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Introduction

OK, I know that this may well sound extreme.

But I believe so many of us sense the truth of it in so many different ways in our daily lives.

So I will come straight out with it.

The reality that, for the most part, of what constitutes our existence on this earth, increasing numbers of us actually live at odds with who we really are.

“What?” I’ve no doubt some of you may ask.

So, I will repeat it again… for the majority of time, very many of us actually live cut off from a true awareness and critically an experience of who we actually are.

And it is our ultimate tragedy because, if we choose to, each and every one of us has the opportunity not only to surrender to a far higher force within ourselves, but through that to live fearlessly and to our absolute potential during our time on this earth for the good of all.

Nonsense, you may say to all this.

We know exactly who we are. And we do live to our full potential.

Others of you, however, may not be so certain at this particular stage in your life.

And perhaps because of what you are enduring in these turbulent times, you may well be asking, is this really possible?

Yes… believe it… it really is.

Because, and let’s get to the crux of it straightaway, we are allowing ourselves, or feeling compelled by various controlling forces, to live apart from our original, spiritual and eternal selves.

At least many of us do that most of the time.

A realization of which begins to explain a lot to us when we look around and face up to what is really happening to us not just individually, but within our families, our communities, our country and across our world today.

Because inevitably, of course, there is a widespread and often destructive fallout to this schism in our increasingly agitated and perhaps dysfunctional lives. To this separation not necessarily from some form of religious allegiance, but more vitally from our actual relationship with and empowerment by the supreme loving force that is integral to our lives and all of life. That many personalize as God.

Just how traumatic was that always likely to be when you really think about it?

Indeed how even insane when you consider the full implications of so many of us actually living apart from the very Source of life, or at best content with a part-time relationship with it. In perhaps merely having faith in it rather than truly experiencing it. In merely having faith in a deeply compassionate God rather than experiencing His all-sustaining presence moment by moment in all we say and do.

For it must literally be – and years of struggle may teach us this, very often painfully – all or nothing if we truly want God’s Spirit to take a reassuring and conclusive control of our lives. And if we truly want – once and for all – this Eternal Power to guide the affairs of our world to Divine effect.

So much so that our rejection of our ‘disconnected’ and therefore limited selves must, in the end, be total. However incomprehensible, even bizarre, this surrender may seem to the egotistical existence we may have built up to help us survive within the system that largely governs us today and which invades so many parts of our lives at this time.

A system that instills a sense of self-preservation and self-accumulation, and therefore of recurring need and competitive conditioning into us, and is therefore, predominantly, an expression of humankind’s faithlessness and, as a result, its fear apart from the spiritual and eternal.

Something else we must face up to.

Hence its increasingly obsessive preoccupation with securing for itself and us some kind of illusory earthly ‘salvation’ through the monetary and materialistic, which will inevitably, of course, always fall short of answering deeper anxieties about our mortality. However much we may amass, very often at the expense of so many others in our world and our planet.

Highlighting the heart of the conflict between what the system offers to us and, at the same time, demands of us compared to what God does. And our consequent struggle to summon the time and energy to explore what our lives on this earth are really about. Until, in time – perhaps even a long time – our perspective is transformed absolutely and we begin to feel the liberating effects of turning in a whole new, bold and inspiring direction.

First of all though, we must begin to expose just why it is and what it is about our daily existences that increasingly seem to make this so difficult for so many of us.

Our lives which are dominated more and more by the pressurized, all-consuming nature of the governing order, so much so that many of us end up searching not just frantically but often desperately for this detached, personal salvation of our own. As we put our own personal economic and material wealth way ahead of the infinite sense of surety and contentment that ironically is already available to each and every one of us.

This is the calamitous deception about capitalism and its bigger brother globalization that this book will challenge and help lead us out of. Into no less than a full realization of just who we are as primarily spiritual beings united within our Universal God. Capable of experiencing His conscious, loving, outpouring presence, living dynamically through us, right now and every day, for the ultimate good of all, including ourselves.

For the apparently separate, yet relatively superficial and even automated lives very many of us have ended up living up to now have never and will never reflect who we are essentially. They are merely a manifestation of who we are led to think we are, constructed on top of our original natures. Something, I have no doubt, that many of you may sense or even know already.

Now, I would like to say straightaway that this is not simply another attack on the capitalist system per se. Of course, very often, at least in some parts of our world, it can exhibit humankind’s instincts to support and improve the human condition, particularly for example when helping to fund vast areas of healthcare, education and overseas aid.

