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SOON AFTER CHILDHOOD we settle into a humdrum acceptance of life. Growing up drives out the innocence, the freshness and the fascination with life. Of the time in the womb, the birth and early infancy it is rare to recall anything at all. After birth, much of the time is spent in sleep, just looking, listening and reaching out to touch. As surface awareness develops in experience and understanding, so does awareness of the self and the world about expands considerably.

Yet for years, through childhood and beyond we take self and surroundings for granted. We explore the outer, but we do not ponder the whys and wherefores. We do question our parents about who created us and the world and we take the answer “God did” with simple acceptance even though we do not understand the nature of this god or what parents mean by the word.

As youngsters on the move in this wide, wonderful world we do show a great deal of interest in our surrounds but this is more in the nature of exploring the outer display rather than a thoughtful investigation of life or of any deeper purpose in being here. Moving into adolescence we come into contact with the meaning of sex and so we learn the body is the product of a special union, conceived and nurtured in a mother’s womb till the time of birth. This settles much of the uncertainty about our being here but it leaves unsolved the perplexing riddle of the continuous living process we are a part of. And then, there is the magnificent universe we read about, the multitude of stars we see at night, the comets that occasionally visit, the solar system — all this is grist for the inquiring imagination.

During our teen years we are more concerned with exploring new avenues of experience that are opening out and are far too busy savouring life rather than philosophising on the why and wherefore of anything. By this time, if we are avid readers we have come into contact with the scientific thought of the day, with the theory of evolution for life and the universe and also with religion, which challenges us with the idea of a creative power as the sole source of all things manifest.

Science strives to maintain an approach verifiable by experimentation and supported by logical reason to account for all presentable phenomena without recourse to a creative power. Such a power, intangible to the mind, unexplainable by the reasoning process, unverifiable by experiment would pose difficulties to the scientific mind. The evolutionary explanation and the big bang start to the universe sound impressive to the unenlightened. But the complex interrelationship of life with the environment, and the vastness of the universe that effortlessly maintains its balance, reflect something far more amazing and miraculous as a cause than mere mechanical interaction of chance changes or fortuitous development that somehow led to the sustained development of life and the universe we know today.

Religious thought too, has its difficulties. It cannot present a god wrapped in certitude nor can it convey with infallible evidence that God exists in a real sense rather than as a proffered belief or an intellectual concept until that blessed day when death calls and all is suddenly revealed. Somewhere along the way, as humans develop into adulthood, many begin to look seriously at the life they are a part of and begin to question the why and wherefore of it and to wonder if anything did make it happen as it has. And, being diverse in their backgrounds and outlooks, they gravitate in different directions in the search for answers. Thus were born the various philosophies and religious approaches. And science.
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THOSE WHO CONSIDER themselves to be the most practical of people will have none of what they consider to be the airy fairy nonsense of a creative power and the attendant lore and thinking that goes with it. They turn to science and logical reason to supply the best answers. Eventually they expect the right answers will be found to all the puzzles presented by life. Their lives are built around an atheistic base of denial or an agnostic one that prefers to sit on the fence of neutrality until the issue is settled by new evidence.

Those who lean towards a religious approach to solve the difficulties posed by life and the universe are also in somewhat of a quandary. There are many of these, each with a distinctive offering to the masses. All have devoted adherents, eager to spread the word and show by example the quality of what they have. Or what in their eyes they believe they have.

There are people who walk the world today who are explorers in a very real sense. They want no part of chains that slavishly bind to the written word, to the authority of a book or a person, no matter how sacred the book or exalted the life of the person. The old ways do not attract, nor are they interested in difficult disciplines that deny natural human functions, relationships between the sexes and the raising of children. They are part of the social scene in which they live. They do not renounce society’s ways and bury themselves in a quiet retreat for a lifetime of reflection and meditation until they find eternal bliss, peace or whatever else it may be called.

They begin the search for a higher meaning to life whilst immersed in the rapid flow of day to day living and preoccupied with the many chores that demand attention. Everyone has a beginning somewhere in time, and what gives a focus to this endeavour once it stirs into movement is a book or collection of writings by authors who write with inspiration and authority. Even should they disclaim the mantle of spiritual teachers and insist they are merely instruments of a higher purpose, yet still they speak and write in a style and with a conviction that commands attention and appeals to the searching mind. Once committed in this direction the interested seeker rearranges time to include study and redirects the attention, continually framing questions to further learning about the self and how it functions.

The background of the day’s undertaking becomes, “What can I learn and what can I discover about myself that is helpful in this quest?” And not only from the surface and intellectual side is the approach fashioned but also deeper, from the inner side of human nature. The earnest seeker soon develops a strong conviction that much of what happens on the surface is projected from within and that the key to a higher understanding lies within; and is only partly dependent on the books that are read, the people who are listened to or even the reasons reflectively fashioned as clearways in a difficult journey.

This is not intended as an egotistical assertion that confines the seeker's approach solely to the self. Inasmuch that we approach learning and life through the mind and its depth of understanding, and that its conditioned background of influences and attitudes will be the active filter through which experiences are screened, judgements made and conclusions arrived at, it follows that the complex mind must be put in order first. If there is confusion here this will reflect in everything the mind thinks and does. Being clear is the essence of genuine understanding.

This is the main difficulty in self-learning — to see clearly as we proceed without being entangled too much in words and thinking, without being influenced by a complex background of experience, the books we’ve read, the information, attitudes and beliefs acquired. The mind is a storehouse of knowledge. Set a question and bingo, the mind will come up with an answer from its vast stock of information. This is not the same as being clear.

Clearview seeing is natural, direct and uncomplicated in its arisal. It sparkles in its penetration of human behaviour. Little activity is required by the thinking process to stir it into being, other than a setting of questions about some aspect of our nature and then leaving the matter be and allowing the inner side to deal with it in its own superior way. Interference by the mind must be avoided at all cost, consciously or unconsciously, and this is difficult. When the mind sets out on a course of questions, it instinctively wants to respond with the answers, and this means a response in reasonable terms with the conclusion presented to the surface attention.

The mind has a bent for manipulation in its search for learning about the self. Much of the background material isn’t fresh but comes in the way of knowledge acquired from books. The main contenders to influence thinking are the accumulations of science and religion. Politics too, with its ideological concepts, is a heavyweight contender to gain and hold our allegiance. These influential strands, with others prevailing in the social mainstream, intermingle to form the basis of our daily living. What we come into contact with is sometimes vigorously presented but mostly it is a pervasive influence that affects us from an early age, through school where we learn the basics of human and social endeavour, and from the family, where established influences percolate inwards, beginning from birth.

As the self develops in standing, the educative input from family and society is overlaid with the individual thrust of the mind, which sees other considerations to be sought after and valued. This varies with the individual, but in the main, humans pass through an educative process by which society and family, either intentionally or by example, impose prevailing outlooks and
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