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I have read many self-help books, and they have helped me immensely. I am no expert in psychology or spirituality, but I would like to share what I’ve learnt from these books and from my life-long experiences. Most of the passages are interrelated and there are necessarily some overlaps between meditations.

My suggestion is that you take a few minutes each day, and read and meditate on one section every week. Over time, they will become part of your thinking, and of your life. 

My earnest hope is that you will find reading these passages as helpful as I did in writing them.

Kennard Ramphal

BACK TO CONTENTS

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION


[image: ]


Dr. Kennard Ramphal’s book, THOUGHTS TO MEDITATE ON explores deep and inspiring allegorical stories of the human attempts to find higher meanings in life. He has developed unique ways of expressing simple but profound thoughts by many world thinkers, adding his personal interpretations and experiences to life’s lessons. Dr. Ramphal has painted a colourful picture, and gives new perspectives to the art of living. He has given fresh meanings to the human condition and suggests ways of combatting depression and unhappiness. This has been the recurrent theme throughout the book.

The central message of THOUGHTS TO MEDITATE ON is a powerful re-evaluation of the human need to find happiness and contentment in life. Dr. Ramphal encourages his readers to follow their hearts in order to find a greater purpose in life. He observes that there is an apparent shifting downwards of spirituality and moral values in the world at the current time, with implications of a deterioration and degradation of society.

Dr. Ramphal examines some of the maladies of modern societal norms and the need to rebalance ‘old’ philosophical and religious wisdom with ‘new’ scientific knowledge into a composite whole. In this way, we learn from the past as we forge ahead into a more resilient and brighter future.

Dr. Ramphal made references in his meditation on “Freedom” that we should strive not only for physical freedom but also for “...freedom from emotional and psychological conditionings which bind us to the status quo...”. He envisions that we should fulfill our “need for love and self-respect” through self-discovery, and to share these qualities with fellow humans.

Formerly a long-term educator in Metropolitan Toronto, Dr. Ramphal demonstrates that our educational system somewhat curtails “intellectual freedom” and could be seen as “cages for mind control,” clearly citing that one should exercise freedom of thought at all times, as he quotes from the scriptures: “...know the truth and the truth shall set you free.”

The author, in his piece “You are only Human” entreats that as humans, we must not forget our limitations; we should strive to be “humble and simple” in our dispositions, reminding us that no one lives forever. Therefore, learn to forgive oneself and whenever depressed, sad or angry “remember your humanity.”

The profundity and sophistication of Dr. Ramphal’s thinking is aptly described in his chapter on “The Ego vs Self.” He stresses that we must learn to distinguish between our “... outer identity from our true Self existing within the Higher Consciousness,” and reminds us that the Soul is “immune to criticism, and is without fear and prejudice.” With regards to the true Self, he quotes from Dr. Deepak Chopra: “And yet it is humble and feels superior to no one, because it recognizes that everyone else is the same Self, the same spirit in different disguises.” The author explains that the Ego, on the other hand is not who you really are; your “self-image is a mask hiding you from your true identity.”

I first met Dr. Kennard Ramphal about two decades ago, when we co-authored a book of poetry. Ever since, he has played an integral part in my writing experience, as he continues to inspire and motivate me to surge ahead in my writings. Like Dr. Ramphal, I have also pursued the “big questions” of life—who are we, why we are here and what could be some of the reasons for our existence at this time and in this geography. Without being over teleological, we seek to understand some of the purposes for our Beings. I could not find a more suitable candidate in such a pursuit than Ken Ramphal. He is gifted with a sharp wit but more importantly, he has been smitten by the joy of writing, always searching for higher meanings within the context of organization and order. I describe Kennard as a wonderful human being, rich in experiences of life and a gentle soul. I could not be more fortunate to call him my friend. 

—Harry Persaud Ph.D. (Anthropology)—

Author: The River Crossing: A Path to Self-Discovery

Martial Artist,

Student of Eastern Philosophy.
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1 A JOURNEY OF A THOUSAND MILES 
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The saying, A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, is attributed to the Chinese philosopher, Lao Tzi. 