But critically and to an increasingly greater extent this is now being compromised by its more blinkered, ruthless and tragic expression of man’s frightened and, in the end, futile attempts to save himself amidst his illusory sense of an existence apart from the Divine. An existence which, of course, cannot possibly transform to any enduring effect our global community, never mind ourselves and our ultimate fate.

For how can it? If we ignore who we really are in God and don’t let that supremely omnipotent Spiritual Force confront the full scale of what is actually happening. By expressing its loving, giving and unifying consciousness within and through each and every one of us, as inherently it must, first and foremost.

Even with the most humane of intentions, we will merely put off the radically selfless actions that need to be taken as we continue instead in putting the furthering of our anxious ‘isolated’ selves at the heart of much of what we think and do.

Now, for what it is worth, though in many ways it is important, I can assure you that any road to enlightenment I have been on has certainly not taken me across three continents on a converted rickshaw or into a tree-house retreat for two years in the Himalayas.

I don’t for one moment doubt the potential worthiness of many such explorations for others. I have merely been led on a different path. The homeland path of personal striving, times of ‘success’ and ‘failure,’ and finally… finally absolute surrender to the spiritual, which – and this may be why it is so pertinent – is, in fact, well trodden by so very many of us, at whatever stage we are at.

It is also the central route to exposing our illusory images of ourselves as finally we see them for what they are.

Whatever our particular circumstances, the journey very often becomes one of desolate proportions, as, in the end, we are forced to tackle head-on the sheer senselessness of our attempts to control our own destiny, perhaps slouched down in some after-office bar somewhere. Or at the end of another shouting match with those who deep down we love so much. Or after yet one more desperate night rummaging around the Internet.

Ironically, it is precisely then, just when we may have given up hope and submitted utterly, that we are finally ripe to be filled by an extraordinary power in that very submission. A power that deep down and all along we may have sensed to be right at the center of who we are. And in the deafening silence of our despair find that the Life-force within that silence will not only reawaken but reassure us. In my case, almost about my right to a place in this world, such is the intense sense not just of dislocation I and many of us can feel within our competitive and often divisive society, but also the wider abandonment.

As our instinctive sense of communal belonging (reflecting our spiritual unity) is very often denied by this individualistic world that seems so alien, I believe, to so many of us.

Many of you, I am sure, can relate to these emotions, albeit, I repeat, in a multitude of different ways or through a multitude of different crises. And therefore I would like to go on to say to you that that is why, inevitably, we all share so much, because, in the end, we are all vulnerable. Vulnerable and ultimately in fear without a genuine and recurring awareness of God’s presence within each of us. An experience of which will eventually lead us to rediscovering our true and, believe it or not, Divine identity.

But we can only rediscover it if we can summon the courage to face up to our deluded state and sometimes blind insistence that our part in capitalism’s relentless search for ever-increasing and therefore unsustainable growth is somehow our primary or even only hope of feeling ultimately secure at the end of the day. When inevitably it is so limited, so plainly unstable and so very often unsatisfying. At the same time sidetracking or even derailing us off our true quest.

Hardly surprisingly as it doesn’t even begin to understand God as the origin of who we really are, of our eternal being, of all that He brings to us. As it focuses instead, however unintentionally, on squeezing us out of the time and space to explore our essential truth in the depth we need to. Beyond the, to a degree, rigid and even superficial dogmas that prevail within elements of institutional religion.

We must not let it do this.

We must not let this system overwhelm us with its incessant demands.

We must not let it manipulate us with its artificial sense of need.

We must not let it delude us with its ceaseless distractions.

We must not let it intoxicate us with its whole variety of excesses.

The scale and consequences of which our world does not fully comprehend, as what is deemed ‘normal’ is largely determined by those in power. So that we may not be fully aware of just how dysfunctional all our various individual and collective actions have become throughout our often chaotic existence, nor fully conscious of the overwhelming cynicism and negativity that have engulfed us as a result.

To counter all this, what we must do is summon, with God’s help, the resolve to surrender to Him over and over and time and again. So that, as His enlightened consciousness reawakens within us, we can and indeed will, at long last, begin to see right through this increasingly indoctrinating system and to challenge it head-on.

To see it for what it truly is as no less than an anathema to who we really are.

To our genuinely empowering and loving spiritual nature in the Divine.

Feeling broken or a ‘failure’ in this world is not something that any of us should feel ashamed of. Nor is feeling poor, ostracized, oppressed or merely ground down. Indeed it can be our very saving, if, in our suffering, we do not run away but bravely face up to what we are experiencing. And then discover, in time, in our deeper searching, that the values of a compassionate, all-embracing God could never, in any case, have possibly been the same as this incessantly profit-driven and therefore often ruthless order.

