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There comes a point – not always dramatic, not always visible – when something subtle begins to loosen.

Not in the world, but in the way the world is held.

What once seemed certain begins to feel less solid.

What once appeared obvious starts to invite questions.

And quietly, almost imperceptibly, the centre from which we experience life begins to shift.

This book was not written to provide answers.

It was not written to defend a philosophy or ideology, promote a belief, or offer a system to follow.

If anything, it moves in the opposite direction.

It begins with what appears to be the most reliable ground we have –

the physical world.

Light.

Matter.

Time.

Space.

The very things we trust – to tell us what is real.

But as we look more closely – through science, through observation, through careful attention and insights – that awareness begins to behave in unexpected ways.

What appears solid reveals itself as mostly empty.

What seems continuous is discovered to be discontinuous.

What feels immediate is already in the past.

From there, the enquiry turns inward.

Perception.

Thought.

Memory.

The sense of being someone – a centre, an “I”, or a “me”. 

We assume this centre exists – the “person” we think we are.

We rarely question it.

And yet, when examined closely, it becomes increasingly difficult to locate.

Across cultures, across centuries, there have been those who investigated this directly.

Not as belief.

Not as theory.

But as lived enquiry.

Some spoke of no–self.

Some of emptiness.

Some of pure awareness.

Some of unity.

Their words differ.

But there is a quiet convergence in what they point to.

At the same time, modern science has taken its own path – probing matter, particles, natural forces, energy, space, and the brain.

It has mapped complexity with extraordinary precision.

And yet, when it comes to the nature of experience itself – to consciousness – it stands at a threshold.

Describing, but not fully explaining.

This book moves between these two currents.

In doing so, the language of this book occasionally draws from fields such as quantum physics, neuroscience, and contemplative traditions.

These are not used as frameworks to explain reality in a final sense, nor as authorities to be believed.

Quantum physics, at its edges, reveals a world that does not behave in ways our intuition expects – where certainty gives way to probability, and observation appears inseparable from what is observed.

Neuroscience explores the brain with remarkable precision, yet the simple fact of experience – of being aware – remains deeply elusive.

Spiritual traditions, in their most direct expressions, do not offer explanations, but invitations – to look, to question, and to see for oneself.

Not to merge them artificially.

Not to prove one through the other.

But to allow a space where both can be seen clearly –

and where their implications can unfold.

What follows is not a journey in the conventional sense.

Because a journey assumes distance.

A starting point.

A destination.

A traveller moving between them.

Here, even that assumption is gently questioned.

You are not asked to believe anything.

You are not asked to accept or reject.

Only to look.

And perhaps, somewhere along the way,

to notice something simple–

That is what you have been seeking may not be elsewhere.

And may not belong to anyone.

If this book does anything at all, let it not give you conclusions.

Let it take away what never quite held.

A note on how this book moves.

The first two parts move through the language of science and philosophy. They are largely expository, drawing on physics, neuroscience, and the history of ideas. The third part turns toward consciousness directly – examining what thinkers and traditions have said about awareness, the soul, and the nature of the self.

The fourth part is different again: quieter, more personal, closer to the texture of immediate experience. The register shifts as the enquiry deepens. This is intentional. Each part asks something different of the reader, in the same way that a conversation might begin with questions about the world and end with something harder to name.

So, we begin.

With light.
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PART I: The Illusion of Solidity


All that illuminates
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Let’s talk about light.

Why light?

Because light gives us the measure of the world we inhabit and the universe we see around us. Through light we perceive travel, distance, space, reflection, colours, illumination – and, perhaps most importantly, Time.

Time, as we understand it and perceive it, unfolds through light. It allows events to appear ordered and structured, separated, measurable. From this emerges the sense of history – past, present, and future – a seemingly linear thread stretching from the birth of the universe to this very moment.

Through this thread we tell the story of existence: from the early formation of stars and planets to human evolution - the unfolding theories of Darwinian evolution; from ancient civilisations and early mythologies to mysticism, empires, wars, revolutions, and the rise of religions; from sages and philosophers to cultures, traditions, music, art and the constant development of human experience.

In our own era, that same unfolding appears in scientific discovery, space exploration, technological revolutions – and, again, we see advancement of human life, new conflicts, and new questions. Amidst all the sparkles of life, a deep unease remains – about uncertainties, about the purpose, meaning, and value of life. Most prominently, what exists after life.

