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John and Elizabeth Bennett
December 12, 1974. The day before he died.


“In front of death
there is no place for emotion.”*

















*Unless otherwise indicated, all quotes are JG Bennett.




“Ordinarily, the notion of inner perception is taken to
mean that ‘someone’ sees something. It is not like that.
There does not have to be a recognizable self that sees,
because seeing is primary”
—Anthony Blake


New Foreword

MOST OF THE MATERIAL IN THIS BOOK is taken from talks John Bennett gave to his students at the International Academy for Continuous Education in the years until his death in 1974. Bennett initiated the Academy in 1970 to give intensive training in the methods of transformation which he had accumulated and developed over a lifetime of search and research. Originating largely from the teachings of G.I. Gurdjieff, these methods were different from those of Western psychotherapy and also, to some extent, from those of most spiritual traditions. Gurdjieff was a master of techniques involving the physical body and practical action and introduced the idea of a “fourth way” that integrates the traditional ways of bodily, emotional, and intellectual disciplines with practical tasks. He gave a pivotal role to inner practices conducted in the midst of life rather than in special retreat conditions.

The methodology Bennett had developed and put to use with the students at the Academy was based on a view of people that saw us as having immense potential but prone to function on the lowest possible levels commensurate with their physical survival. At their lowest level we could be, and often actually were, in a state of delusion, a condition in which we can appear human but are not. Energies and fixations of this level drive large scale events such as social conflict and war. On the next level we could function reasonably; and higher levels still were associated with the manifestation of deeper kinds of identity. Nowhere is there much account of an unconscious, which plays a crucial role in most current psychological practice. However, Gurdjieff proposed the subconscious as where our true consciousness resides and Bennett’s work is full of suggestions that we can go beyond consciousness as we know it.

In compiling the Sherborne course, Bennett combined the various practices he had inherited from Gurdjieff and the developments he had made of them, and also brought into play some other practices he had encountered or was encountering at the time.

The main known form of the inheritance from Gurdjieff consisted of the following: exercises—that is, “inner exercises”—which are active engagements in the phenomenology of thought, feeling and sensation, such as illustrated in his book, Life is Real Only Then, When “I Am;” movements, dances, and music intentionally created to have definite results; practical work, particularly useful for the development of attention, self-observation, and skills; psychological experiment, allied to operating with the psychological ideas in life; and psycho-cosmology, ideas relating to microcosm and macrocosm.

Bennett’s own developments of these were as follows: a canon or corpus of inner or “morning exercises,” some firmly based on exercises taught by Gurdjieff and others connecting with Islamic and Hindu elements, with considerable range extending into his understanding of higher intelligence and the spiritual realm as “beyond consciousness;” Gurdjieff’s Movements, largely taken over from what had been learned in France and England from the French group; practical work, developed largely around a focus on visualization and understanding laws; psychological work, linked with the method of “themes,” phenomenological study by the group for developing “seeing;” and ideas that were extended to include his own ideas as illustrated in his master work, The Dramatic Universe, and his work in Systematics.1*

During the period leading up to Sherborne, Bennett had encountered various remarkable men and assimilated from each of them diverse techniques: from Pak Subuh, Java, Indonesia, came the lathan; from Idries Shah, teaching stories; from Shivapuri Baba, the “three disciplines”;2* from Hasan Shushud, the zikr; from Pere Bescond, the Rule of St Benedict (work and prayer); from Bhante, a Cambodian Buddhist Monk, colour meditation; and from the economist, E.F. Schumacher, alternative technology.

Compiling these various threads, he excluded the “direct action” of Subud and the teaching stories of Shah, probably because he felt he could not, or did not want, to handle them.

The Academy was a social event with community life playing an important role. About a hundred people were brought together for almost a year at a time and had to learn to work together in various ways. For example, one third of the community was responsible for the cooking and housework in any one day while the others did practical work in the gardens (following principles of self-sufficiency) and still others attended classes. At times the whole community was involved in a single practical work project. All this allowed for people to learn new approaches to organizing themselves into effective teams and, on the individual level, to observe themselves. Self-observation was a keynote of the Gurdjieffian method and it was always taken as important that this be done in the midst of activity rather than in artificial conditions.

