PAGE  
1
 The Calmswan Gurdjieff Chronicles 

Copyright © 2004-2009 Nosrepa de Mannu   

THE CALMSWAN GURDJIEFF CHRONICLES

ONE PERSON’S EXPERIENCE IN THE GURDJIEFF WORK 
Copyright © 2004-2009 Nosrepa de Mannu. All rights reserved.
Originally uploaded to Scribd.com April 18b, 2009. 
October 10, 2009 – Chapter 26 edited for improved clarity.
May 12, 2012 – Chapter 51(principally), and ff. through Chapter 59, edited for improved clarity.
Also available online at http://sirhute.com/the-calmswan-gurdjieff-chronicles.doc 

& http://sirhute.com/the-calmswan-gurdjieff-chronicles.pdf but internal links work properly only in downloaded Word file, i.e. not when reading from Scribd. 
Email Author: calmswan@gmail.com 

“We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

Through the unknown, unremembered gate

When the last of earth left to discover

Is that which was the beginning;

At the source of the longest river

The voice of the hidden waterfall

And the children in the apple-tree

Not known, because not looked for

But heard, half-heard, in the stillness

Between two waves of the sea.

Quick now, here, now, always—

A condition of complete simplicity

(Costing not less than everything)

And all shall be well and

All manner of thing shall be well

When the tongues of flame are in-folded

Into the crowned knot of fire

And the fire and the rose are one.”

-T. S. Eliot, “Four Quartets,” “Quartet No. 4: Little Gidding" 
(end of  Stanza 5)
The poetry above is far better than the entire essay that follows. 

This would be a good place to stop reading.

Well, if you insist…
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1.  PREFACE: A WAY STATION CREDO       
Return to T.O.C.
This is a personal statement not based upon any erudition. It derives merely from getting up daily and looking around, while noticing that I am here and while questioning everything. This credo can be no more than partially true, because it is a product of incomplete objectivity. One senses that all credos are ephemeral, and that there exists a place of objectivity beyond time and beyond all credos. 
There is more than a little truth to the adage, “Those that speak do not know; those that know do not speak.” But thank god for the simplicity of a Nisargadatta, who both knew and spoke:       

“On realization, you feel complete, fulfilled, free from the pleasure-pain complex, and yet not always able to explain what happened, why and how. You can put it only in negative terms: "Nothing is wrong with me any longer". It is only by comparison with the past that you know that you are out of it. Otherwise, you are just yourself. Don't try to convey it to others. If you can, it is not the real thing. Be silent and watch it expressing itself in action.”  

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Even faith in God is only a stage on the way. Ultimately, you abandon all, for you come to something so simple that there are no words to express it. 

--Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes warns that within our shared dream all is "vanity," "meaningless," and that "...the writing of many books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body" [12:12 NASB 1995].  But Ecclesiastes says also, "Whatever presents itself for you to do, do it with all your might..." [9:10 GOD'S WORD, 1995]. Go figure. Then continue reading, or not:

Objectivity
Return to T.O.C.
To be human is to be incapable of objectivity. Human perception is by default fragmentary and identified with the personal. Bias is inevitable. Misjudgment occurs. Inappropriate reaction follows not far behind.   

Rarely if ever do I question my apperception or understand how pre-programmed by nature and by nurture has been my cognition. From earliest childhood I have been taught to believe in my separate existence, and in that as a tenuous situation in need of constant protection and reinforcement.  

“‘In infinite time, in infinite matter, in infinite space an organic cell stands out, will hold together awhile and then burst, and that cell is Me.’

This was an agonizing fallacy, but it was the sole, the supreme result of centuries of human thought in that direction.

It was the ultimate belief on which all the systems of thought elaborated by the human mind in almost all their ramifications were based. It was the dominant conviction, and of all other explanations Levin had unconsciously chosen it, without knowing when or how, as being at any rate the clearest, and made it his own.” 

-Tolstoy, Anna Karenin [sic], translated by Rosemary Edmonds (London, New York: Penguin Books, 1978 paperback), p:823

I live in the shadow of “the ultimate belief,” the “dominant conviction.” I have “…unconsciously chosen it, without knowing when or how...” I fail to realize that I am largely given over to automatic behavioral patterns that derive from a basic misconception of what I am. 

Escaping the Personal
Return to T.O.C.
I begin to correct my misconception of what I am whenever I practice noticing more of the contents of the present moment without judging them. 
I notice this body here-now, both vis-à-vis those contents and in contact with those contents. I notice the body’s breathing, and the little gap after each exhalation before the following inhalation. I use the gap to allow a small shift in perception away from cognitive judgment and toward alert acceptance. The body relaxes.
Within this practice I become so occupied with new or altered impressions that I forget to cling for dear life to all that I already ‘know’ (without knowing when or how I unconsciously chose it).  I try to remember to lean into here-now, willing to let go of the tense and tenuous balance that has always restricted me to a set of pre-loaded definitions and explanations. I am eager to see what may become evident just beyond my previously accepted limits of perception and interpretation.   
It seems not possible to sustain this practice indefinitely, so I must settle for implementing it again and again whenever I can remember. Without judging my success or failure, and at all costs to the personal, I return to here-now whenever it occurs to me to do so. 

I notice that I exist. I notice that there are sensations and emotions. I notice that thoughts arise and subside. I seek to add nothing at all to the natural simplicity of noticing. I find in this act a lightness of heart, an unexpected joy. In T. S. Eliot’s words, above:   

                              “Quick now, here, now, always—

A condition of complete simplicity

(Costing not less than everything)”

“The universe is perfect as a whole, and the part's striving for perfection is a way of joy. Willingly sacrifice the imperfect to the perfect, and there will be no more talk about good and evil.”

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

I notice that often I forget my wish to join the simplicity of here-now, beyond the personal. I have learned very well a constricted belief in my separateness, and a belief in a need to protect my separateness. On that falsely fragmented basis I sustain my knee-jerk reactions of judgment, fear and sometimes even retaliation.   
“Here, now, always,” I may begin afresh. The cost is everything, but nothing real. Reality begins only as the heart joins here-now. 
That which is sacrificed in order to gain simplicity is merely erroneous identification with the personal, which itself is the origin of all suffering. Only within the error of separation can I suffer. It turns out that I am not separated; there is actually no separate ‘me.’ But to the extent that I may continue to identify with the thought of ‘me,’ there will be suffering.
“Without sacrifice nothing can be attained. […] In actual fact [people] have to sacrifice only what they imagine they have and which in reality they do not have. They must sacrifice their fantasies. […] 

Another thing that people must sacrifice is their suffering. […] Man is made in such a way that he is never so much attached to anything as he is to his suffering.” 

-G. I. Gurdjieff, quoted by P. D. Ouspensky, In Search of the Miraculous (New York, London: Harcourt Brace, 1977 paperback), p: 274.
As I practice being here-now, beyond the personal, I begin to set aside dreams and nightmares of the personal. There is nascent recognition [re-cognition] of oneness. I suffer less, because I grasp less at what Tibetan Buddhists call “shenpa,” the “hook” of knee-jerk personal reaction to arising urges or circumstances. 
Each experience, every urge, every shenpa, is a metaphor that invites me to relax my grip on the personal and watch what then happens. I am invited to set aside judgment and objection that is based upon the presumption that there separately exists a ‘me.’

My opening heart discovers stillness. Within stillness, both clarity and simplicity arise. The nameless loveliness of the elusive obvious becomes apparent—beyond description, and without the need for me ‘personally’ to attempt to alter anything.  
When I begin to suspect that there is no ‘me,’ I begin also to notice that effectual action, its timing, and its mode of implementation flow from beyond the personal. Perhaps this is what the Apostle Paul meant when he wrote, "I am crucified with Christ; nevertheless, I live; Yet not I, but Christ lives in me." –Galatians 2:20 KJV. 
“As long as you take yourself to be a person, a body and a mind, separate from the stream of life, having a will of its own, pursuing its own aims, you are living merely on the surface, and whatever you do will be short-lived and of little value, mere straw to feed the flames of vanity.”
               -Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Beyond Consciousness

Return to T.O.C.
“Awareness contains every experience. But he who is aware is beyond every experience. He is beyond awareness itself.”     
             – Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Beyond individual consciousness within time and space, awareness already contains the kernel of every experience. Beyond awareness there is Being, based in unconditional love. 
One way that Being may manifest is as an undifferentiated ‘I am,’ of which each of our seemingly separated individual ‘I’s is an infinitesimal but important part. Beyond awareness and beyond all of the consciousness and experience arising within awareness, there exists ‘I am,’ or Being, based in all-inclusive unconditional love and compassion.  But it is almost better not to offer that description, so inadequate is it.
Awareness is a function subsidiary to ‘I am.’ Awareness is dispassionate and all-encompassing. Awareness does not take sides, because it includes all sides.
Awareness gives rise to fragmented individuated consciousness, that is, to many small ‘I’s. Individuated consciousness arises in tandem with its objects and is wedded to them. There is no conscious without object. (That would be awareness.) 

Objects of consciousness exist either here-now, or else as beliefs attempting to focus other than here-now--beliefs in desired or avoided anticipations and memories. 
Individuated consciousness may partake in the inclusive dispassion of its source, but most of the time it does not.
Awareness is the medium in which consciousness and its objects arise. All sorts of perturbations may arise within awareness. When allowed and encouraged, the result is a world of appearances, a seamless dualistic illusion of separated consciousnesses and of separated objects of separated consciousnesses. 

The illusion of ‘me’ accompanies separated consciousness. Enfolded within the me-illusion are warring opposites and various imperatives for ‘me’ to side consciously with one against another.

Being is the pristine source of awareness. Awareness is the pristine source of consciousness and its objects. By becoming very quiet here-now, it is possible for any fragmented ‘I’ to become consciously aware of awareness and even at times to sense ‘I am,’ my Being that precedes and pervades awareness. 
When this is allowed to occur, some questions naturally arise: 
Do I know that I exist? Yes. 

Do I know what I am? Well, uh, my name is…, my job is…, my hobbies are…, etc. But the ‘I’ who thinks he is constructed of such an amalgam knows very well that all of it must be given up sooner or later. All of it just goes away. Is there any real ‘I’ behind such ephemerae, behind this passing illusion of ‘me?’ 

The incontrovertible baseline answer: I am something that is aware of its own being. Whether or not referencing any name, job or hobby, always this most simple of descriptions is valid. The only thing in my current experience that never changes is my knowledge of my existence, my own essential beingness, fragmented though it may at first appear. 
My current ‘me,’ believing in its separate existence, naturally wishes that there were ‘more.’ But the thought of ‘more’ is irrelevant and even suspect. It is a corollary of the erroneous belief that a separated insufficiency can exist by itself. It is a corollary of the error of my identification with a mere fragment of my Being. 
“Do understand that you cannot ask a valid question about yourself, because you do not know whom you are asking about.” 

– Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
I exist beyond pure awareness. I partake in awareness as a temporarily coalesced consciousness. Part of that which knows awareness becomes temporarily manifest as a discrete consciousness upon the surface of awareness. In reality it is no more discrete and no more permanent than is a wave upon the surface of the ocean, but the experience can be just as absorbing and/or just as much fun.  And just as incapable of disturbing the imperturbable depths of the ocean.
Upon pure awareness arises individuated consciousness. Consciousness, its categories and its objects are wave-like perturbations upon pure awareness. Beneath those perturbations I remain purely aware of being. In fact I exist beyond awareness, and thus I am capable of being simultaneously aware both of awareness and of this temporary conscious existence upon the surface of awareness.
I am not the conscious experiences that manifest upon pure awareness. They do not define me. However, in their continual glare and buffeting I have a tendency to forget that I am Being, beyond conscious experience and even beyond awareness. I tend to believe that this transitory conscious experience defines me and therefore limits me. I identify with the experience of consciousness and with discrete conscious experiences, often becoming deeply entangled in them. 
At present your being is mixed up with experiencing. All you need is to unravel being from the tangle of experiences. Once you have known pure being, without being this or that, you will discern it among experiences and you will no longer be misled by names and forms. Self-limitation is the very essence of personality. 

               -Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
At the root of my being is pure awareness, a speck of intense light. This speck, by its very nature, radiates and creates pictures in space and events in time - effortlessly and spontaneously. As long as it is merely aware, there are no problems. But when the discriminative mind comes into being and creates distinctions, pleasure and pain arise. During sleep the mind is in abeyance and so are pain and pleasure. The process of creation continues, but no notice is taken. The mind is a form of consciousness, and consciousness is an aspect of life. Life creates everything, but the Supreme is beyond all. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Consciousness does not shine by itself. It shines by a light beyond it in which it appears, which gives it being. Don't be all the time immersed in your experience. Remember that you are beyond the experiencer, ever unborn and deathless. In remembering it, the quality of pure knowledge will emerge, the light of unconditional awareness. 
 - Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

For reality to be, the ideas of "me" and "mine" must go. They will go if you let them. Then your normal natural state reappears, in which you are neither the body nor the mind, neither the "me" nor the "mine", but in a different state of being altogether. It is pure awareness of being, without being this or that, without any self- identification with anything in particular or in general. In that pure light of consciousness there is nothing, not even the idea of nothing. There is only light. 

 - Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj 
You need not know what you are. Enough to know what you are not. What you are you will never know, for every discovery reveals new dimensions to conquer. The unknown has no limits.
               - Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

Directing Attention

Return to T.O.C.
The pure awareness that underlies consciousness is unconditionally aware of the existence of consciousness and of all conscious experience, and it is not itself modified by either. 

When consciously invited, awareness is capable of intensifying itself within consciousness. At any moment I may become more conscious of pure awareness, and proceed forthwith to apply it as focused attention to, say, my left palm. 

In this exercise it is subjectively clear that the same awareness that stands sufficiently apart from consciousness to know it, is now focused upon knowing my palm. The two knowings share the same affect, the same ineffable sense of Being.   

Attention is consciously focused awareness. When consciously I practice directing attention to physical sensation, I become consciously more aware of awareness itself. By applying attention directly to sensation, I am peering around the noisy ‘me’ ever implied by cognition’s knee-jerk automaticity. By directing attention I am embarking upon re-collecting pure awareness. Inevitably I am also re-collecting Being, which itself enfolds pure awareness.   
Directing attention to the ebb and flow of emotion is another useful way of peering around knee-jerk automaticity.  
The simple but often unrecognized truth is that both physical sensation and emotion can exist only here-now, the only place there is and the only time there is. Here-now, pure awareness suffuses all. When I watch sensation and emotion, I am focusing here-now, the only place that pure awareness exists, the only place that actually is.  
The stability of here-now is my singular point of interception with all that flows past me within the construct of space-time, in a sort of bell curve. Past and future are forever just concepts. I do not live in them (although I can fail to see that, and then act as if I were so doing). 