If you have a difficult, long and tedious task to perform, just begin the task, even if you spend just a few minutes on it. You will be surprised at how much you can achieve by expending a few minutes a day on a task. 

The popular maxim, A job once begun, is half done, also has a great deal of merit.

It is easy and tempting to procrastinate. Furthermore, the more you procrastinate, the easier it will be for you to continue procrastinating, making it more and more difficult to begin the task on hand. If you don’t begin the task, the job will never get done, because it has been scientifically proven that no job, which has not been started, has ever been completed. 

In the comedy, Twelfth Night, Shakespeare reminded us that procrastination leads to no rewards when he wrote, “In delay, there lies no plenty.” 

It is crucial to focus on the step you are taking now, instead of dwelling on the steps that you have already taken, or looking ahead, and dreading the steps that you have to take.

If you look back, you’re likely to dwell on the many missteps you took during your journey, and regret that you did not take the many shortcuts that were available. Hindsight is always 20/20. You are also likely to stumble if you focus on the past.

And if you look at all the steps you must take to reach your destination, you may be daunted by the impending difficulties. 

But if you focus on the one step you are taking at the present moment, the task becomes manageable.

Many people have monumental achievements simply by focusing on one task at a time. For example, Joseph Payeng, from Assam, India, was alarmed by the erosion on the island on which he was living, and planted a tree every day for 40 years. The forest he planted now covers 1,360 acres, and is home to many tigers and elephants, among other animals. 

Just imagine! A single tree every day for 40 years! Did Joseph Payeng look back and say, I have already planted twenty trees, so it’s time to stop. Or did he worry about the number of trees he had to plant? No! He went on to plant a SINGLE tree every day for forty years, and created a forest.

In Guyana, there is a saying, One one dutty build dam​[1] meaning that large tasks can be accomplished by doing a little at a time.  I’m certain that there are sayings in other cultures which emphasize the same concept, and we are all familiar with the saying, “It all adds up.”

I am reminded of my parents’ coffee farm in Canal No. 2, Guyana. Imagine almost a mile of coffee trees, laden with ripe coffee berries. We could have looked at all the trees and berries, and declared, “It’s too much to handle.”

Instead, along with some laborers hired by my parents, we picked ONE berry at a time. The result was a large crop of coffee berries, which we dried before we took them to the coffee mill, and which provided an income.  

At the time I am writing this, I have authored or co-authored seven books, and have the manuscript for the eighth almost ready for publication. I did not write a page every day, because on some days I had other obligations. But I wrote at least a page on most days, and surprised myself with the results.

Imagine what  YOU can achieve by consistently focusing on a single task. 

If you are putting off a difficult task, start now in a small way, and do a little bit at a time. You’ll be surprised at the results.

NOTE: A fellow writer mentioned to me that a person has to multitask in today’s world. This may be true, but even when multi-tasking, a person can do only one task at a time. That task can be accomplished more efficiently if the doer concentrates on the task in which he is engaged in the present moment. 
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2 LIVE FOR TODAY
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Many people are so worried about what they did, or what happened in the past, and are so anxious about what may happen in the future, that they don’t focus on today. 

Matthew 6:31 tells us:“Therefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.”

And Psalms 118:28 emphasizes, “Today is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.”

More recently, Eckhart Tolle, in his insightful book, The Power of Now, writes, “The present moment is all you will ever have.”

We are also encouraged to focus on today by the famous Indian poet, Khalidasa, (5th century CE, Sanskrit poet and dramatist) who wrote a beautiful poem entitled, Salutation to the Dawn. 


Look to this Day!

For it is life, the very life of life.
In its brief course lie all the verities
And realities of your existence:
The glory of action, the bliss of growth,
The splendor of beauty.
For yesterday is but a dream,
And tomorrow is only a vision.
But today, well lived, makes
Every yesterday a dream of happiness
And every tomorrow a vision of hope.
Look well, therefore, to this Day!
Such is the Salutation of the Dawn.


This is why many people start their days by facing the sun and welcoming the new day.

Another powerful poem, which is used in Alcoholic Anonymous meetings to encourage members to focus on the present,  instead of dwelling on errors made in the past, or worrying about problems which the future may bring, is cited below.