Indeed, they couldn’t be further removed from it. Something we recognize completely when we truly wake up, particularly on a global scale, to what it is committing more and more on a daily basis against so many billions of people in so many enslaving and life-depriving ways out of its insatiable greed.

Something that explains so much to us when we begin to see through it.

Something that clarifies so much for us when we become fully conscious of it.

Something that liberates each and every one of us when we can finally admit to it.

Admit the inescapable truth that fear, born out of not truly experiencing God, really is the very catalyst and driving force behind the extremes of capitalism. And that the present widespread level of chaos and despair reflects just how increasingly adrift so much of humankind actually is without a revitalized awareness of and access to the everlasting spring of life.

Our world has now reached the stage where it must choose either to believe and trust entirely in the supreme Spiritual Force behind our lives or not, and critically allow it to live through us or not, for the good of all, including ourselves.

We cannot continue to feign a surrender to God, or even practice a partial surrender, and then blindly or partially ignore Him. As we go on relying on ourselves while continuing to act ignorantly, indifferently or even callously over the fate of so many others and our planet to assure our own apparent ‘salvation’ as many of us are doing. However unaware we may be of the implications of our various financial and consumerist actions or inactions on a global scale. And however much, at the same time, we may contribute to charitable works.

For we simply cannot give our lives up to capitalism and to God.

To capitalism’s primitive urges and God’s inherently giving nature.

When they are so overwhelmingly contradictory.

So increasingly irreconcilable.

One becoming increasingly exclusive to the demands of an authoritarian, if lost, minority in our world, the other being so inclusive and integral to every single spiritual being.

A genuine recognition of our ultimate poverty without God, linked to a committed and, in time, liberating sense of surrender and humility, is the only path to us opening ourselves up to fresh insights through Him that will finally herald our reawakening to our previously buried but, we will soon begin to see, Infinite Nature.

Virtually from my formative years when I was aware of being alone and crucially silent, God’s voice left echoes within me of a deeper truth resonating for me to tune into. Echoes not just of my spiritual identity or consciousness, but of a loving and unifying consciousness rather than an individually competitive one. The narrow vision and pressures of our world quickly forced me to ignore these echoes, but God never gave up.

How could He when He is intrinsic to who I am? To who we all are?

Experiences of frailty eventually opened me up wide enough to let them flow right back in. Since then I have slowly begun to realize how my gift of awareness and sense of the miracle of life were always open to me, even though I could not initially hold onto them. As I gradually learned to live both accepting and even at times celebrating my periods of marginalization in this capitalist world, however painful it has been at times. I accepted them because it somehow felt sane to be marginalized in such a world, to feel ordinary in such a world. Knowing that those emotions – not the tragically ego-led ones demanded more and more by the system – have always been essential for God to demonstrate just who He is to me.

Until the time came when He was gradually able to bless me with His extraordinary spiritual understanding, which we all seek in the end. Indeed His genuinely peaceful and yet vibrant presence, which we have all ached for so long.

God resides beyond the illusions of this capitalist existence, waiting for all of us. It is up to us to reach out to Him there. Even or perhaps especially those who may feel content within what can become some kind of comfort zone of religious reassurance, but are perhaps still drifting within the machinations of the present system.

It is critical each one of us moves entirely beyond its endemic values of self-preservation to inspire and attract not just an eternal awareness of who we actually are, but for the restoration of the true and limitless life that God always intended for us.

That even now is available to us.

What an extraordinary transformation that will provide, not just for us, but for all our relationships with each other and, at this crucial time, for our planet and its peoples.

(There is always much debate about the use of the term ‘God’ in spiritual writing. For in the eyes of many the title can relate to a judgmental, unforgiving and tarnished image often prevalent within elements of religion. Yet, for billions of other religious followers, of course, their image of the Divine is anything but this. What is critical, for the purposes of this book, is that God’s loving spiritual nature within each of us ultimately reflects our Higher Selves. I will continue to use the word ‘God’ in that context. At the same time, any use of the pronouns ‘His’ or ‘Him’ should not, in any way, be seen as an attempt to limit our infinite God to the masculine, but merely to allow for ease of expression in describing our relationship with the Supreme Force at the heart of all life.)

Meditations

Meditation is absolutely critical for inspiring us on this journey of reawakening, and while it may sometimes be seen as some kind of optional activity, it is most emphatically not.

