a doubt enlightened. The problem is that the solution is so counterintuitive that the human mind almost automatically rejects it before it can even consider it.”
			

			
				“What is it then?”
			

			
				“In Chapter 3, you will meet Lao Tzu. He already solved the riddle two-and-a-half thousand years ago. Few understand the relationship between the mind and the rest of the world. Yet it is perhaps the key issue in psychology, physics, and ethics.”
			

			
				“But what does it bring when you can still get neurotic—uhm, sorry . . . impatient—like you? Isn’t your enlightenment just a word game?”
			

			
				“You won’t always have peace of mind, but you will be connected with the sublime present, which gives you instant access to inner peace and truth. It will give you everything you need, and you can also simply marvel at it for its own sake. When you have found that truth and learned how to rely on it, life’s trials and tribulations become more of an exciting adventure and less of an endless torment. Anyway, Epicurus, do you truly believe people always want peace of mind? Will that make them happy?”
			

			
				“Peace of mind is delightful but not the only pleasure there is. Life is also an adventure to share and enjoy. By the way, how did you get to know me?”
			

			
				“Once upon a time, when we were still roaming the globe, my friend Bernhard talked about you. He told me you said it’s okay to pursue pleasures. And that the pleasures of the body can be replaced by the pleasures of the soul when one gets older. It seemed a plainspoken but truthful message—and hopeful as well because most of us hope to achieve old age.”
			

			
				“Aha! Now I see why you like my philosophy. You are an egoistic hedonist!”
			

			
				“You make it sound terrible, Epicurus. And it’s your philosophy.”
			

			
				“Right. The first impression of my teachings isn’t always favorable because they don’t sound all that nice. Still, they are true.”
			

			
				“Maybe that’s why I like you. You see what drives people to virtue or vice for what it is: whatever people value—for themselves. Altruism is the product of a noble but ultimately egoistic mind. Perhaps it’s my Dutch cultural background: We like straight shooting. But others often perceive us as rude.”
			

			
				“Sounds familiar. But pleasures, for me, are simple pleasures like friendship. Not vain ones like power, status, fame, and wealth because they can never be completely satisfied. And tranquility, inner peace is the highest pleasure.”
			

			
				“I feel you.” 
			

			
				“And if there is no higher truth than the mind, as you nondualists allege, then it is only sincere to admit that pleasure, or more simply put, human value, is the guiding force of our behavior, rather than being virtuous in the eyes of otherworldly powers. We will never know the likes and dislikes of supernatural beings as long as we admit that we are merely human. And that’s okay. Virtue is born of wisdom and understanding the misery of toxic desires rather than the naive belief that it is automatically rewarded.”
			

			
				“You and I have a lot to talk about.”


		 


			
				​1
			

			
				How I awakened
			

			
				December 31, 1989. A new decade dawns. I hope it will be better than the eighties because I cannot go on this way. Ever since adolescence, I’ve been depressed. I don’t see a way out. At the height of my despair, a thought comes to my mind: If I, for a moment, forget all my failures, weaknesses, and anger, all the negatives past and future, then I am still alive but suddenly open to the world without any weight on my shoulders. What if everything is nothing? Then I am still here but now totally free. The world keeps on turning but is suddenly okay because when I look at where my problems were . . . they are gone!
			

			
				And just like that, I have overcome my depression. I am nineteen years old when I find a place of peace inside myself that makes me courageous, adventurous, alive. My self-pity and self-doubt are gone. Ever since, I know how to stop worrying too much, for example, about what people think of me. I remember that night crashing a New Year’s party with some friends, having the time of our lives. The next day, I arrive at the traditional New Year’s Day family meeting. I still hear Technotronic’s Pump Up the Jam inside my foggy head when I utter a good morning. My family looks worried since it’s already four in the afternoon. I don’t recommend excesses or crashing parties, but neither do I regret that night’s celebration.
			

			
				Later, I shape my insight into a mantra: “Nothing.”​[1] Whenever I need it, I repeat this mantra to myself. It immediately releases me from my fears and problems and just freely lets me be and do. The “nothingness” isn’t cynical or conscienceless; it merely liberates my mind from superfluous burdens. When I say “nothing” to myself, I remind myself of what it’s really all about: living, being in the present. Everything is nothing, and nothing is everything is the truth. “Nothing,” you live now, and it’s okay. Finally, my life takes off, and I spend the next 28 years traveling the world and making many dreams come true. 
			