A source of self-observation was the practice of the Gurdjieff Movements (sometimes called “sacred dances.”) These movements were created by Gurdjieff over many years as a way of bringing people into a state of harmonization of centers—predominantly those of thinking, feeling and moving. Gurdjieff insisted that it was necessary to develop these centers in a balanced way and the movements were a way of doing this. They were not only patterns of movement and gestures but involved feelings and mental images. It was claimed that some of them contained teachings about the path of transformation and the nature of the soul. They were often extremely challenging, demanding in short order an exact co-ordination of contrasting patterns of head, arm, body and leg movement. The process of learning these movements was taken as more important than any end state of being able to do them. The aim was not performance but to arrive at a deeper experience of oneself and to taste potentials that ordinarily would never be accessed.

The first practice of the day was the “morning exercise.” Such exercises were conducted while students were sitting still and practicing putting active attention on states and energies inside their bodies. These exercises, developed by Bennett and formalized for the life at the Academy, drew on the previous work of Gurdjieff, demanded exacting attention, and were extremely active in contrast to meditation, which is receptive and was done as the last practice of the day. Bennett had sought to balance the active methods of Gurdjieff with receptive ones and toward this end had made contact with Bhante (who later died at the age of one-hundred-and-ten!) and incorporated his way of meditation into the program of the Academy. The idea of active and receptive lines of work was most important for Bennett, who also introduced the zikr method of the Northern Sufi, Hasan Shushud, a method in which one voiced a simple sound combined with a short breath retention.

There were various conceptual studies in the program of the Academy. These were largely in the form of lectures given by Bennett on the structure of the world, both macrocosm and microcosm. Integral to these was the idea of systems or patterns distinguished according to number. There were also psychological study groups and readings from Gurdjieff’s books, in particular, Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson. There would also be visiting lecturers3* and the introduction of methods such as dramatic improvisation, creative thinking and hermeneutics.

Bennett’s teaching drew on Buddhist, Christian and Sufi sources. But one of his most powerful methods had more to do with modern phenomenology and was called “themes.” Bennett would set a theme— with such titles as “material objects,” “noticing,” “food,” and so forth.4*— for students to “bear in mind during their daily activities” and to see what could emerge for them in relation to it. They would bring their observations to the group and Bennett would comment on and ultimately bring them together in an integrated disclosure. The method implicitly brought into play an equivalent of Husserl’s† epoche or putting into brackets of the habitual way of reading experience.

If one aim dominated the work of the Academy under Bennett’s direction, it was to enable at least some of the people to realize that there were other worlds, each of which had their own kind of perception. Bennett was constantly returning to the idea that there were more inward aspects of ourselves that were capable of working in a totally different way to the outside of ourselves. In the ordinary life, this more inward side went unnoticed and consequently was neglected. This was exemplified in the idea of “essence” and “personality.” Essence is what we naturally are, which we have from birth, while personality is a construct acquired particularly through the formative years. The personality is like a machine developed to deal with the outside—including other people treated also as personalities. Essence can be forgotten as the personality crystallizes into increasingly rigid forms and essence appears to have no power in front of the outside world.

John Bennett was most concerned with the transition from living in personality to living from essence. But this was not the whole story. He also claimed that there are supernatural energies at work and we have to learn to connect with them. In speaking of the supernatural he was following Christian doctrine. He would refer to this domain as the “spiritual” in contrast with the lower world of the spirits or the essence.

At the Academy a rich diet of practice created a field of experience that had a central universal focus in the idea of seeing. “Seeing” was Bennett’s term for all modes of direct insight into experience. His way was a constant path of enquiry in which he would never claim any final truth but always seek to engage his students in looking more deeply. In a way, this fitted his background in science and mathematics. At one time in his career, he was head of a scientific research establishment (during the Second World War looking into use of solid fuels) and his experience as manager of scientists must have had a considerable influence on his conduct and enabled him to be far more open-minded than most spiritual teachers.