Its committed practice is both imperative and indeed urgent for the stirring, experiencing and vitally the sustaining of who we really are, and therefore the unveiling of each person’s higher and unique role in our communal and global welfare.

It is not just that it lifts us into a whole new dimension and out of the mindset of this increasingly frightened and divisive capitalist world for periods of time each day, something which is essential for breaking its psychological stranglehold on us. But it also, in its humble, silent surrender back to our Creator within, re-initiates our primary source of communication with Him and literally allows us to connect with all that flows from Him. As well as the instinctive eternal spiritual unity we share with all.

When you think about it, it is hardly surprising that the ego-centered, agitated mind cannot find God. For God reflects the self-less peace which has always been deep within each of us and which resounds outside within so much of nature beyond man’s noise.

Who knows how many books have been written on meditation down the centuries, which tell us how important it is. As in its committed and radical practice, it finally allows us to confront and, in time, let go of our personal fragility and apparent sense of isolation by seeing through our illusory perception of our world and our role in it apart from God. Meditation therefore can be at times a desperate, weeping surrender that yearns to be embraced by an understanding and deeply empathetic God.

Crucially though, in its observance, it is not about trying impatiently to get God to respond, but with being content with surrendering and with being absolutely still in our direct contact with Him.

For as hard as it is to accept, if we try and force a response from God, we get no response, because it would not be coming from God. It would be coming from our own strenuous efforts yet again, like so much in our anxious, even faithless lives.

The God within, through His grace, will reveal Himself in His own time, in the silent, extended gaps that emerge in our thinking, the more we put aside whatever constitutes our limited selves. As we literally move outside of our minds and allow Him to fill us with insights that reflect His nature, which gradually go on to reveal and redefine our sense of who we really are. And through that to influence and empower our everyday actions, thereby fulfilling our ultimate potential through Him.

Indeed it may be helpful as well as true to say that meditation, far from being a technique of attaining spiritual awareness or enlightenment, is, in reality, and in time, an acceptance and experience of pure enlightenment itself. Reflecting the awakening of our spiritual being, which has always been intuitively linked to God and to all we share this life with.

Now, of course, it cannot be emphasized enough that meditation demands great perseverance. In the early stages of our journey, our minds are invaded with thousands of thoughts, reflecting the speed with which we live our lives. In which case, I must have been touching 100mph.

Most, I repeat, are based on past pains, some on future anxieties, connected to these more superficial identities. Meditation belongs to the present and the present alone. A deep experience of which lets go the past and doesn’t anticipate the future in any way.

We must not allow ourselves to become over-tense about these distractive thoughts or feel we are failing because they keep disturbing us. They are perfectly normal and we can recognize them by the sense of weariness and overall negativity they bring to our lives. To counter them simply let them float away and refocus calmly, breathing very slowly and very deeply each and every moment. There are no numbers left to calculate how many times I have done that. Eventually the thoughts and the anxieties that come with them will subside as the positive, calming silence that so deeply reflects God’s nature really does embrace and then energize us.

All of which helps us to understand why there is such an emphasis on our breathing.

Another possible obstacle to our connecting to God will inevitably come when we fall asleep while meditating. But again let’s not be harsh with ourselves and certainly not feel guilty. Considering the pressure most of us are all under and just how tired we can become it will hardly be a surprise. In any case, it will probably only be for short periods and then we can refocus.

There are also a few things we can do to counter this.

For example, many people ask about saying a mantra or repeating sacred verses just prior to and in the initial stages of meditating. I personally do not like the term ‘mantra’ as it can imply some kind of mesmeric technique with which to invoke the Divine. However, a repeated word or two – for example I, like many, simply say, “Let go… let God” – can build our concentration, our confidence and our inspiration. Saying it very slowly can also calm us, at the same time dispersing tired old thought patterns. In addition, focusing on a single item such as a candle can help us, at the same time creating a sacred atmosphere, especially when we begin to view the candle in a whole new way.

Equally, with regards to the position we adopt when we meditate. Some people lie flat and open their hands out in submission. Others sit up with a straight back because they feel it helps their alertness. There are numerous other positions. Whatever, what is important is that you select your most relaxed but at the same time attentive posture and then stay with it. After all, it is the ease and concentration of our position and approach that counts, not whether we do it standing on our heads or sitting on top of the garden shed. With the presence of God feeling less and less resistance as He begins to flow through us.

The time we spend on meditating is another question often asked. It takes a while to settle into a meditative state and to let go. So 30 minutes twice a day is generally considered a minimum especially in the initial stages. Even a few minutes here and there on top of regular times (bathrooms are good places when you have kids!) can help us to refocus throughout each day on just what is true and real amidst so much illusion. At the same time giving us the opportunity literally to restate and thereby reaffirm our relationship to the Divine. Be assured every action, every effort will have an effect, not just on us, but on all those we go on to connect with.