			
				During this happy chapter of my life, I remain oblivious that I have established contact with the nonduality through my mantra. I wouldn’t consider myself awakened, though, since I haven’t yet grasped nondualistic metaphysics.
			

			
				✵
			

			
				Summer 2016. I may have exaggerated my celebration of life and freedom. I am 47 years old when I experience a “reverse midlife crisis.” While some guys feel “trapped” at this age, longing for more freedom, I realize instead that I miss having a home and family of my own. 
			

			
				My friend Theo and I are on a road trip from Bucharest to Brussels, and we stop over in Brno, Czech Republic. There, we are sitting on the roadside, eating a burger, when I suddenly become aware of the hollowness (emptiness, but not in the good sense) of my life and start sobbing. Admittedly, my sentimental mood is fueled by the superb Czech beers, but it feels miserable all the same. Theo consoles me. But I know now that I must liberate myself again—this time from foolishly following my zest for freedom. I have to make a change in my life. But how can I let go of the freedom I love so much?
			

			
				Later that year, my search for answers by studying philosophy and psychology intensifies. My alternating yearning for freedom and belonging reaches a fever pitch. Then I come across Alan Watts’s 1957 The Way of Zen and his other material. Some wheels inside my head suddenly come to a grinding halt . . . and are reversed. What if . . . ? Why didn’t I see this before? Of course! The answer is right there! All the answers are right there! On a Sunday morning on my bachelor pad’s balcony, I awaken. 
			

			
				It is as if something flicks a switch, suddenly illuminating the dark corners of my mind. Right there and then, I know that I have been looking for answers in all the wrong places and that the right place is so close to me that it has always eluded me. The undoubtable source of truth reveals itself to me. It is the being before any question can be formulated, the being in which right and wrong are not yet divided. It is the all-encompassing present that is existence itself.
			

			
				Only later do I find the terms to describe my experience of insight. Satori, finding Tao, awakening to the nondual presence. Other applicable words are absolute clarity, pure truth, profound inner peace, coming home, and the birth of an inner smile that has accompanied me ever since.
			

			
				More practically speaking, it also gives me the courage to propose to my longtime girlfriend and partner—who, to my great delight, dares to take the plunge with me. Earlier, my fear of commitment, amplified by an admittedly immature feeling of missing out on a happy adolescence, prevented me from doing so.
			

			
				Before my awakening, I was convinced that there was always a right and a wrong way of doing things, and I had a hard time accepting the downside of any of my decisions. I saw them as my failures. Now that I am awakened, I understand why my perfectionism was a mistake. No decision or action can ever be perfect because the worlds we conceive are always imperfect. However, they don’t have to be perfect because . . . they don’t exist!
			

			
				Instead, one can turn to the present for answers. Our present being is always whole because it precedes the imagined distinction between right and wrong. So, for one’s decisions, one shouldn’t seek perfection but follow the present’s undivided truth, which is the same as the way of the heart. Perfection is an illusion, love an essence.
			

			
				It makes me realize I don’t want to go through life without my partner and soon-to-be wife. I have come to terms with the altogether common need to close some doors to pass through new ones. We settle down near Brussels in Belgium. 
			

			
				✵
			

			
				Fall 2022. I have given up my globetrotting consultant life and am writing books instead. After publishing my third book about nonduality, I am enjoying a break. My mind exits the tunnel I confined it to while writing. I turn my attention to the outside world with what feels like a more comprehensive understanding of nonduality. 
			

			
				Writing is highly instructive as it reveals contradictions. You may think you understand something, but when you have to write it down, you often discover that you don’t. Countless times, I had to do more research and “go back to the drawing board” when I found inconsistencies in my comprehension of the nonduality I had so doubtlessly experienced or had deeper insights into it. Early on, the world teaches engineers like me that the devil is always in the details. When you overlook small design flaws, they usually come back to bite you. So often, I had to rebuild my framework of thinking about nonduality—until it had become consistent, robust, and reliable.
			

			
				Looking around me outside “the tunnel,” I am struck by a few particularities of nonduality that didn’t catch my attention before:
			

			
					
					Although enlightenment is not conceptual, it is helpful to conceptualize the experience to understand and explain it. Nondualists prefer not to make an enemy of their own thinking because they want to avoid splitting their mind into rival parts. Enlightenment is non-conceptual, but so is the smell of a rose, and it would be a sad world if we weren’t supposed to think or write about it.
				