The only place I can interface simply and accurately with the flow of the space-time continuum is ‘here-now.’ That’s all I’ve got, and it is fully sufficient if I will but notice that I have always been here, now. My sole task from that stable locus is to do whatever there is to do next, or rather, now. 
If instead I identify with the continuum, I may feel pulled along by it or I may resist its flow. Teetering, my perception of the passing show becomes unstable and therefore distorted—no longer focused accurately and usefully here-now. I risk becoming bound to the flowing continuum, dispersed within it, and thus torn apart in myriad non-existent directions.

Es ist genug! [It is enough! . . . undo the ties, that gradually are tearing me apart; set free this mind that yearns for its God, . . .] –Burmeister/Ahle/J.S. Bach Chorale BWV 60.
Peering Around Cognition

Return to T.O.C.
Besides sensation and emotion, cognition also exists here-now—in its turn a third aspect of consciousness. However, cognition is trickier than the first two aspects. Cognition is trickier because it may appear to exist other than here-now.

Cognition has somewhere along the line become tightly bound to automatic discursive schemas. Within them cognition tends to quickly dissipate whatever here-now presence it may obtain. Instead of simply cognizing ‘here, now,’ there arise comparisons and explanations. Automatically, there begin colorful reviews of a deemed-relevant past and rash projections of some conceivable future.    
It is useful for me to question such automatic cognitive comparisons and explanations, but very often I find it hard to remember to do so. When I do remember, I do not attempt the impossible task of directly negating the self-validating stories told by cognition. Rather I peer around them. 

I accomplish my peering-around simply by noticing whatever sensations and emotions are here-now for me, and by noticing my arising thoughts here-now. Within this act of noticing, I remain neutral toward cognition’s continual commentary, its pre-packaged explanations and its myriad extrapolations. Not surprisingly, this practice alters my experience.     

Beyond Cognition

Return to T.O.C.
Pure awareness underlies and suffuses consciousness, but that is not the same as saying that I consciously notice pure awareness. Within my arising and subsiding conscious experience there are three broad realms: sensation, emotion, and cognition. Of these three it is cognition that most tends to forget its source in pure awareness. It is cognition that most tends to lead to the error that conflates and sustains the idea of ‘me.’ 

Once cognition erroneously constructs a separate ‘me,’ my situation becomes no different from that of any shackled prisoner in Plato’s cave. In identification with ‘me’ I exist pro tempore in an illusory self-imposed prison where I take for reality dozens if not hundreds of flickering self-referent cognitive certitudes. 

This state of affairs sustains itself so long as I remain cognitively interested in my illusion or in aspects of it—either attracted, objecting, or fearful. When I lose interest in all or part of the illusion, all or part of it dissolves. 

Cognition as daily I employ it has pragmatic use within the construct it inhabits. But the stillness, clarity and simplicity of pure awareness are not available to cognition all by itself. 

Cognition all by itself is too filtered, too pre-programmed, and too knee-jerk reactive to be of reliable use toward recognizing [re-cognizing] anything beyond its own programming. This very much includes the truth of pure awareness, here-now. Pure awareness, my/your Self, is a unified field which in actuality is shining clearly in plain view, awaiting not cognition but rather stillness, clarity, and simplicity. ‘I’ cannot go there; it must come to a ‘me’ that is at least partially dissolved. 

It is when the noise of my own superimposed cognitive judgments and my own reactions to those judgments is stilled, however temporarily, that clarity and simplicity begin to reveal themselves in a manner that has nothing to do with cognition. Then may I sense pure awareness here-now, that is, I may more consciously be reabsorbed into my Self, which is also your Self.

It may be that this possibility is the entire purpose of our shared dream of separation. It is surely the best use of the dream, and it is the only way to joyfully transcend the dream while still participating within it as apparently called for. 

A Practical Guide to Here-Now

Return to T.O.C.
I am so accustomed to allowing cognition to dissipate into past and future that such dispersal of focus seems normal and even useful. But it is not useful, because such dispersal takes me away wholly or in part from whatever is available here-now. It impedes the simplicity of doing whatever there is to do here-now. Thus is lessened my ability to notice that here-now is suffused with pure awareness. 

What there is to do here-now may well include the non-anxious making of plans for a possible future, while referencing past experience. But there is a unique quality to engaging in such planning while residing in conscious awareness here-now. There is a sense of being poised stably above a flowing bell curve of events while gently entertaining a working model of one’s preferences but not bound by them. 

How much energy do I dissipate within extended daydreams of scenarios that are no longer here-now, or that may never become here-now? After all, how many of my daily or longer-term plans ever turn out precisely as conceived?

In going away from here-now, I take with me my potential participation in here-now. Mine is a fully participatory universe of infinite possibility, but I must be here-now to partake of transitory possibility within the construct of time. When I am not here-now, stuff of one sort or another happens anyway, but a certain vitality and even certain possibilities involving unique new vectors are dissipated within my inattention.

Within awareness, consciousness arises. Out of habit, or maybe out of necessity, consciousness soon coats itself with cognition. Cognition then spreads thin across past, present, and future as it compares, defines, and limits. 

Sensation and emotion exist only here-now. They ride the crest of here-now. Sensation and emotion are rife not with definitions and comparisons, but with ever-fresh possibilities that become apparent only as I apprehend them here-now.

Thoughts also exist only here-now, but thinking about thoughts creates cognitive looping. Such loops are like elongated horizontal ovals of energy, stretching elastically into multiple conceivable pasts and futures, and then boomeranging back to deplete my experience of here-now. For this reason I find that sensation and emotion are more reliable anchors, more stable representatives of here-now, than are thoughts.

Pure awareness is the overarching truth. Before and beyond all consciousness and cognition, I am purely aware. My consciousness of sensation, emotion, and cognition is subordinate to awareness. Sometimes, driving home at night, I am struck that the pure awareness within each other vehicle is the same as mine, and that we are all here-now.

It is not much of a stretch from there to perceiving a vast sea of pure awareness of locally varying conscious intensity, spanning all-there-is, whether animate or seemingly inanimate, upon which ‘I’ am a small and transitory wave. I can enjoy the ride, or irrationally I can fear drowning in myself! 

What relationship can there be between what is and what merely appears to be? Is there any relationship between the ocean and its waves? The real enables the unreal to appear and causes it to disappear. The succession of transient moments creates the illusion of time, but the timeless reality of pure being is not in movement, for all movement requires a motionless background. It is itself the background. Once you have found it in yourself, you know that you had never lost that independent being, independent of all divisions and separations. But don't look for it in consciousness, you will not find it there. Don't look for it anywhere, for nothing contains it. On the contrary, it contains everything and manifests everything. It is like the daylight that makes everything visible while itself remaining invisible. 
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

The Innocence of Pure Awareness

Return to T.O.C.
The truth of being lies in the oceanic stability of pure awareness. Suffused with pure awareness but not often aware of awareness, consciousness trades in cognitive judgment, division and separation. My connection with pure awareness lies less in cognition’s discursive definitions and more in the immediacy of sensation and emotion. 

Why do TV news cameras focus in so tightly upon any face that shows emotion or even tears? Why do television’s gory action shows or vitriolic ‘reality’ shows so attract the financial support of dozens of sponsors with products to sell? Could it be so because they expect that emotional people are watching?    

Why am I so drawn vicariously and personally to the contrasting poles of pain and pleasure, of fear and safety, of sadness and happiness? Do I recognize dimly that all such emotions exist only here-now? By seeking them, am I really seeking here-now without quite realizing it? Do I settle for supplanting actual experience of here-now with surrogate cheap thrills which arise and subside superficially upon the real here-now?  

The cheap thrill energy of gambling, of certain styles of eating and drinking, of certain approaches to sexuality, of inane TV game shows that offer increments or decrements of money to participants based upon their excited response in the moment—could it be that all such use of passing-time brings me emotionally to a sort of surrogate here-now, yet a state ultimately unsatisfying? 

Perhaps I am addicted to the pursuit of here-now, believing it somehow not already here now. Perhaps I tend to seek here-now on my own selfish terms in all the wrong places, as though it were an object separate from all other objects. 

The eager young perch swam over to the wise old seabass. “Can you help me, sir? I am seeking the Ocean.” “You are already in the Ocean,” replied the seabass, “It is all around you. It supports and sustains you.” “But …this is just water!” complained the perch. With an impertinent little tail-flip, the small fish swam away to resume his search. 

The seabass might better have replied, “You are the Ocean, watching itself here-now through the eyes of a perch. Pay more attention!”  

As each such substituted experience flows overtop the bell curve in this sempiternal moment, its passage entices the “agonizing fallacy” that is “Me” to continue searching for an objectified here-now that theoretically exists other than here now. If I did not so believe, there could be no search. 
Ergo, if I am identified with being a seriously searching spiritual person, I dare not seek here-now here now. The search would come screeching to a halt. What in the world would I (‘me’) do then? 
The three broadest categories within my individuated conscious experience are sensation, emotion, and cognition.

Rampant sensation, emotion, and cognition may seem to cloud awareness, but in actuality they do not impact it at all. Thus there is always the possibility of observing sensation, emotion and cognition from a point of more nearly dispassionate awareness. So observed, all three categories become useful starting points within an apparently purposeful recursion: 

“And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.”

–T.S. Eliot, ibid.
When the noise of identification with a personal self, a ‘me’ in need of constant protection abates, what remains is a stillness that reveals simplicity, clarity and innocence. In this stillness I begin to sense the mutual innocence of all of us children in T. S. Eliot’s apple tree.  

Defense and Attack
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Can I take personally the innocent actions of children? Can I take personally the innocent actions of aging children so thoroughly programmed by their parents and by the society into which they were born, before their age of reason (“without knowing when or how”)? Nelson Mandela points out that no child is born already hating another.

It is when we aging children react to the reactions of other aging children that this world experiences the prolonged conflict of a Middle East. Buber’s “I and Thou” becomes twisted into ‘us and them.’ 

Ironically, ‘us’ needs ‘them,’ because ‘us’ is defined in contrast with ‘them.’ The problem is never really ‘them.’ Even if ‘them’ were utterly vanquished, inevitably ‘us’ would find another outlet to express the same generic fearful hatred of that which appears to differ from ‘us,’ that challenges what ‘us’ take as self-evident within our “dominant conviction” accompanying the “agonizing fallacy” of a separated ‘us.’ 

The same ‘us/them’ (or ‘me/other than me’) equation has ever been rampant within private interpersonal relationships. As well, automatically I apply the ‘me/other than me’ equation to relatively impersonal events that flow over the top of my personal bell curve, here-now.  
To exacerbate matters, I postulate cause and effect around such events and then misinterpret the functionality of that dyad.  In actuality it is the “agonizing fallacy” of “Me” that leads directly to my defense of “Me.” Here is a statement of the more holistic truth of the matter:  

             ”If I defend myself I am attacked.”  


–Foundation for Inner Peace, A Course in Miracles (New York, London: Penguin Books, Combined Volume, Second Edition, hardcover), Workbook Lesson 135, p: 252.

It is easy to assume that A Course in Miracles (quoted above) is saying that my defense of “Me” temporally precedes attack upon “Me,” but… 

Questioning Time 
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 …Nowhere in A Course in Miracles is temporal sequence given any credence at all! In the Course, there is only NOW, and the human proclivity to obfuscate NOW through sustained cognitive error. Defense and attack are discussed in the Course not as a temporal sequence but rather as a complementary relationship. 

What is the nature of my present reality? Must I filter reality in order to make it feel safer and more palatable to the basic error that is ‘me?’ Some report that present-moment reality may be directly apprehended as a broad and shining unity, and that endlessly it may be experienced ever more deeply, but that such experience transcends the realm of ‘me’ and the realm of words, and is not expressible in words. 

As a part of this sort of experience, some report their recognizing the interrelatedness of everything here-now. This may well include nonjudgmental acceptance that this is this because that is that, and that beyond good and evil, beyond perfection and imperfection, this is the one unified way that all is being expressed here-now. 

If this is this because that is that, then why do I insist on viewing ‘this’ and ‘that’ through a lens of causation and result, in lockstep with some inexorable quality named ‘time?’ Must I believe that my subjective lens of temporal succession brings me always to results, rather than simply to related aspects? Could it be that what I call ‘time’ merely constitutes evidence of my perceptual limitation? 

Carl Jung’s term, “synchronicity,” applies to the unpredictable, ever-unique and often humorous non-causal relationships of personal meaning and significance within which I live and move, if I will but notice. Even the most massive of synchronous events arrives full-blown with such stealth, simplicity, and ease that commonly one must do a double-take to grok that the event has occurred at all. 

Should not there have been at least a drum roll and a cymbal crash? Well perhaps no more so than during all of the effortlessly incongruous events, even miraculous events, in my nightly dreams. May I who sleep 24/7 in one way or another presume to judge the likelihood of the events I dream while asleep or which I dream during my waking hours?

“There is no order of difficulty in miracles,” states A Course in Miracles, calling all miracles “expressions of love.”   

If I dare to question time itself, a vast vista of hope opens. I cannot exercise direct control upon the past or the future, neither of which exists here-now. But altering any aspect of here-now affects seemingly unrelated aspects past and future. There is no aspect of anything that is not encompassed within the vastness of here-now, beyond the construct of time.    

‘Time’ and ‘making sense’ are subjective constructs. They are a product of my cognitive interpretation of ‘Something-Other-That-Is-Not-Fully-Apparent-To-Me.’ The constructs of ‘time,’ and of ‘making sense’ are useful within the confines of my present subjectivity, but they are only constructs, subordinate to a more holistic reality—that is, they do not of themselves represent reality.

Bohm’s Cylinder
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A rather good hint of the relationship between ‘Something-Other-That-Is-Not-Fully-Apparent-To-Me’ and my partial perception of that ‘Something-Other’ is provided by David Bohm’s rotatable cylinder-within-transparent-sleeve. An ink dot (black dye) is suspended in a thin layer of the glycerin that fills the narrow gap between the outer sleeve and the inner cylinder. Rotating the inner cylinder pulls the viscous glycerin in the direction of the rotation, causing the ink dot to elongate, soon becoming a straight line. Continued rotation causes the line to become longer, thinner and fainter, until eventually it disappears.  

Enter humanity, at this point, each of us looking at the cylinder from a different angle. In the clear glycerin layer, I see nothing. Or perhaps on a day of unusual visual acuity a faint line is visible to me. But would I ever think of rotating the cylinder backwards? 

Rotating the cylinder backwards causes the line to reappear out of ‘nothing,’ to gradually become thicker, and to eventually congeal into the original dot. By rotating the cylinder backwards until the original dot reappears, I become aware that the original information exists not just in the dot, but is also preserved in the thicker line, in the fainter thin line, and even within invisibility.  

Bohm calls the type of order represented by the visible dot “explicate.” He calls the invisible order of the disappeared dot, “implicate.” The source of the implicate order I presently perceive may be unknown to me, but both implicate and explicate orders are made of the same stuff. The same order may manifest implicitly, explicitly, or in any state in-between, as does water vapor, fog, and rain. 