Walking and even slow running meditations – importantly, of course, in quiet spots and mindful of each and every step – can also be very effective in immersing us in the present moment beyond our daily busyness, allied to the peace and silence that nature can bring to our often restive souls. They also provide a welcome and inspiring contrast to indoor sessions. Some people I know do one walking and one sitting meditation each day, interspersed with other short, quiet periods.

Wherever and however we meditate, however, what we should always remember is that there should never be any competitive and therefore stressful element to it. We are free of all that now. What really matters is that we trust our instincts and propel ourselves forward both in the depth and quality of our surrender and our awareness of who we are actually surrendering to. It is to the God who is within each of us and to His all-loving nature, which ultimately is our true nature. Never take this for granted. In time, we won’t just believe it, we will experience and know it.

For meditation is not just a fresh, alive and powerful antidote to all that we face each day; but with its direct links to God and our awareness of who we are in God, it is the ultimate antidote. As finally we allow His consciousness to transform our personal perceptions (as well as global) and to embrace, nourish and fulfill us fully. Not just for our benefit, but, in the end, for the benefit of all those who we feel inspired to communicate with, to share our natural peace with, spirit to spirit, further dissipating any vestiges of a self-centered, mere survivalist ego. Until over time the practice becomes a lifetime’s commitment and absolutely central to our very way of being. As well as offering an example to so many others.

I appreciate all this may sound very difficult at the outset with family and work pressures. But I can assure you that the time spent meditating on and unveiling what has always been right at the heart of us is immeasurably more beneficial than so much of what we do when we pause from our daily activities.

Again, it is a question of choice.

A choice that can liberate and empower us.

By revealing nothing less than our selfless, eternal state.

Both in and beyond this world right now.

Now, as to this book and the meditations at the end of each chapter. I have discovered over many years that reflections and even inspired experiences prior to meditation have helped me focus so I can more easily open my heart up to God.

These appendages are certainly not intended to hold up your own meditations – for your own surrender, your own outpourings, your own spiritual reawakening in God are what are important – but they can help. They also come in multi-various forms, as you will discover, because variety and freshness, I firmly believe, can only aid us.

As I have said, we live in a world, very often, of preconditioned, pre-programmed, secondhand thinking that in the end can dull, drain and deny any instinctive feelings about who we really are, and has for so long now that many of us struggle to see much beyond it. So much so that we can lose not just our sense of the astonishing miracle that is our daily lives, but vitally of just what our all-creative nature can express authentically through us.

Consistently opening ourselves up to God in silence and in depth, to nothing less than an emerging awareness of His unifying presence within, which then flourishes over and over in all we do, literally lifts us into this whole new way of being. A new and fearless way of being, which, in the end, expresses our Divine identity for the betterment of all.

Modern-Day Parables

For the most part, the modern-day parables interwoven within the chapters ahead reflect the many ordinary (and yet, what is potentially true of all of us) extraordinary people we have all shared our time on this earth with over the years.

They do not appear to indicate, on one level, overly dramatic lives – most real people’s aren’t. Yet they do reflect what so many of us endure during the great struggle within innately eternal beings, who increasingly feel something eating away at them amidst such a limited and enslaving economic and materialistic existence. So much so they become desperate to be awakened and to see through to a sense of who they truly are.

We are not alone. That is what these very personal accounts tell us. We never have been and never will be alone in our courageous search for our ultimate identity. As we discover that every single one of us has the potential to connect not just to our higher spiritual self within, but then through that to each other.

These stories, in the end, are a testament to this. That is their essential message. They are happening right now throughout our world in so many lives. That is why it is vital to read them and to relate them, inevitably, to our very own. As God seeks to implore each and every one of us to confront our own everyday agitations and anxieties, at the same time choosing to be transformed by His infinite power. A power which reveals an all-loving quintessence that is, in fact, innate within each and every one of us, and which we must unearth and express at all costs.


Part I

Conflict: Confronting Our Enslavement Within the System


Chapter 1

Miracle of Birth

When we are born, our mums, dads and even grumpy old granddads all have their hearts melted by the sheer miracle of who we are.

No wonder.

We are a miracle.

Each and every one of us.

Anyone fortunate enough to be present at a birth knows it is one of the most incredible experiences of our lives. There is something amazing (and painful!) about experiencing creation at work. And it’s live too, not on TV, or via the recorded highlights at 10:30pm with slow-motion replays.