					
					If you cannot explain enlightenment to people open to it, you probably don’t understand it well enough.
				

					
					Many people don’t want to understand nonduality and never will. They often prefer a faith-based worldview and have the amazing ability to filter out the facts and evidence that don’t support it. This observation is not a reproach. Nonduality’s full breadth can be dazzling and intimidating. We are human, not logical computers, so I have no business telling others what to believe.
				

			

			
				During my break, I do some reading. My interpretation of nonduality is entirely rooted in my own experience—as it should be because one can only understand it from a first-person viewpoint—but I am curious about the material of other authors, thinkers, spiritual teachers, and mindfulness meditation coaches. My enlightenment followed metaphysical insight. Another path is through spiritual practice. I want to explore such spiritual experiences and discover how they can help me become more patient.
			

			
				I explore modern guided meditation. During earlier experiments with more traditional zazen (sitting) meditation, I experienced astounding feelings I want to learn more about. I read about Stoicism—not a nondualistic philosophy but fascinating all the same. I familiarize myself with the teachings of the famous spiritual master Eckhart Tolle and get acquainted with some of the many Indian gurus who have taught nondualism to the West.
			

			
				While learning about spirituality and equanimity, I also notice that I have something to share and contribute about nonduality. The spiritual teachers and thinkers I come across didn’t achieve their enlightenment predominantly through metaphysical insight as I did. Theirs was a path of spiritual experience. Some seem unsure if they found the nonduality—a telling sign they didn’t. I also stumble upon inconsistencies in the enlightenment interpretations of the type I had to reject during my earlier attempts to explain my awakening. Other interpretations are spot on but can still be massively simplified.
			

			
				At the same time, I get inspired by the spontaneity of what I read and realize that I could make my insights easier to digest by telling a more personal story—something I mostly shied away from. As a result, I soon find myself working again—on the book you are reading now.
			

			
				Of theory and practice
			

			
				I lack patience. Not that I am proud of it or don’t want to do something about it, but I just have to admit that I don’t possess this precious quality. I get pushy when I feel something needs to be done. Fortunately for myself and perhaps the people around me, I have a mental “trick” at my disposal. I can instantly mentally connect with the nonduality (“Tao”) and snap out of my hang-ups. This connection has become so ubiquitous in my mind that I consider it part of me. Deep down, I remain at peace even when I worry about something.
			

			
				Enlightenment is a loaded word. But if we define it in a metaphysical sense as satori and finding Tao—I will explain later what that means—then, thankfully, I may consider that it has been given to me. Enlightenment can be reached via spiritual practice, like meditation, or directly via metaphysical insight. I still have much to learn about spirituality and find solace in the material of the many exceptional spiritual teachers, past and present. They help me become more equanimous.
			

			
				I can almost hear you ask, “How can you call yourself enlightened when you still want to become more patient?” Enlightenment is generally considered something that leads to serenity, contentment, and magnanimity. While I agree that it contributes tremendously to them, equating such virtues with enlightenment is a mistake. Sometimes, an enlightened person can still feel miserable, be grumpy, nervous, and even unkind. Another choice of words might make this statement more palatable: how about being passionate about something or someone? You may agree that true passion can make one exceedingly needy and volatile. Should an enlightened person, therefore, quell passions and let purposefulness, burning love, and determination be things of the past? I don’t think so!
			

			
				Many spiritual teachers—especially contemporary ones—encourage virtue to achieve enlightenment and promise well-being in return. Criticizing this approach is perilous for those who don’t want to be branded a cynic. I am a staunch supporter of virtue, kindness, and well-being, so I hope to avoid this label. Still, let me propose a short fictional story as a thought experiment to test the validity of equating enlightenment with serenity, magnanimity, or well-being.
			

			
				On ​a starry summer night, a famous enlightened spiritual teacher named Alice walks into a beachfront bar. There are two other guests: a handsome man and an attractive woman. The spiritual teacher recognizes the guy as Bob, her high school crush. Alice is single, and seeing Bob rekindles strong feelings. She instantly hopes to leave with him for a romantic walk on the moonlit beach. However, the attractive woman has also set her eyes on Bob as she is obviously flirting. Alice is wise indeed but also human and can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy. She is an expert in mastering her feelings and has no problem hiding them.
			

			
				The attractive lady, who introduces herself
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