All such states are but different iterations of the same phenomenon. Neither the dot nor its invisibility is any more or less real. Bohm suggests that I am presently conscious only of an implicate universe, an “implicate order.” 

The implicate phenomenon ‘Something-Other-That-Is-Not-Fully-Apparent-To-Me’ is implied within my universe, but it is not fully knowable. Likely I inhabit a universe in which such complete knowledge is unavailable because of limiting parameters I have inherently accepted, most notably time and space. 

My mundane conscious experience consists of serially apprehending just one facet at a time of Something-Other-That-Is-Not-Fully-Apparent-To-Me, spinning out upon a timeline. (And a space-line, but that’s for another discussion.) The cropped snapshots taken by my human perceptual apparatus are so beholden to time that usually I fail to see once and forever that all is of a piece. Bohm’s thin line is of a piece with its source (the dot), with its own disappearance, with its reappearance, and with its return to the unity of its origin. 

Of course, one might just as well say that unity exists during the invisible aspect of the transformations, or in the middle of the transformations—not only just in the dot. Unity is unity, sans origination or conclusion. 

It is not much of a stretch to view the dot as a metaphor for what physicists call a ‘singularity,’ containing the makings of all possibilities in infinitely compacted form.  I may then metaphorically relate the turning of the cylinder to all that has followed the singularity’s ‘Big Bang’ at the start of this expanding universe. 

Some physicists expect that this universe will one fine day reverse its expansion, eventually collapsing once again into a singularity, swallowing up all of my posturing, strutting, and philosophizing, along with absolutely everything else in my present experience. Other physicists increasingly conjecture that the universe may infinitely accelerate its expansion until individual atoms are torn from other individual atoms, leaving vast emptiness in-between each of them. 

In either case, what then might remain? Because there could then no longer exist a ‘me’ to obfuscate it, might it be simply Something-Other-That-Is-Then-Fully-Apparent (but to whom or what?). 

This line of conjecture is pretty useless. For ‘me’ now, there is only whatever there is to do next, or rather now. Oh wait, though! Does that include conjecture?   

Duality
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Now, back to defense and attack. Again, “I am attacked because I defend myself.”    –A Course in Miracles
It takes apposition of defense (resistance to attack) and attack (the overcoming of resistance) for either to exist at all. There is no up without down, no left without right. All relationships are discernible and definable only in contrast with each other. They need each other, and so continually they call out to each other, each even in the temporary absence or apparent irrelevance of the other:  
"The world is a Noah's ark on the sea of eternity containing all the endless pairs of things, irreconcilable and inseparable. And heat will always long for cold and the back for the front and smiles for tears and mutt for jeff and no for yes with the most unutterable nostalgia there is."    
--Photographer Diane Arbus
How immensely desirable is ‘up’ when the parachute fails to open, despite the original plan of ‘down.’ The unfortunate parachutist groks vertical duality intensely, if briefly.  

Dualistic relationships such as up/down and defense/attack do seem from my subjective point of view to unfold and play out within time. Their source and completeness, however, resides in a unified potential that exists beyond time and without respect to it, as does the essence of Bohm’s ink dot despite all of its successive permutations.
The 20th century cartoonist Al Capp drew the character, “Joe Btfsplk” (pronounced like a Bronx cheer, according to Capp). Mr. Btfsplk was jinxed, perambulating from one unlucky situation to the next, with a small bleak rain cloud always hovering over his head.   

One sometimes notices people who take peculiar measures to live cautiously, fearfully, and defensively, and yet who seem to attract calamities small or large (and to sometimes wallow in them), for no reason discernible to linear examination. Can excessive control, caution, or resistance call out to calamity as the other half of a complementary pairing? Can defense call out to attack? 

Dissolving ‘Me’
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Even within my present implicate universe, I may begin to dissolve the “agonizing fallacy” of “Me” and along with it any perceived need to defend “Me” from attack. Such possibility arises most readily while seeking a deep stillness that points back toward pure awareness. 

Within such stillness there is a space of calm dispassion wherein nothing essential seems to have been given up or lost. That space may feel at first inclusive of “Me,” but ultimately it is found to be blessedly unrelated to “the agonizing fallacy” of “Me.” “Me” cannot go there. “Me” has no place there, yet a quiet sense of nameless identity remains. Who am ‘I’ then, really?   

Stillness underlies everything and it is always available. It may be accessed particularly well during sitting or meditation, and in forms of prayer where one listens to deep silence more than one speaks or listens to another speak. 
Cognition dislikes stillness. Continually my cognition comes up with seemingly logical reasons for perpetuating its controlling ideas about ‘me.’ The noise of cognitive judgment is perpetual, as is cognition’s well-braced readiness for defense/attack.  
Cognition fears stillness because it cannot go there. In stillness there is nothing for cognition to interpret, explain and pigeonhole. Cognition does not readily yield center stage for the purpose of seeking stillness. 

When I am not sitting or meditating, stillness is yet available. It may be found right under my nose. In the little gap following each exhalation and before the next inhalation stillness is available to me but for my noticing it. 
“In the stillness between two waves of the [breath],” (-T.S. Eliot) I half-hear the innocent children playing in the apple tree. In that still small gap I may enter alertly into the present moment. Silently I repeat. “Not this, not this—is there another way of perceiving?”  
In the stillness between two waves of the breath, I may feel the body momentarily relax its defensive tensions. I see that it is possible for cognitive judgment to blink off ever so briefly, leaving a dollop of pure awareness. Just for this present moment, all is sufficient, nothing is lacking, and there is nothing to do. What if always I could live in this present moment, here-now! Might I continually half-hear children playing in the apple tree? What would such a world be like?   
I find such a practice not easy to sustain, but what really matters is my continued wish, my ongoing intent. My small attempts are welcomed, embraced, and supported by something greater than ‘myself.’ A person of a certain experience once said to me, “There is that which seeks us more than we seek it.”

"Whoever approaches Me walking, I will come to him running; and he who meets Me with sins equivalent to the whole world, I will greet him with forgiveness equal to it."  

- Mishkat al-Masabih
What I perceive by default is not false—only partial. My perception is partial because I am armored and visored in identification with the personal. The discursive part of my cognition allows only a strongly filtered view, a selective view that supports only what I already believe. The practice of repeating to myself, “Not this, not this,” is not so much a denial of my partial interpretation of “this” as it is the expression of my wish to remove the filters. Why must I waste any further time hiding from here-now, out of mere habit taking the shadows on the cave wall for reality?
It is possible for my sustained intent in this direction to bring vivification of all of my senses, in the manner of the Zen practice of Shikan Taza. That practice is like sitting alertly in a forest clearing at dusk, not fearful, but poised to perceive the faintest snap of a twig or rustle of grass, and to respond pragmatically. Such intensified awareness may continue throughout subsequent waves of the breath—till next forgotten.

In exactly the same manner in which quiet simplicity suffuses an arising synchronous event, there may arise within intensified awareness a quietly astounding and lovely transformation of visual perception and perspective. The little gap in the breath from which to begin afresh is ever available. But to make use of it, I must notice it. Again. 

“Be present at every breath. Do not let your attention wander for the duration of a single breath. Remember yourself always and in all situations.

Keep your intention before you at every step you take. You wish for freedom and must never forget it.

Your journey is towards your homeland. Remember that you are traveling from the world of appearances to the World of Reality.

Solitude in the crowd. In all your outward activity remain inwardly free. Learn not to identify yourself with anything whatsoever.

Remember your Friend, i. e. God. Let the prayer of your tongue (dhikr) be the prayer of your heart (q’alb).

Struggle with all alien thoughts. Keep your mind on what you are doing whether inwardly or outwardly.

Return to God. No aim but to attain Reality.

Be constantly aware of the quality of the Divine Presence. Become used to recognizing the presence of God in your heart.”

-The Sufi, Abdulhalik Gujduvani, “Essence of the Teaching of the Masters.” Quoted by Speeth and Friedlander in “Gurdjieff: Seeker of the Truth,” © 1980. Harper Colophon paperback, p: 92. 

If I take seriously the possibility of awakening, there may come a strong sense that I have been wrong about everything, or only very partially right. Almost nothing perceived through my filters really deeply makes sense. Still, it becomes evident that I must engage without complaint or negativity with whatever presents itself, and even that a nameless sort of fun, a lightness of being, is available along the way within the spaciousness of here-now.
Occasionally I learn of someone for whom a cauldron of genocide or other grave injustice has become a refining fire. Their dispassionately loving response to harsh experience has led them to a different sort of conscious awareness. They are intimately familiar with pain and loss, but they no longer suffer. They may shed tears, but theirs are tears of understanding, tears of empathy with all others, tears of compassion. Looking out over Jerusalem, Jesus wept. 

Such blessedly challenged folk have risen to a vantage point from which they are able to see that forgiveness is already a given because all is innocent and there is nothing to forgive. They may begin to discern that they are not who they had always thought they were. They may sense that they are not limited to the particular package of body/mind/emotions with which a dollop of overarching awareness has become programmed to identify, by nature and by nurture. 

Can I arrive at that same realization by other means? Perhaps it is also available to one who arises each new day in a state of interested acceptance, and who simply does what is to be done while practicing inner stillness, following the breath, questioning everything and watching closely.

 

My default consensus world, the world of the six o'clock news, is largely insane. Its insanity is based in belief that existence is entirely personal, consisting of ‘me’ as opposed to many other ‘me’s.’ ‘Me’ is subject to innumerable events over which ‘me’ has little or no control. So naturally there seems a continual need to shore up and protect ‘me,’ and/or a select group of other ‘me’s of similar outlook to mine. 

Hence my tendency to conceive ‘I and Thou’ not as Buber’s dyad or as Nisargadatta’s unity, but as a continual struggle for turf. Faced with billions of other discrete, ephemeral ‘me’s, I perceive apparent external opposition and rail against it. I accept my insanity because I project it, reinforce it, and identify with it. I am acclimated to the emotions of fear, worry, and sometimes even hatred that accompany my outlook.  
I find that I ‘myself’ am unable to initiate change, but that change begins when I become still enough to set aside such complaints. I relax my projection while watching closely to see what remains—that which I had been all along obscuring beneath my mindset. A better world, a world that was there all along, is uncovered and recognized [re-cognized]. No longer encumbered by my private reactions to old modes of seeing and feeling, I begin to experience change. In an enticingly natural manner I am drawn from fear toward freedom—although, owing to my own residual resistance, often not smoothly or easily. 

Soon I become aware of being aware, if only sporadically at first. As I learn to continually refresh such double awareness, there becomes “…more room in my mind,” as the Tibetan Buddhist nun, Pema Chodron, says of one result of her meditation practice. Within that spaciousness, ‘others’ appear to change. ‘Events’ appear to change. Then there is more, some say …and then, more…

“[I] am not contain’d between my hat and boots.”

-Walt Whitman, from “Song of Myself”

2.  THE STORY BEHIND THE STORY OF CALMSWAN          
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The faint of heart should depart now, without reading any farther.

 

Others will find this material by no means unkind, and composed in a simple, direct, and open manner. There is clarity to be found herein. But that is not the same as saying there is any absolute truth to be found within the words and phrases themselves. 

No one will disagree that this is a unique document. It offers an unusually intimate view of a well-meaning, very human Organization—a point of view based upon the author’s seven years’ Calmswan membership after one full year of off-site preparatory group meetings. The Organization was in its own proprietary fashion dedicated to pursuit of unequivocal truth.
This essay would never have been written by a public relations firm. It took an author intrigued with the sweaty little details of the very human story lurking behind a glowing prospectus—the ‘story-behind-the-story.’ 
Often something useful is distilled as we well-meaning humans lurch innocently along, serving willy-nilly something other than that which we think we are serving. We serve something far less obvious and far more substantial than ever-changing superficial exigency, including even those exigencies found or formulated within an Organization devoted to unequivocal truth.  
“And what you thought you came for
Is only a shell, a husk of meaning
From which the purpose breaks only when it is fulfilled
If at all. Either you had no purpose
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured
And is altered in fulfillment.” 

             -T.S. Eliot, from “Four Quartets,” “Little Gidding”

As we proceed, names and initials have been altered to buffer the innocent. We are all innocent. And we are all more than a little insane. 
3.  CALMSWAN 
The Personages
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The insanity associated with being human pervaded that very human organization which I shall call “The Calmswan Gurdjieff Conservancy.” I knew Calmswan as an active dues-paying member for seven years. Calmswan embraced useful nuggets of the perennial philosophy, but set them within calcified tradition, as if proprietary. Those nuggets, or aspects of the perennial philosophy, were even renamed using cumbersome Gurdjieff jargon. Thus was the universal simplicity of the perennial philosophy made less accessible. 

Truth was also made less accessible owing to its obfuscation behind the strong personalities and stiff methodologies of Calmswan’s two Leaders, the one primarily authoritarian, the other primarily charismatic. While I was there, there were a lot of thirty-year members who had barely a clue about what was being sought. But the well-honed and strongly manipulative psychology of Calmswan kept them coming.

The two well-meaning Personages at the helm were following the only modality they knew, emulating the bent of their predecessors in the “Gurdjieff Work.” At Calmswan, sincere attempts were made to escape the personal and move toward sanity. 
There was some small measure of stunted success. A grand total of two members (over thirty years) apparently actually broke through to a strong realization of a deeper present-moment reality. According to the charismatic senior Personage, both subsequently left Calmswan. “Maybe we are doing something wrong,” he told me, in private. 

There was a great deal of decades-long confusion on the part of the faithful. The faithful were faithful first and foremost to their Leaders, and only then to pursuit of the arcana at which the Leaders laconically hinted from time to time. Whether on purpose or not, the Leaders had created a tableau in which they themselves loomed larger than anything they represented.  
The Membership believed Calmswan’s tightly controlled operative mode to be beneficent ‘role-playing’ by the two Advanced Entities at the helm. Members believed that their autocratic Leaders lived largely beyond identification and personality, dispassionately dedicated to guiding them. The Leaders meant well, and on occasion something like that actually did occur. The problem with Calmswan was that the Leaders had become identified with their roles to some variable extent or another. On some days more than others the result was a thoroughly confusing amalgam of personality and supposedly dispassionate role-playing.

The Leaders were well aware that members perceived them as having attained an advanced level of consciousness. They allowed that belief. Only when pinned down would the Leaders sometimes admit to being “completely human.” As humans, they were far from translucently simple within the roles they had so long inhabited and had so long believed efficacious toward the Membership. 
Had the Leaders instead emphasized their own ongoing status as seekers, as human beings still struggling with habitual identification despite flirting with sporadic experience of the ineffable, it would have been at first disconcerting to their followers, but ultimately clarifying, freeing, and empowering. 