Seen this way, existence appears to move in a continuous current – always advancing, always evolving – as though reality itself were engaged in a perpetual journey forward.

Or so we are told. 

So, we perceive. 

In 1905, Einstein created an enigma for us. He established that nothing travels faster than light in this universe. According to his theory of Special Relativity, nothing with mass can travel at or above the speed of light. The speed of light in vacuum – approximately 299,792 kilometres per second – is the cosmic speed limit. As an object with mass moves faster and faster toward the speed of light, it requires more and more energy to keep accelerating. Eventually the energy needed becomes infinite, which means no physical object can ever reach the speed of light. 

Light, therefore, is not merely an illumination. It is the ruler by which the universe becomes measurable. Every distance we calculate, every motion we detect, and every moment we record is ultimately determined by how light travels through space. In this sense, the observable universe is revealed to us through light. Without it, there would be no scale of distance, no chronology of events, no story of cosmic history unfolding across billions of years.

Yet, hidden within this very measure lies a paradox.

In a quiet corner of the cosmos, on top of a stoney hill, lived an old woman known as the Weaver. She did not weave wool or silk. She spent her days catching light in silver jars and polishing glass until it was as clear as empty space.

One evening, a student came to her, his heart heavy with the weight of years.

"Everything I love is disappearing," the student confessed. "My childhood home is a ruin, my mentors are all long gone, and the songs and moments of my youth have faded into the wind. Time is a thief that leaves no trace of what it steals."

The Weaver did not offer words of comfort. Instead, she led him to the centre of the plateau, where a telescope of impossible proportions stood aimed at the blackest part of the sky.

"Twenty light–years from here," the Weaver said, pointing a gnarled finger toward a faint, silver pinhole in the distance, "floats a mirror of ancient glass. It is so far that your eyes see it only as a cold spark. But this telescope, it is a bridge across the silence. It gathers the scattered whispers of the past."

The student pressed his eye to the lens. At first, there was only darkness. Then, like a ghost materialising from a fog, a scene appeared–sharp, vibrant, and drenched in a sun he hadn't felt in decades.

He gasped. He didn't see the dark plateau or the Weaver. He saw a sun–lit kitchen from his youth. He saw a woman – his mother – pouring tea into a blue ceramic cup. She looked toward the window, smiling at something she saw outside in the garden.

"That cup broke a lifetime ago," the student whispered, his breath fogging the eyepiece. "And my mother. She has been gone for five years. How am I seeing her now?"

"You are seeing the 'Then' in the 'Now'," the Weaver replied softly. "The light that touched her face forty years ago travelled twenty years through the dark to reach that mirror. It bounced, and it has spent the last twenty years racing back to this very spot. You are catching the ghosts of four decades ago."

The student reached out, his fingers trembling as if he could reach through the glass and touch the steam rising from the tea. "If I watch long enough," he asked, "will she turn toward me? Will she see me standing here?"

The Weaver sighed, a sound like shifting sand. "She will turn, but she is not turning toward you. She is turning towards the boy you were forty years ago, playing on the grass. You are a ghost watching a ghost. The telescope does not bring the past back to life; it only reveals that the past never truly stopped happening. It is simply a matter of where you stand and how much light you can catch."

The student stayed at the lens until the stars began to pale. He realised then that the universe was not a graveyard of lost moments, but a vast, radiating library. Every tear shed, every secret whispered, and every tea–pour was still travelling through the void, etched into the flight of photons, waiting for a lens large enough to find them again.

He stepped away from the telescope, no longer feeling like a victim of time. He understood now that he, too, was currently being broadcast to the stars–an eternal masterpiece of light, racing forever toward the edge of the world.

We think that we experience the world as a synchronised, real–time movie, but physics tells us we are actually living in a fragmented collage of different histories. The past isn't "gone"– it is just "elsewhere." In modern physics, this idea echoes a deeper principle: information about physical events is not easily erased from the universe. Nothing you have ever seen has been "real time." We live in a sensory lag. 

When you look at the Moon, you see it as it was 1.3 seconds ago.

When you look at the Sun, you see it as it was 8 minutes ago; that is how much the sunlight takes to reach us.