This book also includes some material from earlier years. There are pieces on understanding time, which was one of Bennett’s passionate hobbies one might say, dating from the 1960s. His concern with time illustrates how he firmly believed that investigation into self-knowledge had to go hand-in-hand with understanding the world in new ways. One of his most important time concepts was that of the “present moment” as an extended region of space-time-experience. It is useful to bear in mind that his cosmology included the idea of there being three kinds of time. The first of these is the commonly accepted linear time of behavior. The second is the “non-time” he called eternity, proper to being, or “the within.” The name of the third kind of time—hyparxis, translated as ableness-to-be—derived from the Greek and he associated this kind of time with will. Here, will is the reconciling factor between being (what is within) and function (actualization in linear time).

The book ends with an essay on the Octave of Salvation written in the 1940s. The Octave of Salvation shows Bennett’s familiarity with the spiritual traditions of Buddhism, Hinduism and Christianity and is a significant treatise in its own right. It is included here partly because it has not been published anywhere else and partly because it gives the big picture. It is useful to have this picture brought together with the various and diverse fragments that make up the bulk of the book. Bennett was master of structural thinking but always remained closely in touch with the concrete detail of experience.

It is hoped that the reader will feel that she is participating more in a conversation than in taking in authoritarian statements. To the end of his life, Bennett continued to question assumptions and strive for new ways of expression. Perhaps the most important moment in the discussions transcribed here is when he asks a student what experience is for and welcomes the reply, “to see,” which, of course, implies seeing for oneself.

—Anthony Blake
January 2006


1* cf., JG Bennett, Elementary Systematics.

2* cf., JG Bennett, Long Pilgrimage: The Life and Teaching of the Shivapuri Baba. xii

3* Among the visitors was John Allen (who later pioneered the Biosphere 2 project) with his “Theater of All Possibilities;” Anthony Blake, improvisation of meaning; Anthony Hodgson, systematics of enterprises; Henri Bortoft, Goethean science and hermeneutics; and Edward Matchett, methods of creativity.

4* cf., JG Bennett. The First Liberation and Other Sherborne House Themes, Santa Fe: Bennett Books.

† Edmund Husserl, twentieth century philosopher, a leader of the German phenomenological movement.




“The power of imagination—the making of mental
images—is part of our equipment as human beings.
Gurdjieff ascribes this power to a certain energy which he
calls piandjoëhary, and says that it can make or destroy:
one can lose oneself or find oneself. How strange it is that
one of the highest powers with which man is endowed
can destroy everything in him and make him useless.”


Preface to First Edition

THE LECTURES WHICH ARE THE FOUNDATION for this book were given by JG Bennett at Sherborne House in the last years before his death in 1974. “Lectures” is perhaps too formal a word: they were really informal discussions with his students, which took place in a casual atmosphere once or twice a week. He had a way of penetrating to the real meaning of questions which were sometimes ineptly phrased, and often an important and powerful idea would emerge in his reply to a halting and inarticulate attempt by a student to express a deeply-felt need or wish for enlightenment. Because the students were free to ask whatever they liked, without any formal organization, the book has a freshness and spontaneity which has not been destroyed by stylized editing. Anthony Blake has made no attempt to turn the transcription into “literary language,” and the discussions remain much as they were delivered.

The school in which the discussions took place was a department of the Institute for the Comparative Study of History, Philosophy and the Sciences Ltd., founded by my husband in 1947. He opened the school at Sherborne House in Gloucestershire in 1971, and students came from many parts of the world to take part in ten-month courses held every year. The teaching at these courses was based on the system of GI Gurdjieff, who my husband regarded as his teacher, with amplifications and additions of his own, derived from the personal work and experience of a long life of searching for the means of transforming and developing the inner self of man.

The lectures and commentaries can be taken as a hand-book for “beginners” who are sometimes suspicious or afraid of more abstruse works on “spiritual” matters and it will also provide food for people with varying degrees of understanding and experience. If he had lived, the book would most certainly not have appeared in its present form, and perhaps would never have been published at all. I am grateful to Anthony Blake for making it available, as I believe it deserves to be widely read.