It can even inspire questions about who we all are, about our actual identity, our eternal identity, which we may have sensed and explored when we were younger, but which in our pressurized daily living, may have, unsurprisingly, become dormant.

But it all comes back at that moment of our baby’s birth. “Yes,” we suddenly realize, “life is a miracle.” So awestruck, are we, so somersaulted out of our often rigid routines.

“It’s a boy. No, it’s a girl!” shouts dad. So overwhelmed is he, everything can become confusing. Asked to put on the first diaper, he almost puts it over the baby’s head.

Maternity staff that have been through it a thousand times are still moved. They hug the dads as everyone dances about like lunatics, losing themselves completely. Well, I did at any rate. Mum, already in a delusional state, perhaps through various drugs, as well as total exhaustion, now believes she is really in the land of the fairies. What the baby makes of it, Heaven knows. The moment remains with us for the rest of our lives.

The moment does.

But for the reasons I am touching on, not the constant realization that our entire life is a miracle.

But we should realize it as a God-given miracle. The light from which must not be dimmed. It must not get lost somewhere. Because what a thing it is to lose.

It is not like losing your glasses.

Especially since during those magical, if tiring, first few days when our baby is first brought home we may be put more in touch with our instincts for life than at anytime perhaps since we ourselves were children.

As, in our new family’s fragility, which we can feel so acutely, many of us may sense forces far greater than us at work. Now that we are taken out of our zone of relative security into an unknown (more noticeably perhaps with a first child). And forced to trust in that unknown, and not just in the health visitor, whether we realize it fully or not.

Particularly as dad, in these early days, may continue to act hopelessly. Often upsetting the baby by picking her up the wrong way. Indeed, the more he tries not to feel awkward, the more he may look like awkwardness personified. “Here, she’s not a bag of coal, give her to me,” granny may tell him frequently.

Another reason it is such an extraordinary time is that many of us allow nothing to intrude into our private celebration of new life, away from the daily thought patterns of work. Indeed everything becomes refocused for this all too short a time as we surrender wholeheartedly into an extended present moment that reflects so much about our natural state. And can be such a wonderful opportunity to connect intimately with that natural state.

As we may even encourage the baby’s siblings to join in as they are introduced to their new sister or brother, bringing offerings of scrawled drawings and bits of half-eaten chocolate brownies. For they too are discovering and celebrating this miracle of a new life.

Some of it perhaps sparking memories of the story of the baby Jesus in the stable in the Christian faith, with Joseph on paternity leave from his carpentry business. The sense of miracle from that story and the image it represents, both in our hearts and minds, remains one of the warmest and most poignant many of us will ever envisage.

And it is hardly because of the consumerist, sensationalist overkill that has been made of Christmas. It is, of course, in spite of it. Our hearts cry out for it to be reenacted somehow in our lives, together with the genuine hope which it generates.

Even for those of us deeply skeptical about our relationship with God or the spiritual, it can still somehow represent a whole new, yet inherently familiar, inspiration in a world crying out for a whole new inspiration.

Inevitably, however, lurking in the background is our reimmersion into our all-engulfing, work-obsessed age – closer to 5–9 today rather than 9–5 – with all that that entails for many of us and our new families.

Because just as the Christmas scene must end for another year, so perhaps does the sheer wonder of our precious allotted time with our newborn baby, as either dad returns to work or mum, or more than likely both, very often with increasing haste nowadays.

We feel our reluctance and instinctive pain deeply, because of the often overwhelming nature of what is really involved, but we will just have to get on with it.

In any case, what else can we possibly do, we are forced to accept. We have completed our maternity or paternity leave, which at least we were grateful for.

So, in the end, we cuddle our baby, perhaps even cling to her as we say goodbye for the day, almost as if we sense we are clinging to something even more precious than a newly born child (which in many ways she is).

Of course, if we are fortunate enough to be able to afford it, and if we choose to, one of us may be able to stay at home. But for the majority, the West (never mind beyond the West) is an increasingly expensive part of the world to live in nowadays. The capitalist and consumerist system, by its nature, demands that we work more and more, to pay for more and more, so that we then have to work more and more. On and on. With our humanity, with who we really are at a deeper level, under ceaseless strain.

Whatever happened to one wage being enough, which it was for many when we were somehow supposed to be less well off? But now we’re better off, it seems impossible. As so many of us are tragically driven to need more of what we don’t really need (and which doesn’t last) at the expense of focusing primarily and caringly on everyone we are close to, especially our families, never mind ourselves.