When you look at a friend across a dinner table, you see them as they were a few nanoseconds ago.

If the Sun were to vanish this very instant, we would continue to bask in its warmth and light for eight full minutes, living in a reality that has already ceased to exist. 

The light that bounced off your first birthday cake didn't vanish; it simply expanded into a sphere that is now 20, 30, or 50 light–years wide. If you could outrun that light, you could catch it. This implies that time is a “spatial dimension”. We think of the past as a memory in our heads, but the universe treats the past as a physical coordinate in space. As Einstein established, reality is relative to the observer. Two people in different parts of the universe, moving at different speeds, will not agree on which events happened first. To one observer, a star might have already exploded; to another, it hasn't happened yet. Neither is "wrong." 

Light travels at a finite speed – about 299,792 km/s.

A lightyear is the distance light travels in one year.

So, if an object is 20 light years away, the light arriving here now left that object 20 years ago.

We are not watching a movie that is being played for everyone at once. We are each sitting in our own private theatre, watching a unique edit of the universe’s history based entirely on our distance from the screen. Not just that. We only see what our senses allow us to see, which is only a small fragment of cosmic reality.

One of the most moving expressions of this idea came not from a scientific paper, but from a personal letter.

In March 1955, shortly before his death, Albert Einstein wrote to the family of his lifelong friend Michele Besso:

“Now he has departed from this strange world a little ahead of me. That means nothing. People like us, who believe in physics, know that the distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion”.

This was no casual remark. It was the distilled essence of a lifetime spent rethinking the structure of reality. He emphasised that for those who understand relativity, the separation between past, present, and future is not as solid as it appears. The events of a life do not simply vanish into nothingness once the present moment moves on. They remain woven into the structure of spacetime itself.

From that perspective, Einstein suggested, Besso had not truly “gone” anywhere. His life – the conversations they shared, the moments they lived through – remained part of the universe, just located in a different region of spacetime than the moment they as now inhabiting.

To our everyday perception, time feels like a river carrying everything away. Moments appear, pass, and disappear forever.

But relativity offers a different picture. The universe may be less like a flowing river and more like an immense landscape. What we call “the present” is simply the narrow path our awareness walks through that landscape. In Einstein’s universe, time did not “flow” from past to future; all moments coexisted in what physicists call the block universe. Yet, for all his insight into the illusory nature of time, Einstein’s vision of reality still lacked one essential ingredient – the observer. One question remained unresolved: whose “present” is this narrow path? A universe described entirely in terms of spacetime geometry can map events with extraordinary precision, but it says little about the fact that those events are also experienced. The structure is there - but so is the one to whom it appears. 

Science often assumes that reality and its laws exist independently of us, and that our task is simply to discover and understand them. But this leaves open a profound question: what if experience is not merely a spectator of reality, but one of its ingredients? Had Einstein brought that possibility fully into view, he may perhaps have drawn a different conclusion around the nature of the world and reality.

But in quantum physics, the observer does not remain outside the picture. At the quantum scale, reality no longer behaved in ways that classical thinking could comfortably explain. Study of quantum mechanics suggested that the act of measurement could not always be cleanly separated from the behaviour of what was measured. Einstein believed that reality existed independently of whether anyone looked at it. The moon, he famously asked, does not cease to exist when no one is watching. Bohr disagreed. At the quantum level, he suggested, the act of observation could no longer be separated from what was observed. The universe was not merely a landscape through which awareness moved; somehow, awareness itself had entered the equation. This did not mean that the world depended on us in any simple or personal way. It meant, rather, that the old picture of a fully self-contained reality, entirely untouched by observation, had begun to fracture. The universe could still be real - yet not wholly separate from the conditions under which it appeared.

Seen from this point of view, the past is not erased. It is simply no longer where we are standing.

Light and time are deeply intertwined in a way that is easy to overlook. Everything we see reaches us through light, and light does not arrive instantaneously. This means that every observation we make is, in fact, a glimpse into the past. Time creates a perception of distance, of time spent, of time to come.