Clues abounded about the Leaders’ struggles with their own habitual identification. The authoritarian Leader’s unusually rapid eye-blink rate as she sat facing the assembled Membership during formal question and answer sessions spoke volumes about her level of discomfort. Psychologists have used the same measurement toward assessing the comfort level, and thus the supposed veracity, of politicians engaged in public debate. Only within identification can one be psychologically uncomfortable. Who is uncomfortable?
That same Leader had difficulty freely admitting to human error. A notable example was when once in front of the assembled Membership she mispronounced a word pivotal to the small group discussions that were to follow. Confusion ensued as she repeated the word over and over in an uncertain and embarrassed manner and no one dared break the surrounding silence to correct her. 
How simple it would have been for her to laugh at the situation and invite correction and clarification. She might also have mentioned at that appropriate juncture that they, the Leaders, struggled as did we toward non-identified presence. The episode underscored perfectly Calmswan’s typically stiff operative mode.
The same Leader, during her demonstrations of Movements (Gurdjieff’s “Sacred Dances”) in front of a class, was generally unable to escape her own demeanor of stern authoritarian control and just laugh freely at her occasional mistakes in front of everyone. Identification never truly laughs at itself.
The other Leader, the charismatic Leader… well, more about him later. 

Beyond Good and Bad
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To be fair, by the end of my association with Calmswan the authoritarian Leader mentioned above had passed through her own refining fire of dealing with deep hurt brought by one close to her. In the process she became aware of a certain generic anger she had long held. This she related to a large group of local and visiting movements personnel and musicians in a formal meeting with the Movements Maven from New York City. She said her epiphany had occurred during the just-previous Movements class in which she had participated rank and file under the tutelage of the Maven. 
From that time forward she began to let go of anger. She became discernibly simpler, less stiff, and more joyful. She became less identified. Observing the process as a fly on the wall was well worth my $100/month membership fee. More clearly than from anything she or the other Leader had ever said in words, I saw how lovely is the change that results from innocence recognized, forgiveness affirmed, and the personal divested. 

Don't fight with what you take to be obstacles on your way. Just be interested in them, watch them, observe, enquire. Let anything happen - good or bad. But don't let yourself be submerged by what happens. The mind must learn that beyond the moving mind there is the background of awareness, which does not change. The mind must come to know the true self and respect it and cease covering it up, like the moon which obscures the sun during solar eclipse. Just realize that nothing observable or experienceable is you, or binds you. Take no notice of what is not yourself. You are aware anyhow, you need not try to be. What you need is to be aware of being aware. Be aware deliberately and consciously, broaden and deepen the field of awareness. You are always conscious of the mind, but you are not aware of yourself as being conscious.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

What is required of us is that we love the difficult and learn to deal with it. In the difficult are the friendly forces, the hands that work on us. Right in the difficult we must have our joys, our happiness, our dreams: there against the depth of this background, they stand out, there for the first time we see how beautiful they are. 

- Rainer Maria Rilke 

Within any series of events that lead toward lessened identification with the personal (including, potentially, all the events of one’s life), it is irrelevant and a waste of time to classify some occurrences as ‘good’ and others as ‘bad.’ “The end of all our exploring” is beyond both attributes. Each of them—‘good’ and ‘bad’—is distinguishable only in contrast with the other. Each requires the other in order to exist at all. Dispassion is preferable, and it alone leads away from dualistic judgment and toward agape. 

Neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad,’ no matter how strongly sought or avoided, can sustain dispassion. The reason for this is that focusing upon either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ implies, elicits, and reinforces its opposite in one roundabout way or another. There is a way to live in dispassion even while proactively engaged with whatever there is to do next, whether seemingly good or seemingly bad. One joins Arjuna in leaving the results to Krishna, or stated differently, one joins Tolstoy’s intensely autobiographical character, Levin, in cessation of deliberation:

“Deliberation led to doubts and prevented him [Levin] from seeing what he ought and ought not to do. But when he did not think, but just lived, he never ceased to be aware of the presence in his soul of an infallible judge who decided which of two possible courses of action was the better…”

“At the peasant’s words about Platon living for his soul, rightly, in God’s way, dim but important thoughts crowded into his [Levin’s] mind, as if they had broken loose from some place where they had been locked up, and all rushing forward towards one goal, whirled in his head, blinding him with their light.”  

“…we must not live for our own wants, that is, we must not live for what we understand, what we are attracted by, what we desire, but must live for something incomprehensible, whom no one can know or define.”

“Reason discovered the struggle for existence, and the law demanding that I should strangle all who hinder the satisfaction of my desires. That is the deduction of reason. But loving one’s neighbor reason could never discover, because it’s unreasonable.”

“Reason could not give an answer to my question—reason is incommensurable with the problem. The answer has been given me by life itself . . .”

“…don’t all the theories of philosophy . . .[try] by the path of thought, which is strange and not natural to man, to bring him to a knowledge of what he has known long ago, and knows so surely that without it he could not live?”

“If goodness has a cause, it is no longer goodness; if it has consequences – a reward – it is not goodness either. So [true] goodness is outside the chain of cause and effect. It is just this that I know, and that we all know.”

“I have discovered nothing. I have simply opened my eyes to what I knew. I have come to the recognition of that Power that not only in the past gave me life but now too gives me life. I have been set free from fallacy, I have found the Master.” 

-Tolstoy, op. cit., pp. 826-832: a selection of Levin’s thoughts and Tolstoy’s commentary, occurring near the end of the Novel.

Roles or Simplicity?
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Early in my tenure as an amateur pianist on Calmswan’s “music team,” the charismatic Leader (who had placed himself in charge of the musicians) reversed himself regarding a musical edict he had previously proclaimed. In private with him I had just put his error in crystalline perspective. He had seriously misperceived an interpersonal aspect within the team. Politely and deferentially I asked him how it was he had not seen the obvious. He responded gruffly and testily, “Maybe I was asleep! That is for me to know and for you not to concern yourself with.”  
That was a seminal moment of surprise and clarification for me. Up until then I had tried hard to assume that he was awakened all the time, sort of. (“If I told you, how would you know?” he often remarked.) But whence the testiness? I am a spiritual nobody who has no claim upon awakening, yet very often I felt a calmer dispassion within myself than I sensed from this Leader and from some in his inner circle. 

Sure, it’s possible from a state of awakened non-identification to play a role of testiness. But this was not a role. The Leader was not that great an actor. I had observed him playing roles in a rather studied manner from time to time. This was definitely identified testiness.  

Years later, I told this Leader in private that clearly he was not consistently awake, that he did not evidence the stable Gurdjieffian “Real I” he claimed to have attained, and that his crusty prevarication from atop his small pedestal was unfairly confusing to members. He became angry. Within a few days, he booted me out of Calmswan. Of course, there was more to it than just that one conversation. In booting me out, he innocently did what he believed he had to do, based upon a variety of factors as he saw and interpreted them.  

At Calmswan a Leader’s role of Beneficent Autocrat was self-protective as much as altruistic. Often (but not always) the role-playing protected and even aggrandized a Leader’s personality as much as or more than it served the Membership. The simple directness of a Nisargadatta is preferable, but rare. 
It would have been better at Calmswan to scrap the mutual scenario of beneficent autocratic roles and subservient member roles, and simply admit that none of us is who we think we are in life—equally, we are all observers who forget to observe. We each play serially our own revolving set of roles while often closely identified with the current one, including that of ‘Beneficent Autocrat’ or ‘subservient member.’ 

Had the Leaders risked openness, honesty and simplicity, the ineffable would have remained safely ineffable, above the fray of human error. Meanwhile their guidance toward the ineffable would have become purer and clearer, probably even for themselves. For the Membership, truth would have become less tethered to the Leaders, to traditional game playing, and to constant maintenance of the supposedly useful physical and emotional artifacts that defined Calmswan. In fact, all of those artifacts together obscured and encumbered the simplicity of what was sought, but almost no one recognized that this was going on.      
Calmswan was founded upon the roles of its autocratic Leaders. It was functionally dependent upon them, even in terms of the type of person attracted and retained as a member. Or, better put, in terms of the role a member was willing to play indefinitely vis-à-vis the Autocrats. 
At the time I left Calmswan it would have been very disorienting to the Membership had the equation of their Leaders’ autocratic roles and their own subservient roles been altered in favor of unencumbered simplicity and utter honesty in both directions. But what a glorious surge of empowerment would have resulted! It would have been as if one had finally learned to stop riding the brakes in order to attempt better ‘control’ during tentative acceleration.
As Others See Us
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The authoritarian Autocrat in charge of presenting the Gurdjieff Movements (“Sacred Dances”) approached her own dancing in precisely that same overly controlled ‘brake/accelerator’ manner. When occasionally she participated as a rank and file class member, she was no more than competent at dancing the Movements. She danced more from the head than from the body and emotions, carrying tension that led her to cognitively second guess the body’s own moving intelligence, and as a result to lag visibly behind the beat. She was better at presenting a Movement to a class from up in front of it, in part because in that circumstance the pianist was required to follow her.    
In the mode of “giver” of a Movement to a class, she largely made up in knowledge and skillful cognitive dedication what she lacked in freedom of bodily expression, but not entirely. When occasionally she tried to ‘cut loose,’ showing a class a way to flail about in improvisation, it was clear that such freedom of motion was for her more an exhilarating cognitive experiment than a natural bodily mode freed from cognition. 
Had she ever accepted the discipline that slow practice with a metronome brings, allowing a release of personal control toward non-cognitive refinement of bodily motion, she would have learned how to more often get her head out of the way. But the stiff Tradition in which she was steeped, while leading to sporadic instances of just that happy occurrence, could not countenance anything of the sort as an effective, methodical approach.   

Heroes
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The two Calmswan Leaders would say, "Don't just take our word for anything; try for yourself what we suggest." Good advice. Left unspoken was the basal axiom that most defined Calmswan: "You must never dare question us, your Patriarch and his Handler, neither our words nor our actions." That silent maxim hung like a thick blanket of humidity over an extended family reunion in late July. Some metabolisms are better adapted to thrive under such stifling conditions than are others.

The Calmswan Autocrats were looked upon by some members as larger-than-life heroes. If they were heroes, they were flawed flesh and blood heroes not unlike the Greeks. Their task, to awaken Calmswanians, was monumental. They were worthy of a bit of study and story, but not of the worship some members offered. Each had an Achilles heel—the one of anger and control, the other of lust and a need for adulation.  
Both Leaders tacitly allowed the Members to view them as heroes. The Leaders carried themselves as if imbued with some sort of superiority. It was top down all the way. Mantles of superiority are worn successfully in two dimensions by Superman and Spiderman in the Sunday Comics, in three dimensions during a Calmswan Sunday Workday, but only rarely over any extended period of time, that is, throughout the four dimensions in which we all appear to exist. 
Even Greek heroes need us to accept their flaws. They need us to be forgiving. Find the hero; find the monster. Heroes need monsters. This is so whether we are talking about exterior monsters to kill (including the sleeping state of Calmswan members), or internal flaws to tame—such as anger, control issues, lust, and a need for adulation.
The Dalai Lama, Pema Chodron, and very many such others are simple. 
Might better results have been obtained at Calmswan had its Leaders doffed their protective mantles and acted more simply toward the Membership? 
A Fisheye World
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I invite input from readers of this essay. The input need not be gentle. Life is short. Dispassionate directness is rare, and of great value. It is impossible to give offense. Offense exists entirely within the province of one who takes offense. Not a whole lot of people realize this. 
But perhaps there is nothing more to be said, no more input to be offered. Maybe I have already said too much. In a few years, a mere wink of time, to whom will any of this matter? To whom even might it matter now?  
I have met people who hold on to past offenses taken that still matter to them. I always feel a respectful sadness toward such folk. Events occur, but no one has ever or will ever offend me. Maybe I’ll feel offended (I have little control over thoughts and feelings that arise). But should that occur I hope to simply observe the feeling without adding anything to it. Then, as that little bubble passes by, it may leave useful information in its wake, to be examined dispassionately.  
I have written this essay because: 
· I like to write.  
· The writing has been useful to me toward reviewing a uniquely odd seven-year experience, one I am grateful to have had.  
· There is a slight chance that someone else may be helped by reading parts of the essay. 
Is the essay merely an identified rant? Is it a waste of time that would be better spent more directly seeking objective reality? Or is it of some small use in that very direction, a part of that very process, even though largely cognitive?
Use your mind to know your mind. It is perfectly legitimate and also the best preparation for going beyond the mind.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Although writing the essay has felt useful to me, I remain well aware that it examines merely a few psychological and anthropological aspects of a small local organizational blip in passing-time. To 99.999999% of humanity, the essay’s content is of utterly no concern. It represents but a fisheye-lens view of a blip! But it was fun to write, and useful to the fish. 

How remarkably strange to step back for a moment and conceive of the countless fisheye lenses of personal experience worldwide, with fresh new lenses arriving into the world at every moment. How odd to note the undue weight each person assigns to his or her transitory private point of view. How touching to recognize the vast potential of each new ‘person;’ how moving to observe the perennial struggle with erroneous programming overlaid upon that potential.  
[Your world] is true in essence but not in appearance. Be free of desires and fears and at once your vision will clear and you shall see all things as they are. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj 
 

I’ve tried to make the reading of this essay at least enjoyable for any who dauntlessly proceed. The essay is every bit as serious as was Calmswan, and more fun. I’ve tried to examine how Calmswan appeared through the fisheye lens of this observer-participant, while avoiding unkindness to anyone. That’s a tricky balance, and I would respect the opinion of any who think I’ve failed. It would have taken a whole lot more words to write always from flowery deference, so I did not. 

If my directness herein seems to threaten anything, please consider this stunningly lovely quotation from the Preface to A Course in Miracles: “Nothing real can be threatened. Nothing unreal exists. Herein lies the peace of God.” I take that to mean at least the following two things: 

1) If something can be threatened, it is not real, nor was it ever.   
2) Even a sleeping, identified idiot [Gk. idios “one’s own,” “particular to oneself”] cannot threaten anything real.

The Innocent Unity of ‘Me’
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It is important to recognize the innocence of all human endeavor. We do the best we can, given where we started, what we have been taught to believe, what we love, and what we fear. Very little if any of ‘me’ is truly autonomous. We exist in innocence but live inside a myth of personal freedom. Despite our identification with supposed personal autonomy, we are each but a dollop of awareness as filtered through genetic predisposition and social programming—nature and nurture.  
Our only real freedom, initially, is that of directing and sustaining attention while noticing that we are so doing. The sooner we begin and continually repeat that conscious practice, the sooner may we follow where it leads. The sooner may innocence be recognized, known for the first time, and lived for the first time. 

Humanity appears to be a unified process, informed by and informing something that lies beyond the construct of space and time. One person’s life viewed in isolation makes little sense. Only when seen as an integral component of service to a magnificently over-arching non-cognitive imperative is purpose evident, if not definable. Short of openness to such consummate purpose, a subjective examination of any individual life may yield only the conclusion that it appears both uniquely valuable and also liable to be snuffed out at any instant. 
Where is the sense in that? Yet gradually, sporadically, or sometimes suddenly full-blown, there may come a less-filtered recognition [re-cognition] of reality, a recognition that changes everything, transcending the fragmented and often fearful consciousness commonly inherent in an individual human life. 
And then an ensuing choice must be made: One may consciously open further toward what one has glimpsed, or else one may return to the merely familiar and convenient. The latter is easier.
“Don't be afraid of a world you yourself have created. Cease from looking for happiness and reality in a dream and you will wake up.”