And therein lies the true source of our torment – not our need to work, but far more the often intense and blinding pressure of the system that now drives it and affects us so deeply and in so many different ways.

To such an extent that Who Wants to Be a Millionaire won’t be some unlikely fantasy very soon. More and more of us will have to be millionaires simply to pay our ever-increasing bills, and those of us who aren’t able to will be cut adrift, as so many already have been (especially across our wider world) and many more will be soon.

Cut adrift more and more from what we require simply to subsist, after being cut adrift from a deeper exploration of the spiritual by our absorption into the system’s all-pervading forces. So that, in the end, we may be left desolate and terrified by what is happening to us, especially in a climate of overall economic volatility and, in time, general global depletion. A desperately vulnerable state which may at least force us to search for the ultimate purpose behind all our lives, to explore and rediscover our deeper connection to the spiritual. If only we are courageous enough to surrender ourselves to that.

Peter’s Story

For months Sally had been on about buying some new Greek temple-like conservatory. The planners must have been off their heads to accept it in the middle of a housing estate but a few had already been approved.

“Pete, for once in your life, splash out,” she said right in front of the salesman, who had been there an hour before I even got there, but wasn’t put off by me reminding Sally about our lack of money. Whatever, maybe I did need to let go for a change, especially considering what Sally seems to go through every day. So, what the heck, in the end, I did.

Stop worrying, it’ll work out, I kept being told over and over.

“A Greek conservatory will be different,” Sally said later. She wasn’t wrong there. Though, looking at it, I doubt Aphrodite ever sunned herself in it, despite what the brochure claimed.

Soon after we signed the contract came news which meant we’d also be having to find enough to design a baby’s nursery as well. Something I didn’t begrudge, don’t get me wrong.

In spite of everything, I was ecstatic about becoming a dad, particularly as Sally had been uncertain about having kids and we’d had to wait quite a while. It was just the timing with the ‘Greek Temple’ around my neck.

But still, for our first child, for our little girl (Sally found out the baby’s sex so she could make plans), there was nothing I wouldn’t do for her.

So I simply tried to suggest to Sally that maybe our baby could live in her room as it was for a short while. “But what about that ancient wallpaper? And those secondhand curtains? Not to mention the wardrobe space that she’ll need,” she replied.

“But she’ll only be a few days old when she gets here, love. I doubt she’ll need to hang up her diapers,” I made the mistake of suggesting. “Nor will she be into color schemes just yet, will she?”

“What are you trying to say? You know how important all this is to me.” I’m not altogether sure where she was coming from with all that but still she knocked me down.

Stupidly I had one more try, especially as it was Christmas time, which was also killing us money wise. “Talking about Christmas, Sally, what about Jesus when he was a baby? I bet he didn’t have designer curtains in that stable, did he? I bet he even had a few drafts in there,” I suggested.

“Yes, but our daughter will not be Jesus,” she replied, and walked out.

There was no real answer to that.

Back at work after the birth, my boss and everyone else were decent enough at first, trying not to put me under pressure straightaway, but the pile on top of my desk said it all. Anyway, they were all under increasing pressure. So it was fair enough. I’d just have to get on with it.

I’d enjoyed my new job up to then, I suppose. But it was just that the extra stress I was feeling was happening at a time when I couldn’t take my eyes off my daughter, who we called Jessica. Seeing her with Sally, the two of them together. And with my mum, her gran, of course.

“She’s so amazing, Peter. Beautiful. I can see you and your father in her,” Mum said.

“Hasn’t your mum been here long enough? She’ll start crying in a minute,” Sally responded.

My mum’s my mum though. Emotional and all that. Never has a bad word. Believes in God even. Old-fashioned.

I missed Jessica and Sally, needless to say, in the office or out trying to win new clients or checking on existing ones. But at least when I was out I could phone on the mobile to chat to them for a minute or two.

I must admit I had to dig deep just to keep my head above water. I overheard my boss, Geoff, saying, “I’m sure Peter’ll get round to it soon enough.” Even though he didn’t mean to be like that. I don’t know why I wasn’t keeping up.

Pretty soon, I started coming home late from the office. And had to phone Sally to tell her. “What! Your daughter wants to see you. I’ve had her stuck in here working all day. How long are you going to be?” I told her I was on my way.

Eventually I got my workmates to answer the phone just like everyone else did. “Peter? Yeah, he left five minutes ago.”

Part of me was sure it would all get easier but then there was talk of us failing to meet targets and rumors of offices being merged, with the consequences we all know of when that happens.