—Elizabeth Bennett
1979


BOOK ONE

THE WAY TO BE FREE


Editor’s Introduction to Book One

WE CANNOT CONVEY THE HUMOR, the absurdity, the pathos or the wonder of those meetings in which Mr. Bennett tried again and again to share with us his vision. It was his way to work with anyone who was willing to try, which is quite the opposite to other teachers who will work only with the very few who have high capacities. He would say no-one can judge the soul of another and admit that some he had thought were beyond hope came through to something while others who had seemed in his eyes to be making progress turned out phony. The cold reader can hardly be expected to feel the ordinary humanity of the man and his pupils from the edited versions that I have prepared and this is a real loss. There is always something humorous about people “talking about the infinite” and often the real issues had to do with the compost or the drains rather than with “other states of existence.” People struggled to find a way towards a life of meaning and workable discipline beset by all the weakness that flesh is heir to.

I could say that Mr. Bennett tried to help people to see. The activities at Sherborne were certainly aimed at opening the inner doors of perception. But to say this is to brook misunderstanding. I am not talking about having visions with flashing lights and holy feelings. I am talking about seeing things as they are: the necessary ingredient for a purposeful life that is not an aberration or a disaster. If this awakens in us we cannot remain unchanged, because it opens a door to what is more real than “us.” Ordinarily, the notion of inner perception is taken to mean that “someone” sees something. It is not like that. There does not have to be a recognizable self that sees, because seeing is primary. Our minds as they are cannot form an adequate mental image of this fact and it can only be discovered and realized through our penetration into and beyond experience.

The central theme of the book is the difference between “work from the mind” and “work from the essence.” Work from the mind produces skillful prisoners of illusion, but prisoners all the same. Work from the essence is the way to be free. It is centered in the heart.

The two lectures on “Outstripping Time” and “The Present Moment” were given in London during 1967. They form a link between Bennett’s earlier work at Coombe Springs and what he came to later in the Sherborne experiment.

The extract on the Lord’s Prayer, with which part one finishes, should be studied and meditated upon together with what Mr. Bennett has said about Gurdjieff’s notion of the “cataclysm not according to law.”* There are many references to Gurdjieff in this book and we have provided little in the way of explanation of technical terms. The reader is advised to go to the sources.

—Anthony Blake
Maryborough, Eire
January, 1977


* JG Bennett. Talks on Beelzebub’s Tales, Bennett Books, forthcoming in 2006.




Part I

“Sometimes I say to myself, There is no reason why other people should take as long a time as I have taken. I have made so many mistakes; surely I can help them not to make the same mistakes.’ But it is the same as with our children whom we want to save from making all the mistakes that we are now able to see. It does not work out like that. Everyone has to learn for himself, from their own experience. There are some things that are useless—and I have known it all along—for me to try to convey to you. Nothing but the bitterness of one’s own experience and the joy of one’s own experience can convey it.”


Death

In front of death there is no place for emotion. Death is beyond that. It is necessary to live with death. It is truly not possible to be liberated from our own egoism unless we constantly live with death. But we must not live with it as if it were something to have miserable emotions about. It is not like that.

When someone we know dies, it is brought home to us. Why is it necessary to have it brought close to us when death is the surrounding condition of our kind of existence? Tens of millions of people are dying every day! It is because we have no real imagination. We have only subjective imagination. We see somebody we know lying dead before us and this death becomes real. When people die somewhere else, it is not real for us. The whole of mankind is caught in an inexorable position from which there is not much hope of escape. Only when we see something in front of us, when we have a shock because we see the consequences of our own stupidity, do we become aware of something. Universal stupidity or recklessness is again part of the general condition of our existence.

Yesterday we spoke about love and said that to love means to love all. It means to be able to put oneself, to feel oneself, in the place of all that exists. It is to share in the joys and sufferings of all life. But who is capable of this? Only a soul of great strength who has passed through a great deal of suffering.