YESTERDAY, TODAY AND TOMORROW

There are two days in every week about which we should not worry,

Two days which should be kept free from fear and apprehension.

One of these days is Yesterday, with its mistakes and cares,
Its faults and blunders, its aches and pains.
Yesterday has passed forever beyond our control.
All the money in the world cannot bring back Yesterday.
We cannot undo a single word we said; we can’t erase a single act we performed. Yesterday is gone.

The other day that we should not worry about is Tomorrow, with its possible adversities, its burdens, its large promise and poor performance.

Tomorrow is also beyond our control.

Tomorrow’s sun will rise, either in splendour, or behind a mask of clouds—but it will rise.
Until it does, we have no stake in Tomorrow, for it is as yet unborn.

This leaves only one day – Today.
Any person can only fight the battles of one day.

It’s only when you or I add the burdens of those awful eternities – Yesterday and Tomorrow – that we break down.

It is not the experience of Today that drives people mad.
It is the remorse or bitterness of Yesterday, or the dread of what Tomorrow may bring.


Let us therefore live but one day at a time. (Author unknown)


Worry and anxiety have become such persistent patterns of thought in our lives, that many people find it difficult to eliminate them entirely. However, if you constantly read and meditate on the above poems and other writings on the same subject, you  will find that you will gradually reduce the time you spend worrying about the past and being anxious about the future. 

This will leave you more time to be grateful for your blessings. In effect, you will  gradually develop new thoughts, which will replace the ones of worry and anxiety.

Don’t be too hard on yourself when you find that you spend precious moments worrying and being anxious. Old habits die hard. Be aware that you are developing new habits, however slowly, and that these new habits will eventually choke out the old destructive ones. 

Life will be so much more rewarding when you live one day at a time. Better still, focus on the present moment, because it is all you’re guaranteed.

One method of doing this, which Tolle compares to turning base metal into gold, is this: Whenever you find yourself worrying or being anxious, do not give energy to that thought. Instead, focus on your breath, and go inside your body by feeling the energy coursing through your body from head to toe. This is the energy that is keeping you alive. Tolle calls this process inhabiting the body. Giving attention to this energy will increase the vibrational frequency of the energy, and you will feel more alive. You would have practised the art of alchemy—turning base metals into gold.

Remember, today is all you will ever have. When tomorrow comes, it will come as today.

As a fellow traveler, I earnestly wish you all the best TODAY.
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3 ACCEPTANCE
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Most of us had great expectations for ourselves when we were young. As adults, some of us may have fulfilled our dreams, but it is safe to say that many people have found themselves in situations that fall short of what they envisioned. I know that I have not even come close to achieving all the goals I set for myself when I was a youth with high ideals.

The result: many people are in a constant state of unease and dissatisfied with their present circumstances.

Deepak Chopra, a well-known self-help writer, reminds us that our bodies produce a chemical with every thought. When we think pleasing and calming thoughts, our bodies secrete chemicals like endorphins which make us feel good. However, when we harbour stressful thoughts, the natural response of the body is the production of adrenaline which prepares us for the flight or fight response. In our society, we do not often face immediate danger, but the body does not distinguish between real and imagined danger. The adrenaline produced by the body when no action is required, results in various illnesses.

Acceptance of the situation in which we find ourselves causes our minds and bodies to be more relaxed and results in a feeling of peace—with the world and with ourselves. In this situation, we breathe more deeply, our heart rate decreases, and our blood pressure goes down.

Along with accepting our present circumstances, it is crucial that we accept and love ourselves, regardless of all our faults, regardless of how short or how tall we are, regardless of the shapes of our noses and other body parts. Accept your body, because you are stuck with it for your entire life. This will be discussed more fully in another meditation.

In addition to accepting ourselves, it is crucial that we accept others as they are. They are part of our situation. Many relationships were damaged because one partner was unable to fully accept the limitations and habits of the other and tried to change him/her. I anticipate the question, “What about a partner who has a problem which is hurting him? For example, what about a partner who is an alcoholic?”