             -Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
“The world has no existence apart from you. At every moment it is but a reflection of yourself. You create it, you destroy it. Your personal universe does not exist by itself. It is merely a limited and distorted view of the real.” 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj [emphasis mine]

“At the root of my being is pure awareness, a speck of intense light. This speck, by its very nature, radiates and creates pictures in space and events in time - effortlessly and spontaneously. As long as it is merely aware, there are no problems. But when the discriminative mind comes into being and creates distinctions, pleasure and pain arise. During sleep the mind is in abeyance and so are pain and pleasure. The process of creation continues, but no notice is taken. The mind is a form of consciousness, and consciousness is an aspect of life. Life creates everything, but the Supreme is beyond all.”

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

How stunning, that last quotation! Just who do we think we are, anyway? Who is the ‘me’ that appears as a point of consciousness behind the wheel of each car on the highway, maneuvering ad hoc within patterns co-created by all the other discrete ‘me’s occupying all the other vehicles? 

Could it be, with Whitman, that each ‘me’ is but an inlet for the universal mind, which mind commonly falls victim to fragmented identification with the unique metaphorical aromas of the bodies created and adopted for its expression? (“I breathe the fragrance myself, and know it and like it. The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it.”  - Walt Whitman, from “Song of Myself.”)
Could it be that there is actually no separate ‘me’ at all? Could it be that there is but an illusion of ‘me’ that coalesces during identification with a physical body? It takes an infant some period of time to identify with its body’s already-moving hands and feet, but thereafter it seems the die is cast, with no small assist from the infant’s long-since-identified parents. 

What is the reason, if any, for the apparent existence of ‘all of this,’ and of all the convoluted protocols that run automatically within ‘all of this?’ How and why has ‘all of this’ apparently come about? There are theories, but perhaps every one of them is irrelevant to the simple yet elusive task of awakening in silence here-now to the recognition [re-cognition] of what I am. 
Meanwhile and indefinitely, there is the task of respecting as Oneself the ‘other’ drivers of the other vehicles on the highway. There is the task of dispassionately avoiding collisions large and small, yet accepting and embracing them when they occur anyway.  And always the reminder: 
“[I] am not contain’d between my hat and boots.” 
-Walt Whitman, from “Song of Myself”

4.  A BUNCH OF WORDS          
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You are looking at a bunch of printed words, icons representing human noises, which in turn describe filtered human interpretations of the fragmented metaphor we take for reality. A few whom I know and respect enjoy some measure of unfiltered direct experience of the here and now. They report that words are inadequate to describe their experience. 

St Thomas Aquinas, the 13th century Italian Catholic philosopher and theologian, was throughout his life a prolific writer of words. While saying Mass on the morning of December 6, 1273 he experienced an epiphany, after which he stopped writing—leaving his greatest work, the Summa Theologica, unfinished. 
 

Joseph Campbell, in Creative Mythology: The Masks of God, recounts that “thunderclap” event in Aquinas’ life, first pointing out that St. Thomas’ lifelong voluminous writings had been for the most part firmly ensconced in the realm of reason rather than admitting to the ineffable. (Would’ve been rather less to write, no?) 

Campbell considers wryly that in Aquinas’ vast Summa Theologica, “…the art of inflating reverence with reason came to culmination.” And a tremendous culmination it was. According to Wikipedia: “At the Council of Trent only two books were placed on the altar: the Bible and St. Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologiae. No theologian save Augustine has had an equal influence on the theological thought and language of the Western Church…”  

 

Campbell continues his account, on pp. 578-580 of the 1987 Penguin paperback edition of The Masks of God. I will carefully paraphrase him here:

 

According to Saint Thomas Aquinas’ closest confidant, Reginald of Piperno, “He was smitten with a wonderful change, and after that Mass he neither wrote nor dictated anything more, but suspended his writing in the third part of the Summa, in the treatise on Penance.” Brother Thomas responded to Brother Reginald’s continued pleas for explanation by saying, “I adjure you [...] that so long as I am alive you will never tell anyone what I am going to tell you. Everything I have written seems to me worthless in comparison with the things I have seen and which have been revealed to me.”

 

Shortly thereafter, riding absentmindedly on a mule, Aquinas struck his head on a branch of a tree and fell unconscious. He was taken to a nearby monastery, where soon he became ill and died. 

 

“It has not been sufficiently appreciated,” suggests one biographer (Henri Petitot), “that Saint Thomas Aquinas died from having contemplated God in an ecstatic vision.” 

 

So, point is, you could save yourself a fair amount of time by just deleting all of this mundane prose. I wrote it mostly for myself, anyway. On the other hand, it is easier reading than is Summa Theologica and it does not advocate the execution of heretics.

 

 

5.  DEDICATION AND CAVEAT          
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This essay is dedicated with thanks and with a certain respect to Calmswan’s Autocrats and to its Membership. It is dedicated as well with a certain fear and trembling to Calmswan’s aggressively territorial nesting swans, whose young, even so, were occasionally consumed by foxes.
Realize that every mode of perception is subjective, that what is seen or heard, touched or smelt, felt or thought, expected or imagined, is in the mind and not in reality, and you will experience peace and freedom from fear. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj 

Realize also that the Author’s subjectivity by definition differs from the Reader’s. What I’ve written interests me and makes a lot of sense to me pro tempore. But beyond sharing my honest perceptions as clearly as I can, I cannot claim they are absolutely true. The light an author attempts to shine upon his subject matter inevitably reflects as accurately, or even more accurately, upon the author. Caveat lector.

The writer can only hope that this material is as dispassionately honest and objective as he thinks it is. But how would I know? Knowledge is structured in consciousness. An individual of lesser consciousness is ipso facto less capable of knowing that he is an individual of lesser consciousness. 
Gurdjieff used the metaphor of being seated “between two stools,” an uncomfortable physical position. He was referring to the experience of any individual who has a glimmer that more consciousness is possible and desirable, and who has therefore begun to  move off of his familiar ‘stool,’ his existing convenient belief system, but who is not yet well-poised upon the next stool. Again, caveat lector, because on some days more than others this writer himself feels similarly unsettled.
Although I’ve never stumbled upon any evidence that Gurdjieff meant “between two stools” in a scatological sense, that would not surprise me. Given Gurdjieff’s agile mind, his earthy directness, and his general disregard for the mores of polite society, I would be more surprised if the pun and the mental picture of that sort of discomfort-leading-toward-impending-relief had never occurred to him.  
In any case each person’s path to the realization of truth utilizes every function which presently occupies him! Each NOW, if we are here for it, is a beginning toward other ways of seeing and of being.  

Why do our lives, as we conceive them, loom so large to us? How small and weak the bodies with which we identify, how infinitesimal our time scale, how transitory the whole of time and space itself. All that looms large to us is but ephemera, yet somehow useful when approached as a willing observer-participant, without judgment. A tall order, that.
I wish the Reader the “peace and freedom from fear” to which Sri Nisargadatta refers above. As he says, such freedom attends an ability to discern what is subjective (a product of the mind) and what is real. Our time is always best spent seeking the reality beneath our subjective experiences. This practice is best approached by consciously watching the roles we are playing even as we engage fully in each role. The practice is further enhanced in striving to respect ‘others’ as Oneself.  
Sound easy? It is not. Under most daily circumstances it is at first hard enough even to remember that some part of me wishes to engage in such practices. And each time I do remember, it is difficult to sustain it on the fly. Unexpected exigencies always arise to divert my attention and to willy-nilly increase my fearful grip on the personal. It is precisely that demanding practice of watching, of consciously playing my roles while respecting others, that is a way of love. Each attempt leads a little beyond the mind, beyond the personal, and toward the truth of what I/we are really are. 
At its best Calmswan provided usefully contrived situations and interpersonal scenarios within which to practice that ideal balance of observation, participation, and respect. Calmswan’s function in this regard was not unlike the use of ‘helper wheels’ on a child’s bicycle before she dares explore the busy streets unassisted. At Calmswan one could sometimes go just a bit beyond personality and discover dispassion. Short of that, one could at least watch with interest the automatic manifestations of one’s personality within a group setting. 

Or not. Often one’s practice of self-observation took a hike for parts unknown, and so neither of the above actually happened. But the potential for it was always there, the reminders to watch were often there, and one’s own compliance was sometimes there. The opportunity to receive help in remembering to observe myself in the present moment was my most basic reason for sustaining my Calmswan membership. 
At its worst Calmswan provided many useless contrivances, whose only function was to shore up the status quo with which most, including the two Leaders, were complacently comfortable. Although with dedication one can as readily work with the useless as the useful,* as time went on I began to have serious questions about the unrecognized impediment, and even harm, attending the useless.  Ultimately those questions figured in my departure.

________________________
* "If we learn to open our hearts, anyone, including the people who drive us crazy, can be our teacher".  – Pema Chodron 
6.  ONCE UPON A TIME          
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Once upon a time, in western upstate New Water, N.Y., there was The Calmswan Gurdjieff Conservancy led by charismatic Hank 'Marc' Markelson and his brilliant and lovely wife, Belle. The operational mode was one of beneficent autocracy, with the degree of beneficence evaluated solely by the Autocracy. The Conservancy was associated with the archconservative Foundation for Preservation of Traditional Stasis, in New York City. 

 

The verdant property took its name from a well-tended swan pond, best viewed (if you were inside) from the kitchen and dining hall. However, the swans were never eaten, except by foxes.

 

At times the swans were less than calm. But always the pond was still, and the wood that nestled it lush, and laced with lovely interwoven trails. There was a sedate beauty in and about Calmswan, and amongst the people who quietly constituted its Membership and Leadership. 

 

This effort began as a private exercise toward review of my own Calmswan experience, which once upon a time ended suddenly. Along the way, the process of review became sufficiently interesting that I thought to share it. 

 

If no one were ever to read this, the sun, once upon a time, still would rise, the still wood behind the pond yet grow lush in summer and recede in winter, the swans still would float, and all else still would continue predictably, business-as-usual. Actually, that was part of the problem at Calmswan.

 

The real name of the Organization does not appear in these pages. Its name from its inception, and while I was a member, was one quite secretive of the Organization’s true purpose. The Calmswan I knew was always a bit paranoid, and Marc told us several times that we were on an FBI list of subversive cults. 
More recently the name has been changed to one quite overt, and an admirably composed website has come into being. A harbinger of a simpler openness, one dares hope. Bravo!
 

 
7.  BOOTED OUT 
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One lovely mid-June evening, I arrived at Calmswan for my final group meeting at the completion of my seventh year as a member. Marc awaited me by the entrance. He intercepted me, and booted me out of Calmswan, canceling my membership. 

Marc accused me of having harmed Calmswan by teaching the Gurdjieff Work through music. (I had played piano at Calmswan.) He cited my obesity as of great concern to him, interfering with my participation in Movements (“Sacred dances”), and indicative of “serious personal problems.” A few days earlier he had asked me if I drank heavily. He said he and Belle were unable to help me, and that I should consider seeking professional counseling. “I wish it could be different, but we cannot help you. So, good-bye.”

 

8.  THE SCREAMING          
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On the perfect late-spring evening of my excommunication, Marc and I sat together for a short while on one of the wooden benches in the long entry hallway, opposite the bulletin board.  I listened to him in silence until he had finished speaking about his immediate need to terminate my membership. Then calmly and reasonably I said to Marc that Calmswan had accepted my dues for the entire month of June, and that I expected at least to sit quietly through my final group meeting of that academic year, for which I had just arrived after a forty-minute drive. Marc said no, I should leave, now. 

 

No doubt I was in denial. After seven years of active involvement I could not conceive instantaneously of a life separated from Calmswan. Even more immediately, I simply felt the need to be with my group, assembled in the meeting room twenty paces away, door open, and waiting.   
 

Calmly I repeated my intent to stay through the meeting. Apparently Marc had not considered the dues angle. “Well,” said he, “I suppose we can refund a portion of the month's dues to you.” I declined, gently reiterating my resolve to sit quietly and audit my group's final meeting of the year. Our exchange continued in this vein for a few more seconds, as Marc became increasingly disturbed. 
 

Suddenly Marc arose from the bench, turned toward me, and began screaming at the top of his voice, getting quite red in the face. I became concerned about the extra breaths he was taking in and about the stress on his emphysematous lungs and aged body. “You—are—not—'  going—to—'  attend—'  that—group—'  meeting!” he screamed, inhaling audibly after every two or three syllables. In seven years, I had never before seen (or heard) Marc in that mode, nor had I imagined him capable of it. Although his eyes were upon me, he was not really there.
As he yelled at me, Marc's stiffly outstretched arm presented his forefinger a quarter inch from my nose. As soon as he was done yelling, Marc became more present and invasively (but painlessly) tweaked my nose between two fingers. As he did so he looked me directly in the eye and chortled. His eyes, which had been oddly blank during the screaming, twinkled merrily for all of four or five seconds. Then once again Marc became grim. He pointed to three familiar male Calmswan members waiting down the hallway, prepared to evict me bodily if necessary.

 

9.  HEARTACHE 
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All told during Marc's clinical excision of a seven-year member there was inserted a role of extreme anger, followed by a nose-tweak and five seconds of merry innocence, and then by a return to grimness. Remarkable behavior, and an odd spectacle overall. Marc’s little drama was staged within view and earshot of a handful of seriously shocked members waiting a little farther down the hallway. 

 

With the situation already so well in hand (courtesy of the three designated bouncers), then why all the yelling, pointing, and nose tweaking? Why not just beckon silently to those three familiar men—now astonishingly transmogrified into dull-eyed minions—and simply have them escort this suddenly retired member out the door? 

Marc appeared to have no understanding that I was emotionally connected with my waiting group. His manner and timing seemed egregious, and it felt unnecessarily cruel. “I wanted to tell you in person,” was all Marc said, responding to my mild but incredulous protest about his timing and methodology. He offered not a word about how to continue my own ongoing work on attention. My strong sense was that seven years of such focus at Calmswan had suddenly amounted, in Marc's eyes, to zilch. “Belle and I can't help you.” But they already had, and considerably, if often indirectly. Marc seemed out of touch with anything beyond his own recently intense private desire to get rid of me.  

 

Why did Marc not wait just one hour to drop the hatchet, until the end of my group’s final meeting of the year? Marc and a senior member regularly led the meeting. At 9:45 pm, with the evening's events ended, there would have been no need to enlist the goon squad to convince me to leave the building. (Sorry, goon-guys, but you were indeed reduced to mindless muscle executing an ex cathedra fiat, as you turned upon a fellow member with no understanding beyond 'Marc has spoken.') 