We say quite glibly, “We may die at any moment.” But it means nothing, if we say it or think it. Why is this? Because of man’s roots, which are deeply embedded in illusion. We cannot tear ourselves out of this illusion. The illusion is so deeply built into us—to turn our backs on reality, to clutch at our dreams—that even if we are brought out of it by some shock, we go back again. Do not think that I have set myself the task of bringing you into an awareness of reality in this time that we are together. That is not possible. If some of you can do this in your life and find what it is, it will be a wonderful thing—not many people do. But at least every one of us should set ourselves not to turn our faces away.

It is very hard for me to convey this to you in a way that does not make it seem negative or unhappy. Unhappiness is really the condition of our illusory existence. It comes from there being something in us which knows that this life is not what it should be while we continue to cling to it. Everyone who lets go is happy for letting go. You oscillate between a false kind of happiness and a false kind of unhappiness. But where is there real suffering and joy? When you once begin to understand, you will no more run away from suffering than you will cling to joy; because you know that the two are twins, inseparable from each other.

Death is a reminder that everything in this world is limited and conditioned. Every opportunity is for a time. Everything is like this—given to us to make what we can of it and then finish. In spite of knowing about this and reminding oneself of it, to live in that way is a very big undertaking. All one’s perceptions become different. Tremendous advice! But it is only empty words. Who lives this day as if it were their last? Impossible. It is impossible because we have nothing in our state to face living in that way. Side by side with illusion there is what is called in Buddhism “heedlessness,” which is our enemy. We cannot heed, take note, take into ourselves the indications and signs of our lives.

With some people it is a real besetting sin to think that they know best. There is nothing in them that can resist this—at the moment they know best. It does not even occur to them to question that they know best or that what they are doing is the right thing to do. One very naturally asks, “Are these diseases of the psyche incurable?” It would be tragic if the answer were yes, because we have to live with the diseases of our own essence. There are certain things in the essence that have to be eradicated but they will not be eradicated without suffering. One person has it in the form of he knows best; another has some kind of fear. These things are difficult to work against and it is no use papering it all over. If I simply encourage your energies so that you can accomplish things that you could not before, and yet you remain with these underlying deficiencies in your own nature, then one day it will all turn to ashes for you.

Expectation, Future Time and Worlds

I want to try and explain why expectations can prevent things from happening. The real reason is that we live in different worlds and in these worlds different kinds of things can happen. One way of talking about it is to say that the different worlds are on different levels and correspond to different levels of consciousness. The evidence that we do live in such different worlds is not hard to find. For example, there are about forty people here taking part in what seems to be one event. In reality, some are in one world and others are in other worlds, on different levels. Afterward, if you compare notes, you will find that some of you heard or perceived quite different things than others. But it is not simply a matter of selective hearing and subjective bias: the actual events in the different worlds are different.

This is because the nature of events in the different worlds is not the same. There is a mechanical world in which events are governed by some kind of cause and effect. All of the events in this world are of the same kind and cannot be any different. They make up the world that science studies: a quantitative world in which the future can be predicted. This means, for example, that it is possible to design an atomic bomb on paper simply through calculation. If such events were the only events—if there were only the mechanical world—there would be nothing to be done. But the world of our mental experience is different from that. It has much more freedom and elasticity in it so it is essentially not predictable. Even our experience of the material world contains much that is not predictable. We come under many different lines of causality and the interplay is uncertain.

Consider the case of an accident. For this to occur a car has to be coming in this direction and another in that direction, and the state of mind of the people involved has to be such and such. All of these are quite independent and it is only when there is a certain combination of material objects and states of mind of people that an accident occurs. For this reason, though you may say that this person will have an accident sooner or later, you cannot predict when or what kind of accident it will be. Although every part of it is governed by causal laws, as far as the people involved are concerned, it is still unpredictable because of the uncertainty of the manner in which the different lines will come in contact with each other.

Beyond this, there are worlds where we ourselves are able to influence the course of events: where our will, our understanding, and our judgment come into play. These are the worlds in which we are interested.

Before we can hope to understand these higher worlds, we must understand that the material world is completely closed to change. It is only the surface of the real world. We live in it for most of the time.1* It is not only predictable by calculation: it is possible to
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