Distant galaxies reveal light that began their journey millions or even billions of years before reaching our eyes. In this sense, the universe we observe is not a single moment unfolding before us, but a layered mosaic of different times arriving together through light. Yet our minds stitch these delayed signals into a seamless experience of the present. From this stitching emerges our familiar sense of past, present, and future – a continuous narrative of events progressing forward. What appears to us as the “now” of the universe is therefore not a universal moment at all, but a constructed experience shaped by the travel time of light and the way the brain organises incoming information.

Long before modern physics began questioning the nature of time, many spiritual traditions hinted at a similar mystery. In the Upanishads, the Self is described as unborn and undying – something that exists beyond the flow of temporal change. In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna speaks of reality as that which never truly comes into being nor ceases to exist. The Sufi mystic Ibn Arabi described time as a relation perceived by the mind, not an independent reality.

Christian philosopher and master St. Augustine observed that the past survives only as memory and the future only as expectation in the mind. Buddhist teachings repeatedly emphasise that our experience unfolds only in the immediacy of the present moment. Though expressed in very different languages, these traditions share a subtle insight: the linear story of past, present, and future may not be as fundamental to reality as it appears. 

Zen master Dōgen wrote:

“Time itself is being, and all being is time.”

This is astonishingly close to the block–universe intuition of relativity – existence is not separate from time but woven into it. In this view, the universe is not something that unfolds moment by moment; rather, past, present, and future all coexist within a single, timeless whole, while consciousness moves through it and experiences that movement as the passage of time. From the earliest Upanishadic reflections (800 BCE) to Einstein’s theory of relativity (1905 CE) lies a span of roughly 2,700 years. Across this vast period, thinkers from very different traditions questioned whether time flows in the way human intuition suggests.

Modern physics approached the question through mathematics and observation and is still trying to find all the answers. Ancient traditions approached it through philosophical enquiry and contemplative insight. Yet the light is not the only phenomenon associated with this extraordinary speed. Other processes in the universe also propagate at the speed of light, and there may be more that we are yet to fully understand. We will return to some of these later.

In modern physics, this speed represents something even deeper: it is the ultimate rate at which information and cause–and–effect can propagate through the universe. Nothing can influence anything else faster than light. A cause must always lie within the light–cone of its effect; otherwise, events could occur before the things that produced them. If information could travel instantaneously, the distinction between past and future would begin to break down, and the universe would lose the orderly sequence by which one event gives rise to another.

Before going further, it is worth pausing to ask a deceptively simple question: what exactly is light?

For centuries, scientists debated this question without reaching agreement. In the seventeenth century, Isaac Newton proposed that light consisted of tiny particles emitted by luminous objects. Around the same time, Christiaan Huygens argued that light behaved instead as a wave propagating through space, much like ripples moving across water.

For a long time, the wave description seemed to win the argument. Experiments with interference and diffraction clearly showed that light spreads and overlaps in ways characteristic of waves. By the nineteenth century, James Clerk Maxwell unified electricity and magnetism and demonstrated that light is an electromagnetic wave – oscillating electric and magnetic fields travelling through space.

Yet the story did not end there.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, physicists noticed something strange. When light was shone onto certain metals, electrons were sometimes knocked free from their surface. Yet this happened only when the light was above a particular frequency, no matter how bright it was. It was as though light did not arrive as a smooth, continuous wave, but in tiny packets of energy. This phenomenon became known as the Photoelectric Effect. To explain this phenomenon, Albert Einstein proposed that light is emitted and absorbed in individual quanta – later called photons. In some situations, light behaved unmistakably like a stream of particles. 

Einstein later received the Nobel Prize in 1921 for his discovery. In 1926, Gilbert N. Lewis suggested the term photon in a paper published in the journal Nature. He proposed it as the name for a fundamental unit of radiant energy. Interestingly, Lewis had a somewhat different interpretation of what photons were, but the name itself was adopted by physicists and gradually became the standard term.

Physics had arrived at a strange conclusion. Light behaved like a wave in some experiments and like a particle in others.

Modern quantum theory resolved the paradox in an unexpected way: light is neither a classical wave nor a classical particle. Instead, it is a quantum entity that can exhibit properties of both depending on how it is observed.

In quantum electrodynamics, light is understood as an excitation of the electromagnetic field – a disturbance propagating through a field that fills all of space. The photon is simply the smallest measurable unit of that disturbance.

Even this description may not be the final word. Some physicists describe light not as an object travelling through space, but as a manifestation of deeper fields and interactions underlying reality itself.