 

The squad extended two grim courtesies. I was allowed to retrieve my Movements (“Sacred Dances”) slippers from the coatroom. Then, at my request, all three escorted me to the Movements Hall piano to see if, as a pianist, I'd left anything in that corner. “Where is the love?” I asked the trio, quietly, as we were leaving the Movements Hall. After a few more steps, I turned once again to them and softly inquired, “Where is the love?” Each time I searched their dull eyes for a flicker of response. The question appeared not to register at all. 

 

As the four of us walked back down the hallway, we were about to pass the now-closed door to the meeting room where my group was assembled. My heart knew I belonged inside. I felt a half-hearted urge to open the door as I passed, in order to offer a gentle thanks and good-bye. 

Immediately I saw that I did not know how to keep ego out of such an act. I knew I couldn't bring myself to cause grief to my group. Yet very half-heartedly, and without my breaking stride, my right arm feinted lightly at the door lever as we passed. An astute minion, following closely behind me, blocked my arm, as my stride continued unbroken. “No you don't,” he hissed through his teeth. 

 

Believe me, gentlemen; obesity carries a certain weight in such situations. Had I been determinedly selfish and cruel enough to risk hurting the other group members during their final meeting of the year, I would have broken stride, lunged at the door, and all four of us absolutely would have been within that room in short order. Overall, it was kinder at that juncture to allow business-as-usual to proceed inside, as my heart pleaded silently to join the circle for one last meeting. 

 

So thank you sincerely, Mr. Minion—I really do not know what I or my body was thinking at that moment, as I watched the gentle motion of my arm, or where that motion itself might otherwise have led. You did the right thing.

 

My heart literally ached as we four strode past that closed door. 

 

 
10.  BUSINESS-AS-USUAL
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The 'business-as-usual' in the circle behind that closed meeting room door has since reminded me of another emotional incident that occurred many years earlier. Once, on the same rain-washed early spring Sunday morning that a suicide was discovered in the Church parking lot, I was assigned as usual to teach a Sunday-School circle of inquisitive preteens. We simply closed the windows that overlooked the secluded wooded parking lot,  rolled down the window shades, opened our Bibles and lesson books upon our laps, and proceeded 'as usual,' with the police and coroner right outside, radios occasionally blaring.   
 

Strange how etched in memory is the holistic emotional affect of the suicide (a young man asphyxiated in his car), the squirming class seated before me, the two large double-hung windows to the side, the white window shades rolled down, the white vinyl tile floor beneath my shiny ox blood shoes, and the sense of how surreal it was to try to conduct things ‘as usual’ as the Pastor had requested. I do not recall the lesson selection we studied, except that it felt like a sham under the circumstances. One of the more hyperactive young boys repeatedly peeked around the edge of a window curtain—an understandable act that was at least as appropriate as was attempting to conduct ‘business-as-usual.’  
 
As I reviewed the lesson with the class I happened to discover that the Windsor knot in my necktie had migrated to the left, as often it did during my awkward teen years. Death in the parking lot notwithstanding, I quickly corrected the knot’s position--restoring symmetry, normalcy. It felt important to maintain full authority in the eyes of my charges. Why risk lessened respect over an errant necktie knot? (And why is it that the principal manly adornment de rigueur restricts blood flow to the center of reason above, and points toward the genitals?)    
I was about seventeen years old; on the cusp between my own quizzical childhood and the staid adulthood that I have since learned to fake for short periods. Here was life and death intruding rudely into our tradition, or at least into my parents’ tradition. Their tradition, steeped in its well-meant theoretical, historical and verbal wisdom, had absolutely nothing to offer beyond ‘business-as-usual.’
During his sermon, the Pastor inserted a single oblique reference to our anonymous passing visitor in the parking lot. One sterile short phrase, one extemporaneous nod toward exigent emotion, and all else carefully kept as- usual—a darn good traditional tripartite sermon, I recall noting wryly, as I listened more closely than usual. I have long since forgotten its content.    
 

To be fair, I would not have wished to be in the Pastor's shoes that morning. He had discovered the body upon arriving early at the Church. A good man, our Pastor, only a year or so out of divinity school.

 

Decades later, after the death of one of Calmswan’s musicians, Marc and Belle officiated at a formal remembrance and appreciation of her many years at Calmswan. Three music team members played three approved short piano pieces by Gurdjieff/de Hartmann. After the formal session had ended, members, ex-members and guests clustered in the hallway and lobby, conversing freely. For an extended time Marc remained with us three musicians who had just played. He had absolutely nothing to offer us from the Calmswan Gurdjieff Tradition that was relevant to our feeling of loss and finality. Nor did he attempt in any manner to guide our work toward increased attention under the circumstances of the evening. Instead, as if to fill time, he spoke in vague generalities, and engaged in a shallow critique of our earlier playing. Apparently I had played “too slowly.” 

I had the distinct impression that Marc was uncomfortable, and that by pretending to be sensitively preoccupied with the music team he was avoiding having to interact with other attendees and past members from far and wide. Maybe I was wrong. Or, maybe the role of ‘Marc’ was fine-tuned to run smoothly within the safe “business-as-usual” of ordinary Calmswan scenarios, but incorporated no method for interfacing with death, or for interfacing informally with unaccustomed visitors. (Including Zen visitors—see Chapter 40: MARC AND ZEN.) link_1 
Whether or not we already possess a practiced role or established protocol to fit a given situation, there remains at every instant a need to watch more closely what is going on all around us and simultaneously within us, as we participate. Roles and established protocols are useful, but often they buffer us from the here and now, limiting the field of rich possibility to what we think we already know, to what we are comfortable expecting. Hiding from the here and now, as I believe Marc was doing both that evening and when the Zen folk visited, is a counterproductive act. This is so for those of us who make no particular claim to higher consciousness, and it should be so for an awakened Leader, as well.   
Of course, all human interaction runs on protocol. The underlying challenge is to participate as seems called for, while practicing dispassionate observation, and particularly self-observation, within any surrounding maelstrom. One works to be all things to all people in as respectful and compassionate a manner as possible, while watching closely everything that occurs, including the playing out of one’s own roles in the moment.  
At Calmswan, ‘business-as-usual’ predominated, and there was always pressure to adhere at least superficially to established protocol. Ironically, within a “School” dedicated to the removal of personal buffers, there were the makings of such buffers scattered all about. A sly person (in the best sense—Ouspensky, 1949: p. 50) might consciously avoid falling into identification with the acts required or encouraged by the buffers. 
The buffers were known variously as ‘paying dues’ (“Which proves that I am working to awaken”), ‘maintenance of a burgeoning physical plant’ (“In order to facilitate our work toward awakening”), ‘maintenance of a pretty serious new commercial kitchen’ (“Surely you don’t expect us to awaken on beans and rice!”), ‘maintenance of appropriately somber Work-faces’  (“I’m not actually awakened, but do you mind if I try to fake the look?”), and several big bucketfuls of ‘charisma,’ ‘sternness,’  ‘obsequiousness,’ ‘complacency,’ and ‘calcification.’ 

Whether itself a buffer or not, there was also at Calmswan a very expensive new two-floor elevator that was required after the fact because the new kitchen ended up a few feet too long, thereby unexpectedly bumping the entire newly-constructed building into a more stringent category of building code regulation! 
All such buffers, with the possible exception of the elevator, could be lumped together under the term, ‘business-as-usual.’ ‘Business-as-usual’ of did not itself have a darn thing to do with awakening. But for most it felt good to pretend that it did.
The sly man or woman cultivates a sincere desire to watch everything dispassionately, and to improve and prolong attention without judgment. Inevitably that practice leads to reconsidering the stories I constantly tell myself as I relate to all that arises around me. It leads to reconsidering the private emotions that attend my belief in my stories that sustain my buffers. Some say it leads to discovery that my familiar concept of reality has been only partially true, and even to a recognition that I am not actually who I had always thought I was.

11.  EMOTIONS AND REALITY 
Return to T.O.C.
 
Because reality lies beyond the emotionally constricted personal ‘self,’ what we commonly experience as ‘emotion’ falls short of reality. The emotions we know are selfish, based in false identification with the body. The buffer of ‘business-as-usual’ impedes our recognition of that false identification.

 

The following excerpt clarifies something I found implied at Calmswan but lacking in clear presentation. The author writes of work to balance and then transcend knee-jerk emotions and discursive intellectual constructs, thus removing impediments to subtler understanding and further growth of Being. 

 

 

“…there is something inherent in the sexual dance of attraction and in the emotional and power configurations—like anger, possessiveness, self-pity, competition—that simply obscures the more subtle potential. It is like always listening to the tympani and not hearing the nuances of the harp…

 

…sexual or emotional power … obscure[s] the as-yet-unexperienced areas of Beingness. The emotive interpersonal processes must be set aside for a while, with powerful emotion witnessed nonjudgmentally (not repressed) and lifted to a higher potential. The importance in my own life of spending a number of years learning to control emotional response cannot be understated. I could never have appreciated the energetic phenomena underlying the emotional plane had I not intentionally set it aside long enough to sense another dimension. 

 

To set it aside allows the gathering of energy for a potential quantum leap of awareness. The emotive dimension is a high intensity realm, but it is of relatively low and unrefined energy marked by strong oscillations of feeling. Someone who has not developed some emotional mastery could be swept into incredible intensity and potential danger if they empower this facet of their psyche at a higher energy. This is the significance to me of the words of the prophets: “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God” (Isaiah 40: 3 NIV); and “Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low, the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all mankind together will see it.” (Isaiah 40: 4-5 NIV). It refers not only to stabilizing the high and low swings of mood but also suggests a straightening out of the various side trips by which we continuously dissipate our present energy state. One need not feel intimidated by such a challenge, because it is remarkable how easily one can learn a new mode when it is intelligently placed before consciousness as an option to be explored.

 

In addition to the indulgence of emotional patterns, the other significant process that hinders entering a higher level of awareness is the incessant need to intellectualize and figure things out. While this process has validity in making things work in outer reality it is a veil to entering a different kind of consciousness in which understanding must be allowed as a consequence and not as a prerequisite.” 

-Richard Moss, M.D., The I That Is We, 1981   paperback: pp. 119-120 (emphasis mine)

Did the conditions provided for over thirty years at Calmswan actually help members to find consequential understanding? Or did those conditions merely sustain interminable buffering, along with bits of knowledge and hints of experience sufficient to continue the befuddled comfort of membership?

 

'Business-as-usual' is seductively comfortable, whether with a suicide in the parking lot, or merely with a sincerely seeking seven-year Calmswan member being spirited past a closed meeting room door, Marc's boot print on his butt. 

 

12.  THE INNOCENCE OF IT ALL  
Return to T.O.C
 Marc did not 'lose it' during his screaming at me on that lovely June evening, once upon a time. It was plain that a role had been switched on. Nonetheless, being screamed at by Marc was unsettling and mildly scary. There was nobody home behind Marc's empty eyes.

 

The same zombie-like eeriness was evinced by Marc's phalanx of dull-eyed minions. Together they had been reduced to a unified program efficiently executing a newly created file named <Delete_Nosrepa>.
 

After the three escorts had accompanied me out the front door, the principal minion said to me rather nervously, “I don't know what you did, but it must have been very bad. Marc has never kicked anyone out before. I hope you will think very hard and very seriously about whatever it was you did.” I listened to him attentively, noting a feeling of gentleness in the center of my chest. A good man, most sincere. When he had finished speaking, I turned silently and walked a few paces toward my car. Then, remembering that I had keys to Calmswan, I turned back and silently handed them to him. I looked again into his eyes. Were they not just slightly softer?  
As I drove off into that delightful late spring evening, car windows down, the air redolent of freshly mown grass and stirring lightly with delicate hints of the summer to come, the three minions stood shoulder-to-shoulder at the end of the walkway to the main Calmswan entrance, observing my departure. Momentarily I considered waving at them in a friendly manner from my passing car. But immediately I saw that I did not want to appear to mock their belief in the seriousness and solemnity of the occasion. Instead I played a conscious role of passively departing ex-member, looking straight ahead through my bug-spattered windshield, and proceeding at a sedate speed. Seemed more appropriate that way, and I thought it likely more comfortable for them. 

It occurred to me that two of the three had always appeared nervous and/or tense, and that the third had always projected a rather stiffly circumscribed presence. Was insecurity a prerequisite for minionship?

    

I found myself pondering also the methodology of the evening. Was this the best of all possible ways to terminate a member? Or might Marc and his minions benefit, themselves, from a smidgen of “professional counseling?”

 

In a closed system such as Calmswan, under the influence of a powerfully charismatic autocrat, psychological factors can spawn surprising behavior. I doubt that I could have treated another member in the manner that Marc and his minions did me, but who knows? I respect the innocence of the entire episode, including each person's thoughts and actions, as well as my own equal part, embraced perfectly within the flow of the Tao. 

 

Did Marc think to shock me further toward awakening, even at the very moment of so harshly severing my connection with Calmswan? A certain separation of Self from self very often occurs in emotionally charged situations, as a part of oneself watches closely. I would like to think that might offer some rationale behind Marc's otherwise seemingly atrocious behavior. In fact, I do not think it does. But I could be wrong. Assumption is easy, truth often harder to discern.

 

Now here's the really big question: Just who was it that took the merry liberty of tweaking my nose and chortling? That intriguing act was the single moment of grace during an otherwise despicably soulless excommunication. A nose-tweak and a merry chortle; an instant of more-obvious innocence arising out of less-obvious innocence. It was not a role, as was the screaming. I knew a Marc-role when one was playing, as I knew Hank’s ingenuousness when occasionally it would appear. 

 

The momentary lapse seemed not anything over which Hank Markelson had any control. It had all the earmarks of ingenuousness, and it occurred completely outside the role of 'Marc'. As I watched closely, it was clear that some sort of automatic mechanism, whether of embarrassment, of comic relief, or simply of sanity-preservation, was generating the respite in Hank himself, and not within the Marc-role. It was a brief flash of laughing grace, reminding me, and perhaps Hank, that behind all of our dramas innocence pervades absolutely everything.

 
13.  MAKING AN UNNECESSARY SCENE          
Return to T.O.C.
 

There is no question that Marc could have separated me from Calmswan in some more private and more humane way. Did Marc want witnesses to the exercising of his autocratic power? Did he wish to strengthen his power base by enlisting the three minions to seemingly agree with him, even if in reality the head minion himself had no idea why Marc needed to get rid of me?

 

Considering the timing and the setting of Marc's little drama, as well as his prior arrangement with the three bouncers, it seems likely he wanted to create a memorable scene for a few members to witness. Perhaps when I stayed too calm to suit his purpose, Marc himself clamorously provided the scene, by screaming at me.

 

Maybe now even fewer members would dare ask direct and pointed Work-related questions of Marc, or calmly disagree with him, as I had on recent occasion. And why not? Life is short. An Awakened One wouldn’t take offense, would he?   

 

 

14.  APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY          
Return to T.O.C.
My working theory had been that it should be impossible to offend an Awakened One with polite directness. But if 'Marc' were to react poorly, as I feel he did, the search for the miraculous remained surpassingly more important than did continued Calmswan membership. I did not consciously wish to leave Calmswan, but for me the price of staying was escalating rapidly. Soon my staying would have amounted to dishonesty, if it had not already.

