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Foreword
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BESIDE STILL WATERS. The imagination stirs. A vision appears of a small lake, surrounded by reeds, bushes and trees. Mirror-like, the surface of the lake, softly reflecting the sunlight and the green surrounds. Not a whisper of a wind stirs to ripple the surface. The reeds are motionless, gracefully bending to touch the water or stand upright in the sunlit air. Water birds drift, unhurried, slow motion their movements, leaving the barest wake of ripples. So graceful and serene.

An observer sits by the side of the lake, entranced by the peaceful scene. The sun shines warmly on bare skin, the pleasant sounds of insects caress the hearing. Everywhere, the blissful presence of life in a quiet mood.

Such are the still waters that many long for. The still waters of the spirit are the deepest stillness of all. Those who go there lose touch with the senses, with their surrounds, with the self they know. Yes, even with thinking and feeling. Reason, descriptive words, are speechless in the presence of this stillness.

Here, birds do not fly, nor call to one another — nor grasses grow, or trees reach for the sky. Indeed, where is the sky, the wind, the sunshine, the clouds that move? Nowhere in sight. And human observers? They too vanish in this stillness, leaving not a trace.

These are the still waters that bring new life to mankind, that lay claim to the heart and redirect the mind. These are the waters of peace, of love, of true togetherness that lift mankind to exalted, divine heights of being and living.

Because of the still waters of the spirit, inspiration flows and the following words were written. May they inspire you to reach out for the still waters of the spirit.

Joseph Raffa, 11th April, 1995
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What took me this way?
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AS A CHILD, I considered the place where I was born a vast, interesting playground. Particularly the ocean, the beaches and sand dunes. The surrounding bushland too was a place of fascination. And so, from the time I was old enough to wander on youthful legs, I played at will.

Not for me then any intention to express more than play. I wasn't drawn by longings to do great things, to be a doctor or scientist or to give out meaningful messages through the written or spoken word.

Schooldays were tolerated because they were a must, not because I considered them a preparation for the time that lay ahead. They were just a distraction that took me away from the places I loved.

Teenage years continued in the same vein. Work was necessary to pay my way, not as a stepping stone to greater achievements in the hierarchy of the workplace. My main focus after work was play — dancing, with the opportunity to flirt with the delightful teenage lasses there, playing basketball, competitive swimming, socialising with and enjoying the companionship of lads much my own age.

This merry-go-round of fun and games only lasted till the advent of World War 2. Its brutality, destruction and cruelty disrupted the tranquillity of day to day living even here in Western Australia, though we were far from the main areas of combat. Before this, I hadn't bothered much about the influences that circulated the planet, affecting humans in diverse ways. And with marriage after the war, play as number one priority in my life began to fade and take a secondary role. Not that I didn't try to hold onto my childish aspirations of having fun, but change was proceeding all around me. Friends were drifting away and settling down to a new life. Sport was being left behind and more serious considerations were coming to the fore.

Life had decided I was to grow up and mature in a different way than just through the passage of years and the accumulation of experience. The adult world is far removed from that of a child's. There is less protection in making decisions, in taking responsibility and facing what follows.

The carefree life I formerly knew faded rapidly. Discontent reared its stubborn head. The world was in ferment. Immigrants, eager to escape from the mess and destruction that was Europe immediately after the war, were pouring into the port of Fremantle where I lived. New technology was surging into the marketplace, construction burgeoned here and there as the nation switched from a wartime focus back to a peacetime one. There was excitement in the air that humanity was going places — somewhere special.

But sadly, tensions and confrontations continued after the end of the war. Former enemies became friends, comrades in arms became enemies and the threat of nuclear annihilation hung constantly over our heads. Wars, strife, hijacks, assassinations of national leaders, morality going haywire, going any which way that humans wanted to take it — all the things the human heart didn't want, that's what we lived with.

The darkness of the post-war years hardly lifted. Some sort of faith, not necessarily religious, a belief in the accustomed continuity of life, that it would somehow go on and we with it, carried us through. Meanwhile, the planet trembled.

The resilience of human nature is amazing. The courage of ordinary people to endure, likewise so. Life did go on and in this little corner of the world the worst of what was happening elsewhere passed us by. Still, within me discontent grew, not only with what was happening elsewhere, but also with my life. Change was proceeding with bewildering rapidity, affecting every social aspect of human living. Not only the outer but also the inner, the expectations, the ideas, the moral basis that we had taken so much for granted.

Humans were being tossed along by events they could hardly control. They were reacting on the international level rather than controlling the course of events. The way ahead was uncertain. Where were we going? What did humans want and expect from their lives?

It was to find some kind of personal answer, something that had practical value in daily living, that drew me away from the usual pursuits. I embarked on a new adventure in living. This was to be an inner journey, not an outer one. I set my sights on the discovery of the Silent Heart of mankind, something I was introduced to by the written word. This offered much in the way of a deeper meaning, insights and understanding that would arise if the journey was fruitful and yielded its harvest of realisation.

I had nothing to lose, except the self I had so carefully nurtured till then. Discontent with my lot was a powerful incentive. I hadn't a clue as to what kind of preparation was needed but with the enthusiasm of youth I set sail to the promised land of self-discovery.

And slowly, painfully at times, the ground was prepared for what would eventually be a yielding of the self and the opportunity for something higher to reveal its nature.
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A seagull returns to the silence
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THE STRUGGLES OF the dying gull were sad to see. Borne helplessly towards the shore by a gentle breeze and the flowing motion of the water, it drifted, wings outstretched, head hanging limply backwards, beak open. Now and again it made a desperate attempt to flutter its limp wings but the effort was beyond it.

It floated almost lifeless, rising and falling with the gentle swells, eyes closed; waiting, waiting for the peace of death to claim it and take it back to where it belonged — back to the great unknown.

I sensed a resignation about the gull, a subdued acceptance of the inevitable as if the force drawing it away from the world it knew was too powerful to be resisted. With the patience engendered by the Eternal it awaited the end while its brother and sister gulls wheeled above or floated nearby, slightly agitated, knowing in the way that birds do that death was at hand.

The Universal, knowing no death but only eternal life, enfolded the feeble gull into its all-embracing silence, absorbing it deep into the being from whence it first arose with wings of joy, eager to be active. It lived fully as a bird does, sharing with its kind the feel of sun and wind, the sight of wave following wave, floating on the crests or flying high, wheeling and turning, diving arrow-like into the water, rising with a fish in its beak.

Surely life has consequence even for a bird if it has tasted all this even for only a short time. Is there need for deep sadness at its going? Nature prepared all for it, fashioned its wings, its body; supplied the seafood it hunted, air to fly in, the sea to rest on and the seashore to forage along. That which has given so much surely cannot be condemned for taking it all back if that is the way things are.

So, my children, put away your sadness. The gull has gone but others remain to delight us with their ways. All things are lonely in death if one gazes only on the outer face of nature's handiwork, but to those who are blessed with awareness of her inner being there is the conviction of a deep togetherness even in death.

(Written after our young children were distressed at the sight of a gull dying slowly on an almost placid river. It was too far out to retrieve so we had to let it be.)
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