It wasn’t the first time, but you didn’t know what to believe. It was just with me having a wife and a baby, as well as paying off so much, of course. I managed to keep the rumors from Sally, but she heard it from someone else, needless to say.

“Well, are you getting the sack or aren’t you?” she screamed, banging the doors around the house. Restricting me to the Greek monstrosity, which seemed to shake quite a bit for a temple and certainly wasn’t paradise. “What do you expect? Me to go back out full-time again? And how am I going to manage that?”

I eventually reached the stage where I decided I had no option but to bring work home with me, if I was going to make it home at all, even if it wasn’t what anyone wanted. Especially when a big part of me was just desperate to spend some quality time with my family, with Jessica, during the evenings. Even if it was just for a short while.

Wanting to cuddle her before bedtime.

And watch her gently fall asleep.

Minding her every movement for a little bit.

Listening to every beat of her heart.

Being with her… who is part of me… part of Sally.

All of it something somehow amazing that… that was, I don’t know, in some ways, way beyond me.

“She’s part of God,” Mum said to Sally.

“Tell your mother to go,” Sally demanded. “She’s been here all afternoon.”

“She’s just trying to help,” I said, knowing just how much Sally missed her own mum, who was stuck down south and seemed incapable of leaving her own house and coming up.

“Well, she’s not helping!” Sally replied.

I know this all sounds daft and sentimental about what I felt about Jessica and all that. But I couldn’t seem to help it. If I’m honest, I still couldn’t fully believe that she was actually here now, living with us. And more than anything I’d never felt so… I don’t know… oddly alive, I suppose. And yet kind of… insecure about things as well, in a weird kind of way. All since she was born.

“That’s part of just how wonderful it all is,” said Mum, when I told her, even though I didn’t really understand what I was feeling.

I began to realize that something strange was happening to me because of the way I felt about Jessica. It was affecting the way I was looking at a lot of things. That’s maybe why I wanted to be with her more. Not all the time, of course. Just a little more than first thing in the morning and last thing at night. To be with this overwhelming… love I felt for her. And Sally despite the increasing strain.

In truth, I’d never felt anything like it.

Not that I would have tried explaining it to some of the guys at work. But on my own I was struggling to understand it. And somehow didn’t just want to let it go.

The only way I could truly explain it was to say that I’d die for Jessica. That best described what I was feeling: I’d die for her and Sally. And for some reason, I wanted to hang onto these feelings. Increasingly it irritated me when I had to ignore them.

In the end, I had to keep working till midnight or after, two or even three nights a week, so I could spend some time with my family during the early evening. So much so I even began to doubt whether I was really up to the job it was taking me so long. Maybe I wasn’t.

Things with Sally also started to get more and more difficult but I knew she was trying hard most of the time, by building up orders for her clothes-repairing business from home. And I really felt things would work out in the end.

She went to bed before me every night, of course, but occasionally when she woke up, she would come down and put her arms around me for a moment. Almost like she was a different person, more relaxed being half-asleep. Even though I felt tenser and even grumpy, maybe because I had been in front of the computer for so long, someone at work said.

“Just coming, darling,” I would always say. Getting cold, she would quickly go back up, no doubt knowing that I wasn’t coming. I was cold too, as well as tired. But I couldn’t afford to keep the heating on that late.

Then suddenly – just as I thinking things were getting a bit more stable – we were all told we would have to work all day Saturday, not just some Saturday mornings. To “maintain the quality of service our customers are increasingly demanding,” my boss said awkwardly. Another smaller office nearby had been shut and we had to take on their workload. No one in our office wanted this, of course, not even our boss.

Needless to say Sally stayed angry about the Saturdays for weeks. But what was I supposed to do? We were both getting upset and frustrated with this special time of our baby growing up with us.

Very slowly I felt more and more… tension building inside me, day after day. I held it all inside at work because I had to. So you can guess where it was going to come out. So finally it exploded around those I loved the most.

But we all have limits, don’t we? Or was I just becoming the “bastard” Sally suddenly said I was one night?

“Had another enjoyable day at work while I’ve been stuck slaving away in here?” began to aggravate me more and more when I drudged in exhausted. I knew Sally didn’t really mean it, but still she said it. We were both beginning to say a lot of things we didn’t mean even though I still felt we loved each other.

Like it was… not really either of us who was saying it.

It’s just that I couldn’t get that ridiculous Greek temple out of my head, which Sally just had to have because her friend, Jenny, went on some fancy holiday to Athens. And this was the best she could do to imitate her. Or to comfort herself in here. Because increasingly she just
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