What appears to us as a beam of light may therefore be less like a stream of tiny bullets and more like a ripple moving through the fundamental fabric of the universe – much like a Mexican wave in a football stadium, where the movement travels, though the people themselves remain where they are.

At this point, the nature of light becomes even more mysterious.

Light is not merely something out there in the universe. It is the means by which the universe appears to us at all. Every colour, every form, every distance, every visible thing is given through it. If this seemingly simple phenomenon already dissolves under close examination into paradox and uncertainty, then the world we so confidently call real may be far less immediate and self-evident than we imagine. To question light is already to begin questioning the certainty of appearance itself.

Imagine a simple experiment. This is the famous “Double–Slit” experiment – the smoking gun of quantum physics. 

Here we go. 

This experiment includes placing a light source at one end and a plain screen at the other end; kind of a projector and a screen set up. In between, a barrier is placed with two tiny slits placed side by side. Now, the light is turned on – a beam of light is directed toward a barrier. Now, if light were simply a stream of particles, like tiny bullets fired toward the barrier, we would expect a straightforward result – some particles would pass through the left slit, others through the right, producing two bright bands on the screen behind reflecting the slits. 

But this is not what happens.

Instead, the screen displays a series of alternating bright and dark bands – an interference pattern. Like a wave. The screen is filled end to end with light with different intensities (i.e. darker, brighter in a pattern). This pattern is exactly what one would expect if instead of particles, waves were passing through the two slits, spreading out and overlapping, reinforcing each other in some places and cancelling out in others.

So far, nothing seems too strange, except that the experiment appears to confirm that light behaves like a wave. 

Now comes the twist.

Suppose we reduce the beam of light so much that only a single photon is emitted at a time – one tiny packet of light travelling toward the slits.

Surely, if photons are individual particles, each one must pass through either the left slit or the right slit.

Yet when the experiment is repeated under these conditions, the same interference pattern gradually appears on the screen.

Even though the photons arrive one by one, the pattern suggests that each photon somehow behaves like a wave passing through both slits simultaneously and interfering with itself.

This is already astonishing.

But the experiment becomes even stranger.

Now, if we place a measuring device (such as a camera) near the slits to determine which slit the photon actually passes through, the interference pattern, wave pattern disappears. The screen now shows exactly what we would expect from ordinary particles: two simple bands corresponding to the two openings. Just a reflection of the slits. It was as if suddenly the light knew it was being watched and changed itself.

When the photon is not observed, it behaves like a wave exploring multiple possibilities. When we attempt to measure its path, it behaves like a particle choosing a definite route.

The natural question arises almost immediately.

How does the photon “know” that it is being observed?

And what exactly counts as an observation – a human eye, a measuring instrument, or something deeper?

Modern physics does not answer this question in a simple way. Quantum theory can describe the outcomes of the experiment with remarkable precision, but the underlying reason for this strange behaviours remains one of the deepest mysteries in science. It remains the subject of ongoing debate. And the answer is not easy; it touches the very fabric of our cosmos, our existence, and our reality. 

The double slit experiment introduced a principle at the heart of quantum mechanics: superposition. A quantum system does not exist in one state or another until measured; it exists in all possible states at once.

Erwin Schrödinger illustrated this paradox with his famous thought experiment in 1935. Imagine a cat in a sealed box, with a mechanism triggered by the decay of a radioactive atom. If the atom decays, the cat is killed; if not, the cat lives. According to quantum principles, until the box is opened, the atom is both decayed and not decayed – and thus the cat is both alive and dead. This does not mean the cat is in a mystical limbo, but that the quantum system describing it exists as a probability wave encompassing multiple outcomes. Because, in the thought experiment, there is presumed to be no observer inside the sealed box, the cat remains entangled with those possibilities: alive, dead, or perhaps in some state that ordinary language cannot easily describe. Only when the box is opened does an observer enter the situation. At that moment, the wave collapses and only one definite reality is seen – a single state of the cat, alive or dead. Observation collapses this wave into one definite result. This strange coexistence of multiple possibilities within a single system became one of the central and most profound ideas in quantum physics: superposition. Imagine our experience in this universe as “observers”.

Sounds scary? And who is observing the observer?