 

I found within me a growing impatience with both Group Leaders’ unnecessarily ex cathedra leadership style. The Membership worshipped the Group Leaders, all but physically genuflecting before them in mindless acquiescence to virtually anything they uttered or inferred. 

 

I had long suspended disbelief about the efficacy of the Calmswan style, just in case it ever turned out that Marc and Belle actually knew what they were doing. All the while I was hoping to discover that I was wrong about the unrelenting psychological manipulation that went on, and about the stasis it supported. Many Calmswan Members seemed to think there was such a thing as a proprietary Gurdjieff Awakening, and that Marc and Belle were their ticket to it.

 

In fact, at Calmswan, there were useful reminders to place attention on bodily sensation in order to come into the present moment, in order to “self-remember,” in order to divide the attention (or better put, expand the attention) as if applied in a double-headed arrow between object and observer, and eventually in order simply to watch oneself watching. 
Still, I experienced clearer guidance of this same sort without all the calcified tradition and stern mumbo jumbo, as I attended a local Hindu-based weekly group meeting, including two weekend Work Periods focused on practicing directed attention. Also contemporaneously, I attended a small local Gurdjieff-Nyland group, including one illuminating excursion to a three-day Work Period at the Willem Nyland “Barn” in Warwick, N.Y.

Eventually Marc got wind of my Nyland involvement (although not of my Hindu proclivities) and demanded my sole loyalty or my departure. I retrenched and stayed solely with Calmswan because of the more rigorous local commitment it demanded—often, in my case, portions of two or three days per week. The so-called “Objective Art” of the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music and of Gurdjieff’s Movements (“Sacred Dances”) interested me and challenged me as an amateur pianist and a god-awful dancer. Additionally, I remained fascinated with the unique psychology at Calmswan.

 

I was a bit lonely at Calmswan, as I realized others were blandly happy with business-as-usual, that is, with all of the constantly rehashed predictable games of almost no use except to support the status quo. I was increasingly concerned that the Group Leaders were just circularly and interminably manipulating and confusing the Membership—although innocently, that is, not malevolently. 

The Group Leaders seemed stuck. Calmswan was moribund, but it was capable of idling indefinitely on recycled faint fumes from the past. Marc and Belle knew how to stonewall on matters of tradition, but they appeared clueless about how to breathe contemporary life and power into Calmswan, except for whatever energies arose spontaneously and sporadically during the dancing of the Gurdjieff Movements. 
Little did members realize that the energy and experience found in the practice of the Gurdjieff Movements, while highly useful, was not unlike that which arises during any relatively extreme extended dancing, including Sufi dancing, rave dancing, or (in the extreme) during the Hopi Sun Dance. In other words, while perfectly valid, the experience of altered states during dance was not unique to the “Gurdjieff Movements.” 

 

15.  THE ROLE OF MARC          
Return to T.O.C.
Often I observed Hank, as ‘Marc,’ thinking quickly on his feet, indulging in ad hoc equivocation and in self-protective behavior. Still, occasional flashes of useful truth would come through him from time to time. For a long while, I found this confusing. Slowly I came to realize that this was just Hank’s way as a man not without occasional transcendent experience, but stuck as he was in playing the role of a continuously awakened ‘Marc,’ and relating to others only via that role. 

Most of the time Hank seemed to identify with the role of ‘Marc.’ Once in a great while, and usually when one-on-one with him, he was neither Hank nor ‘Marc,’ but rather a conduit for joy. You could see it in his eyes at such moments. That was worth waiting for, but alas, it was rather a long wait, with a whole lot of posturing in-between. 
Had Hank simply admitted to the Membership that he was not really Marc, and that he was not always awake, Calmswan would have benefited greatly. Simplicity and truth are always better than obfuscation. But Gurdjieff himself did not believe that, so who could blame Marc and Belle?   
 

In a sense, the role of 'Marc' subsumed Hank, rather than the other way around. Did Stanislavsky's method-acting backfire, or just succeed wildly out of control, beyond Hank's initial intent? He appeared incapable of purposely breaking character. Hank and 'Marc' had somehow melded permanently, and that amalgamated entity performed continually upon the stage of Calmswan against the backdrop of the Membership, looping daily through the same old script to the perpetual delight of many. 

 

Hank alluded at times to his conscious playing of the 'Marc' role, but to me he appeared strongly identified with it, and incapable of relating to others outside of the role. It was a shallow and predictable role, incorporating a great deal of knee-jerk reaction, and it was of questionable use, beyond shoring up stasis at Calmswan in a faintly theatrical manner. 

 

The role impeded useful exchange between Marc and members, because of the stifling protocol of deference expected and always proffered to the Personage known as ‘Marc.’ Additionally, Marc was expert at occasionally flattering a member just sufficiently to cause him or her to feel his approval, so that then, when Marc subsequently became stern, the member would feel a need to scramble in order to regain his or her status. 

 

That little game constituted a form of ‘intermittent reinforcement,’ which psychologists say leads to powerful addiction, as in gambling. Marc gained substantially more control of members in this manner than had he been always stern or always affable, and Belle certainly followed suit. To be fair, that style of interaction had become so deeply ingrained at Calmswan that its well-meaning Group Leaders probably couldn’t discern the de facto result, having nothing with which to compare it. The two Leaders were good people who no doubt felt quite genuine in their interactions with the Membership, albeit from beneath mantles that obfuscated truth and precluded simplicity.
The two Leaders and their closest adherents had been personally committed to Calmswan for over thirty years. It is only human that after a while it becomes difficult to see beyond entrenched ‘business-as-usual’ in order to dispassionately refresh one’s evaluation of what is being accomplished, and what is not. It is not inconceivable that a passing nonentity such as Nosrepa (for only seven years!) might see a few things more freshly and more clearly than could those of long time-served. Of course, such clarity is not guaranteed. One can only seek to be a good person who feels quite genuine in his interactions…   
 

At times I observed exchanges during which Marc misunderstood a member’s question or observation, but the questioner was too deferential, and in some cases actually too scared, to press the matter very far toward further clarity. At other times, particularly on the “music team,” it was nothing short of entertaining to watch someone vigorously backpedal when Marc had solicited, and then instantly disagreed with, their tentatively  expressed opinion.

 

There is but limited opportunity to learn anything via exchange with an ex cathedra autocrat. I tried increasingly more often and more directly with Hank/Marc. His response to me was unpredictably bi-polar. Either he got grumpy and quashed me, or else he became bright-eyed and energized, and engaged energetically with whatever topic I had broached. Once or twice he even remarked about how pleased he was with the small-group energy that had arisen when I had been able to kindle his interest, and a good discussion had ensued. An experienced friend called Marc, “a conundrum.” I agreed.  

 

Finally I recognized that what I was observing was simply how Hank Markelson had long ago defined his role of 'Marc', and then had long ago corrupted it by identifying with it. This was what Hank had to offer via 'Marc', take it or leave it, and don't ask too many pointed questions! “Take the best and leave the rest,” the same experienced friend, an ex-member, suggested to me about 'Marc.' Indeed, there was some “best” to take, popping up unpredictably from time to time. 

 

Maybe I just wasn't good enough at ‘taking the best and leaving the rest.’ I have yet much to learn about setting aside judgment, that is, judgment inextricably linked to some current identified concept of who I think I am. But Marc, that crusty, avuncular bundle of sometimes-ingenuous charisma, was hopefully to have been my mentor. It was not judgment on my part but simple observation that showed me this was not happening, and that much of the time Marc rather disliked me. I observed also that I had less inclination than did certain 'A-list’ Members to genuflect obsequiously before Marc's charisma, or, for that matter, before Belle's sternness.

 

As seems often the case in insular spiritually oriented groups, Calmswan members tended to ascribe high esoteric meaning to the human foibles of their Leaders. Having committed to following their Group Leaders without question, such passivity felt more comfortable than would have respectful openhearted questioning. 
If a Group Leader occasionally uttered nonsense or acted illogically, it was presumed by the Membership that this was coming from a higher place than we lesser folk could understand. The accepted response was literally to, "Work with what was given." If occasionally some directive or other was really off base, it would slowly fade, but not because anyone had ever overtly questioned it. 

Ironically, openhearted questioning and exchange could have facilitated greater freedom for Marc, himself. Perhaps he would not have felt so beholden to constantly validate the worshipful dependence of an overly deferential Membership—regardless of his actual state at any given moment. Why not just be honest? As things were, the Membership needed to perpetuate the stylized Marc-and-Belle dyad in order to sustain their familiar roles as members, and vice versa. All is of a piece. This is this because that is that.

 

There are many sorts of comfort and many forms of sleep. A purported school of awakening may be of itself only a buffer, an endless anteroom to what is sought, all too comfortably familiar. 

 

Surveys indicate that psychiatrists’ successfully 'cured' patients were often already prepared to take the bull by the horns themselves, and utilized the doctor/patient game largely as a springboard to that end. Similarly the few, or according to one private conversation I had with Marc, the "two," who had significantly awakened at Calmswan (“…and they both left; maybe we are doing something wrong”) were likely already ripe enough to discount the shenanigans in the anteroom. Perhaps they utilized Calmswan as a springboard, taking the best and leaving the rest. 
 

One is always physically somewhere when awakening begins to stir. Of course the real anteroom is within. All of Calmswan’s "conditions provided" and their trappings were at best a springboard, as I believe Marc and Belle would agree. But based on Marc’s own admission of limited results over thirty years at Calmswan, those familiar trappings and manipulative games may actually have been as much a buffer from awakening as they were a potential help toward awakening. 

A mutual friend who knows Marc and Belle well related to me, once upon a time, that the two of them were disappointed that more of their followers had not come to a deeper awakening as a result of their Calmswan membership. (However there were at least three members known to me who had experienced some degree of awakening before joining Calmswan.) 
For most, the trappings and games at Calmswan amounted to engaging and richly textured impediments to the nearly-unutterable simplicity of awakening. Calmswan’s games and trappings unintentionally provided semi-permanent substitutes for awakening. They helped members to follow without question Marc and Belle’s interminable meanderings within a wilderness of Tradition, without ever arriving anywhere. “Maybe we are doing something wrong.”  
Stay open and quiet, that is all. What you seek is so near you that there is no place for a way.

--Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

  

 16.  MARC, THE LORD, AND SAMUEL          
 Return to T.O.C.
 

"But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or his height… The Lord does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart." 

-1 Samuel 16:7 NIV  

 

 

More than once I heard Marc say that it is not possible to know enough of another person’s life and all that he must deal with, to pass judgment on him. I very much respected this view. But how good was Marc himself at observing that standard?  

 

My obesity was the very first objection Marc raised when initially proposing that he might kick me out, a week before he actually did. An ex-member who knew Marc well confirmed to me later that Marc had had a personal problem with me in this regard, from the very beginning. 

 

Was there an exclusionary clause buried in the fine print of Marc's credo about non-judgment? When a Group Leader finds himself personally disturbed by the obesity of one who questions the efficacy of that Leader’s superficial charisma and staged dramas…well, apparently then that Group Leader may freely ignore his own recommendation to others, in favor of the far more convenient practice of leaping to judgment.

17.  MARC’S BELL CURVE          
Return to T.O.C.
Would not an Awakened One accept obesity, or any other potentially unsettling trait, with some degree of dispassion? Did not the Buddha have a pretty decent belly on him? Instead, Marc expressed continual distaste and verbal criticism concerning my body, over seven years. 

 

More than once, Marc took the liberty of publicly straightening my sweater collar, and commenting on my appearance, and on his own practical diet. Or, “Your weight interferes with your piano playing, doesn't it?” Or, near the end, “Do you drink a lot of alcohol?” At times he seemed embarrassed that such a creature as I was at Calmswan. 

 

From Marc’s point of view, Calmswan was only for folks in the middle of his private bell curve. Obesity did not fit in with Calmswan. Marc worried aloud about depression not fitting in with Calmswan. Blacks and Latinos were not evident in the membership. A self-described “flaming faggot” friend of mine was tolerated, but I always wondered if Marc even realized the guy was gay. Marc continually required him to speak in a deeper voice, an unnatural act for my friend. 

 

A very natural act for my friend would have been to show up in a brightly colored dress, as he told me more than once. The women at Calmswan loved him. I learned to respect him deeply and to exchange genuine hugs in the manner he wished, without the usual vigor and hearty backslapping that makes touching acceptable between real men. To my mild relief, I noted that no appendage ever engorged or fell off as a result. 

Ba-da-boom! Don't lean too close, gentle reader, or I may tweak your nose and chortle.

All is innocent, including sexuality. Just do a little research on the immensely horny and thoroughly gay/lesbian/hetero Bonobo chimpanzees who constantly make physical love of all sorts, and not war. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonobo Bonobos share 95% of their DNA with humans and are reportedly capable of self-awareness, altruism, compassion, empathy, kindness, and patience.

Worldwide, there are about four-hundred fifty other vertebrate species known to exhibit homosexual behavior. Homosexuality is no quirk of human culture. It is endemic to life on the planet, and like it or not all humans are a part of that diverse planetary coating, including the young gentleman whose voice was pitched too high for Marc’s comfort.

 

Six months after my friend departed for the West Coast, Marc had no idea who I was talking about when I mentioned his name. I reminded Marc of the deeper voice he had always needed to hear from that most genuine person. Then Marc remembered. 

My friend took Marc respectfully but lightly, and benefited from Calmswan. Was my sensitive and intelligent gay friend perhaps more flexible and more comfortable, overall, than was the one who perpetually needed to hear stronger and deeper vocal tones from him? 

18.  THE CALMSWAN DEMOGRAPHIC          
Return to T.O.C.
Not unlike many a suburban organization, Calmswan drew from a neatly circumscribed demographic of mostly middle to upper class WASP’s. In contrast with Gurdjieff’s practice in Paris of inviting poor people to dinner at his apartment, the great unwashed were not in the picture at Calmswan.  
Of course, Gurdjieff did not invite the hoi polloi to the Prieuré, the functional equivalent of Calmswan, more or less. But neither did Marc and Belle Markelson invite the unwashed to their well-appointed home for feasting. That’s a bit tricky in our present frightened and divided society. For better or for worse most of us do not invite a broad spectrum of the less privileged into our homes. A trip to MacDonald’s with a hungry person and a bus ticket back to Florida may be the safe modern limit for many of us—and even then wondering whether we are being scammed or sized up for burglary!  

In practical terms, Marc and Belle knew how to interface with a cross section of their social peers, but they knew little directly about the rest of society. They were sheltered from the full range of the social spectrum. 
An inner-city landlord (as was one Calmswan member while I was there) would necessarily develop a broader view of mankind, “…the Christ, in all of His disturbing disguises,” as Mother Theresa remarked of her charges. The landlord would find his own fortunes and misfortunes tied directly to the personal vagaries and difficulties of a wide spectrum of struggling human beings—a fabulous learning experience and a school of dispassion, if not immediately of love. People do the best they can; there is no reason to take anything personally. 