Acceptance does not mean that you don’t try to improve your present circumstances. It means that first you completely accept the situation you find yourself in, instead of expending valuable energy ranting, raving and bemoaning the fact that you are in that situation. You will then be able to see clearly what needs to be done, and you will have the physical, mental and emotional energy to change your present situation. 

Eckhart Tolle, in his book The Power of Now, tells us that in every situation in which we find ourselves, we have three choices. We can change the situation we are in, or we can remove ourselves from the situation. If we cannot do any of these, for example we are in prison, the only choice we have is to accept the situation completely. Any other choice will be counter-productive and will create stress and tension in our lives. Tolle reminds us, “When you live in complete acceptance of what is, that is the end of all drama in our lives.” Where there is no drama, there is no conflict and our bodies and our minds are at peace.

The Buddha reminded his followers of this over two thousand years ago when he told them, “Serenity comes when you trade expectations for acceptance.”

And Marcus Aurelius, the great Roman statesman and philosopher, emphasized the importance of acceptance when he wrote, “Accept whatever comes to you woven in the pattern of your destiny, for what could more aptly fit your needs?”

Very often, events do not turn out the way we had hoped, resulting in disappointment. When this happens, it is crucial for us to remember that we do not have the total picture. Only God, or our Higher Power, has the complete picture. The common saying, “It all happened for the best,” has a great deal of truth as the following anecdote illustrates.

A fisherman was drinking with his friend one afternoon in a tavern. Although he was inebriated, he remembered that he had to go fishing that night and left to go home in his van, when the police stopped him and took him to the lock-up for driving under the influence. He was extremely upset and thought of all the money he would lose by not going to the market with a boatload of fishes.

It turned out that there was a severe storm that night and he would have certainly drowned had he gone out to sea. The following morning, he thanked his lucky stars that the police had locked him up.

The recipe for total peace, then, is to totally accept what is. It is foolish to do otherwise. 
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4  FORGIVENESS
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Many writers have explored the topic of forgiveness. Alexander Pope, the famous English poet, wrote in his Essay on Criticism, “To err is human, to forgive divine.”

In her book, IF LIFE is a GAME, THESE are the RULES, Cherie Carter-Scott wrote that non-forgiveness, which includes anger and resentment, is linked to the ego. Not forgiving someone 

. . . makes you feel superior and righteous when you can look down your nose and hold a grudge toward someone who has wronged you. However, resentment consumes a lot of energy. Why waste valuable energy on prolonged anger and guilt, when you could use that energy for far greater things? When you let go of resentment, guilt, and anger, you become revitalized and create space in your soul for growth.

Do you want to be a perpetual victim by harboring anger and resentment to those who have hurt you, or do you want to be free? Free to do the things you want to do. Free to achieve your dreams without having to carry the heavy burden of non-forgiveness. 

Non-forgiveness not only saps our energy and vitality, but produces harmful chemicals in the body which can cause a variety of illnesses in the person harboring it, while not harming in the least the person at whom it is directed. 

Somebody once said, “Experiencing anger and resentment is like drinking a dose of poison and expecting the other person to die.” 

How true!

Nelson Mandela obviously learned this lesson. When he left prison after spending twenty-seven years in jail, he said, “As I stand before the door to my freedom, I realise that if I do not leave my pain, anger and bitterness behind me, I will still be in prison.”

The same can be said for all of us. If we continue to experience anger and resentment because of the harm people have done to us, we are imprisoned by the past. 

We often don’t know the struggles that the person who has harmed us is experiencing, and why he behaves that way. That is why Madame de Stael wrote in her book, Corrine, “To understand all is to forgive all.”   

The question is often asked, “If I forgive a person for causing me harm, am I not allowing that person to harm me again?”

Forgiveness does not mean exposing yourself to be hurt over and over again. Rather, it is a mental process that allows you not to tense up when you think of the persons who hurt you. You should certainly isolate yourself from those who have caused you harm, but mentally forgive them for the way they behaved. For example, you would not put your hand in a nest of rattlesnakes, because you know what is likely to happen. You know that it is the nature of rattlesnakes to bite when you intrude in their territory, but you do not crunch up when you think of rattlesnakes. 

The term, “I forgive you, but I do not trust you,” has a
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