For the human mind, superposition challenges our sense of certainty. We prefer clear binaries: alive or dead, true or false, self or not–self. Quantum physics undermines these absolutes, suggesting reality itself is indeterminate until brought into relation with observation. 

It does not stop here. 

If superposition startled physicists, there was another discovery that baffled them even more. In 1935, Albert Einstein, Boris Podolsky, and Nathan Rosen (EPR) found that quantum objects seemed to behave in a strange and deeply unsettling way when separated. Imagine two particles created together and then sent far apart. Einstein dismissed this as “spooky action at a distance.” He believed hidden variables must exist, carrying information that determined outcomes in advance. Yet experiment after experiment confirmed that nature really does behave this way. This became the second great and profoundly mysterious idea at the heart of quantum physics: entanglement – an enigma that continues to puzzle physicists to this day.

In 1972, physicist John Clauser performed one of the first experiments of this kind, and in 1982 Alain Aspect refined it further. Pairs of photons were emitted in opposite directions and measured many metres apart. Yet the moment one photon was found to have a particular property, the other was instantly found to have the corresponding one, even though no signal could have travelled between them quickly enough. It was as though the two particles remained part of a single whole despite the distance between them. 

When two quantum particles interact, they can become entangled, meaning their properties are linked no matter how far apart they are. Measure one particle’s spin, and the other’s spin is instantly determined – even if they are separated by lightyears.

But in 1964, physicist John Bell formulated Bell’s theorem, showing that no hidden variable theory could reproduce all the predictions of quantum mechanics. Experiments in the 1980s by Alain Aspect confirmed that entangled particles violate Bell’s inequalities. The correlations are real and instantaneous, defying classical notions of locality.

Entanglement reveals that quantum systems cannot be described independently. They are part of a holistic whole, in which separation is an illusion.

The question for our discerning minds is, “Why should it concern us that a particle can exist in many possible states, or that two distant objects can remain mysteriously connected”? Yet these discoveries do more than challenge physics; they quietly unsettle the assumptions by which we ordinarily live. Superposition raises the unsettling possibility that what we perceive is not the whole of reality, but only the particular form reality takes when it comes into relation with our minds.  Entanglement hints that separation itself may be less absolute than it appears – that beneath the apparent isolation of things there may exist a deeper connectedness. It is where we begin to ask not only what the world is, but who, or what, is looking at it.

The strangeness of quantum mechanics is not confined to laboratories. The very atoms that compose our bodies obey these principles. The electrons that form chemical bonds, the photons that strike our retinas, the protons in our DNA – all are quantum systems.

Imagine placing a ball at the bottom of a hill. In ordinary life, and according to classical physics, the ball can only reach the other side if it has enough energy to roll over the top. If it does not, it remains trapped where it is. Quantum particles, however, sometimes behave differently. They can occasionally appear on the far side of a barrier even though, by all the usual rules, they should not have had enough energy to cross it. It is as though the ball somehow passed through the hill instead of climbing over it. This strange behaviour became known as quantum tunnelling. At the smallest scales, particles do not exist as fixed objects at a single point, but as probability waves spread across space. Under certain conditions, part of that wave can leak through a barrier, allowing the particle to appear beyond it.

At the cellular level, quantum tunnelling allows reactions essential to life, such as enzyme activity and photosynthesis, to occur efficiently. But tunnelling is not the only strange quantum behaviour that appears to survive in living systems. Sometimes, tiny particles or waves can briefly remain coordinated, behaving less like separate pieces and more like parts of a single pattern. Physicists call this quantum coherence. Recent research suggests that such coherence may help birds sense the Earth’s magnetic field during migration and may even play a subtle role in certain processes within the brain.

Thus, quantum mechanics is not an exotic abstraction but the fabric of our being. We are, in a literal sense, quantum creatures. Every thought, sensation, and breath arises from interactions that follow probabilistic rather than deterministic laws.

By the mid–20th century, quantum mechanics had revolutionised physics. Its predictions were confirmed to extraordinary precision. Technologies from semiconductors to lasers and MRI depend on it. 

And yet, the theory left open the most unsettling question: what role does observation play in reality?

The so-called measurement problem asks: why does observation collapse the wavefunction? Does consciousness play a role? Or is collapse merely a physical interaction with measuring devices? Interpretations abound:
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