Gurdjieff was familiar with and responsive (or by choice unresponsive) to a broad panorama of humanity across multiple cultures and social strata. His own origin in the culturally and linguistically variegated Caucasus set the pace, and his experience broadened as he traveled westward. Altogether this added up to a most useful background for an atypical rascal-saint who quickly learned to see beyond local cultural mores. 

Once during a weeklong Work Period at Calmswan, a work team ran out of supplies. The team leader, a resident of suburbia, had to venture deep into the inner city to the only local lumberyard that stocked an item needed. 
Marc and Belle regarded that particular team leader as one of their long-term pupils who had done very well under their tutelage. Not coincidentally he was extremely dedicated and plainly subservient to the two of them, as were all members of the esoteric circle at Calmswan. Marc and Belle once selected him to sit next to them, and even to take questions, when Calmswan was the guest of another nearby Gurdjieff group at a formal observance. 
Upon the suburbanite’s return from his inner city excursion with the item needed, this favored acolyte offered the observation, with some distaste, that it was shocking to see how some folks live, houses so close together in the dust and dirt of a city, near a lumberyard. 

Sometime thereafter, I asked a colorful visiting Gurdjieff Group Leader from a dusty and impoverished town in Mexico whether he had been visiting Calmswan for that Work Period, as sometimes he did. He had since become a friend of mine. He chuckled. “Yes, I was there, and I heard [the team leader’s] comment. I know what you mean.” There wasn’t much more to say.

19.  MARC’S COMMITMENT TO “A RESPECTED MAN OF THE WORK”                      

Return to T.O.C.
I asked my friend, the colorful Gurdjieff Group Leader from Mexico, why Marc had not attended his brother’s funeral service, held less than a mile down the road from Marc’s home. “I didn’t tell him. I didn’t want to bother him,” replied my friend. Indeed, although my friend had sat more than once next to Marc and Belle at the head table at Calmswan, and although on occasion they had asked him to speak to the Membership and to take questions, Marc had little personal time for him. “Why does this guy keep bothering me?” he rhetorically asked a musician friend of mine at Calmswan. “I knew him decades ago when we both started out in the Work, but we are not close now.” 

My elderly friend, now deceased, badly needed a place to stay locally while he pursued medical and financial help unavailable to him as an American citizen in Mexico. Marc thanked me for providing him shelter. “Unfortunately I just don’t have a place for him at my [large, multi-bedroom, suburban, spaciously-gardened] house,” said Marc. “What a pity the [other nearby Gurdjieff Group he has also associated with] won’t put him up. After all, he has been a respected Man of the Work for a very long time, and he is in need.” 

To be fair to Marc, it was Belle who ran the show. She had known my respected friend approximately as long as had Marc, and she spoke fondly of him. But she must not have disagreed with Marc about the space problem at their home.

The Membership loved my friend, a retired symphony musician, who had played some of the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music on French horn at Calmswan. They found him refreshingly simple, and they believed Marc and he were good friends.

My friend told me he had recently given Marc a copy of the book, The Four Agreements, by Don Miguel Ruiz. A month or two thereafter, Marc began referring to the book at Calmswan. Typically, Marc pretended he had discovered the book on his own. “I’ve known about this book for some time. I recommend it to you now, because I think you are ready for it,” he told us at my weekly small group meeting, as if the reason he had not previously recommended the book was that we had not been “ready” for it! 
Marc was big on being the sole person “in charge” of our work, and making sure we acknowledged that condition. He made no mention of the “respected man of the Work” who had recently introduced him to the book. I watched Marc with interest, silently. There was nothing useful or productive for me to append to his statement. The full truth is not always immediately necessary, or even useful.   
One evening at Calmswan, after the regularly scheduled events had ended, a cluster of members gathered around Marc in the coatroom for news of my friend, who was known to be in poor health. Members believed that Marc and he were close friends. In fact, I had over the previous weekend taken my friend, who had been living with me, to the hospital. On one visit I had intervened with the nursing staff during a particularly extreme episode of his labored breathing. 

 

"A good time for you to show up," said my friend to me after a respiratory technician had adjusted the mix of gases into his breathing apparatus. "Everything happens for a purpose." The harried lone nurse monitoring a row of seven or eight bedded respiratory patients in a crowded rectangular room eyed me apprehensively, trying to divine whether a lawsuit would be forthcoming.

As I stood near Marc that evening, directly in his line of sight, he offered a few remarks to the clustered inquiring members that could be interpreted to mean he was deeply involved with my friend’s situation. Marc well knew of my own closer connection, but the Membership did not. After a minute or so, it was evident that Marc preferred his pretense to whatever more direct input he might have solicited from me, and it felt inappropriate for me to butt in. I remained silent, watching, until the group dispersed. Then Marc left also, his position and pedestal intact, wishing me a pleasant “Good night,” as he passed. “Good night, Marc,” I replied. 

 

This is this because that is that. My friend had just unwittingly helped me to see Hank/Marc more clearly.  

Well, who ever said life makes sense? In fact, within identification, it certainly does not. It’s the watching and where that leads that matters. It was inconvenient to have my friend around for a while in poor health and with failing eyesight, cooking for him, keeping him so warm that it killed half the houseplants, sitting up with him at all hours when he had trouble breathing, and driving him daily all over creation in search of medical and financial help. It was also a rich experience of confluence and conversation, for which I’m grateful, and which I would happily repeat. 
The entire episode also helped me to see Hank a little more clearly, and to question what I saw, as I peered around the façade of ‘Marc.’ 

20.  HANK AND WALTER MITTY          
Return to T.O.C.
Hank was no Gurdjieff. But within his own little fiefdom of Calmswan, he attempted to emulate Gurdjieff. He manipulated people ‘for their own good.’ He repeatedly abused his charisma in effete emulation of Gurdjieff’s notable womanizing—something vaguely akin to “droit du seigneur.” Even so, Hank undeniably enjoyed sporadic experience of the ineffable. There is hope for us all, hope not forever impeded by the automatic playing out of the foibles of our tiny personal lives. 

In reality, Hank was less like Gurdjieff and more like Walter Mitty, the protagonist in Thurber’s mid-1940’s short story, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty. Mitty regularly escaped his mundane existence under the thumb of Mrs. Mitty by slipping effortlessly into richly detailed fantasies in which he was always the hero:

“His wife would be through at the hairdresser's in fifteen minutes' Mitty saw in looking at his watch, unless they had trouble drying it; sometimes they had trouble drying it. She didn't like to get to the hotel first, she would want him to be there waiting for her as usual. He found a big leather chair in the lobby, facing a window, and he put the overshoes and the puppy biscuit on the floor beside it. He picked up an old copy of Liberty and sank down into the chair. "Can Germany Conquer the World Through the Air?" Walter Mitty looked at the pictures of bombing planes and of ruined streets. 

. . . "The cannonading has got the wind up in young Raleigh, sir," said the sergeant. Captain Mitty looked up at him through tousled hair. "Get him to bed," he said wearily, "with the others. I'll fly alone." "But you can't, sir," said the sergeant anxiously. "It takes two men to handle that bomber and the Archies are pounding hell out of the air. Von Richtman's circus is between here and Saulier." "Somebody's got to get that ammunition dump," said Mitty. "I'm going over. Spot of brandy?" He poured a drink for the sergeant and one for himself. War thundered and whined around the dugout and battered at the door. There was a rending of wood and splinters flew through the room. "A bit of a near thing," said Captain Mitty carelessly. 'The box barrage is closing in," said the sergeant. "We only live once, Sergeant," said Mitty, with his faint, fleeting smile. "Or do we?" He poured another brandy and tossed it off. "I never see a man could hold his brandy like you, sir," said the sergeant. "Begging your pardon, sir." Captain Mitty stood up and strapped on his huge Webley-Vickers automatic. "It's forty kilometers through hell, sir," said the sergeant. Mitty finished one last brandy. "After all," he said softly, "what isn't?" The pounding of the cannon increased; there was the rat-tat-tatting of machine guns, and from somewhere came the menacing pocketa-pocketa-pocketa of the new flame-throwers. Walter Mitty walked to the door of the dugout humming "Aupres de Ma Blonde." He turned and waved to the sergeant. "Cheerio!" he said. . . . 

Something struck his shoulder. "I've been looking all over this hotel for you," said Mrs. Mitty. "Why do you have to hide in this old chair? How did you expect me to find you?" "Things close in," said Walter Mitty vaguely. "What?" Mrs. Mitty said. "Did you get the what's-its-name? The puppy biscuit? What's in that box?" "Overshoes," said Mitty. "Couldn't you have put them on in the store?" 'I was thinking," said Walter Mitty. "Does it ever occur to you that I am sometimes thinking?" She looked at him. "I'm going to take your temperature when I get you home," she said.”

-James Thurber, excerpted from “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”

With Belle actually running everything, Hank escaped his own well-controlled situation by fantasizing the accomplishment of advanced non-identification, and even by fantasizing that he had developed a continuous “real I,” as described by Ouspensky (quoting Gurdjieff) in In search of the Miraculous (1949, p: 73). Hank did sporadically experience a desirable state in that general direction. But the single most negative aspect of Calmswan was that, by mutual unspoken agreement with the Membership, Marc stood always on a small pedestal and held a crusty, avuncular chip on his shoulder with reference to his claimed or implied spiritual accomplishments. 
“If I told you, how would you know?” Hank/Marc often replied when the questioning got a bit too direct. Somebody should have told Hank that there is no personal merit in awakening. Simplicity and compassion always trump theatre and the acceptance of genuflection, no matter in whose fantasy.   

Like Mrs. Mitty, Belle ran the show. The principal difference between classic fiction and contemporary fact was that Belle utilized the shallow, charismatic fantasy role of ‘Marc,’ by cannily allying herself with that persona, a persona both more overt and more sustained than were Mitty’s flickering fantasies. In so doing, Belle created her own role of almost-equal if less charismatic partner. From that stance she eventually gained control of the goings on at Calmswan. The hand that had rocked cradles ruled Hank/Marc, and ruled the world of Calmswan from behind the scenes, even though many did not realize it. 

This observation in no way impugns Belle’s sincerity and good intentions, though one always dared hope her extreme sternness was driven most of the time by compassion. Sternness was the way of the female role models that had preceded her in the Gurdjieff Work, and of the males as well, so she was simply continuing the Tradition. Only occasionally did this system of utter control backfire on poor Belle, as one of Hank/Marc’s more escapist fantasies materialized in female flesh and blood, and impinged on ‘business-as-usual.’

Such escapism on Marc's part was almost guaranteed to occur over and over again, given the psychology of the intense and insular setting that was Calmswan, given Marc's charisma, given his convoluted need for approval from upon his pedestal, given his personal weakness toward women, and given his adulation by Calmswan women for whom he embodied precisely the high spiritual attainments they sought. What a false joy for a woman when he would show especial interest in her, abusing his access as mentor, and no doubt allowing her at first to confuse his disparate roles toward her. 

“People say that you are one of my favorites, and you are,” I twice overheard Marc say semi-publicly to a female member, a friend of mine for twenty years, as he sat down to talk with her in an open area at Calmswan. Marc had a significant hearing loss. Often he seemed not to discern how strongly his words carried in semi-public settings. But also at times he would purposely say something meant to be overheard, something self-servingly useful if ‘accidentally’ overheard. Marc was a smart guy. In any case, my friend and Marc were indeed becoming immensely favorite with each other, both within and outside of Calmswan. 

Eventually, just short of my friend’s running off with him into the sunset, Marc arranged to terminate his relationship with her and force her to leave Calmswan. He accomplished this by ‘accidently’ leaving an incriminating email for his wife Belle to see. 
Although it was my friend who offered to “disappear,” her offer was instantly accepted. She was admonished to have no further contact with Marc or Belle, save through two or three senior members. The whole thing was terribly painful for my friend, and for Belle. However, it did not appear to ruffle Marc in the least. That is, whichever version of ‘Marc’ my friend had been allowed to fall in love with. A real ‘I?’ I think not. 
How very odd, this “Marc” Personage, of which there were actually several iterations. Some were more useful to the Membership than were others. At least one iteration of Marc was that of a selfish, insular Conundrum on a little pedestal, cracked and patched again and again. 

The pity is that the Gurdjieff Work, even as presented at Calmswan, offered a core of something quite real. But what was real was so thoroughly couched in the personality and/or roles of Gurdjieff himself, in the personalities and/or roles of the Leaders at the Foundation and at Calmswan, and in the stiff protocol shared between the local Leaders and members, that form often obliterated function. The simplicity of what was sought was obfuscated by tangential accretions, beginning with Gurdjieff’s own baroque systems of overlaid obfuscation (except for his “sacred dances” or “Movements,” in purest form). 

Even so, Calmswan was useful. While not ‘the only game in town,’ Calmswan was possibly the best-organized and most rigorous iteration of the game, save only for a nearby but more outlying Gurdjieff Group, for the local Zen Center, and for an outlying offshoot of the Zen Center. It is of course easier to find things wrong within any game than it is to be a part of a solution. But the latter is not an option where the Leaders of a game adamantly deny that anything could be improved. And so one suspends disbelief in order to stay on—until that choice itself seems no longer right.  

One meets very human individuals along whatever path, and they change as one changes. But when that seminal process gets stuck or remains seriously out of sync for a prolonged period, it becomes time to leave. Departure does not necessarily preclude ongoing respect for the intent of the group.
21.  MARC’S CAPACITY FOR ATTENTION       
 Return to T.O.C.
Marc, an amateur pianist, was resistant to applying dispassionate attention at the piano. He was incapable of it, and he was distinctly unwilling to try to learn how. In private with him at what turned out to be my final Men's Weekend, and with his permission, I began to show him how to deal effectively with a phrase in “Oriental Dance,” a Movements accompaniment assigned him by the New York Movements Maven. He had long bemoaned the particular phrase as problematic for him, and it was obvious to any listener that this was indeed so.  Back to “Oriental Dance” reference, chap. 23
Marc interrupted my demonstration almost immediately. "No! I'll never go that slow!" he exclaimed loudly and gruffly, gesticulating with his arm held high in the air. I was stunned by his reaction. Quite a revelatory moment!

It was this incident that tipped the scales for me. As much as anything else, it led indirectly to the ending of my Calmswan Membership. Was this Group Leader a person whose guidance concerning attention I could continue to trust?

To be awakened does not instantly confer expertise in every known field of human endeavor, such as piano playing. But for a Group Leader who purports to inhabit some expansive field of attention related to kensho, lesser satori, or, dare one hope, something even deeper, would not the details of any chosen endeavor appear more vivid, lovelier, more interesting? 
Would not the Awakened One be capable of slowing down and smelling the roses for a few seconds? Or at least be capable of calmly saying, “No thank you. I prefer not to slow down and look more closely at this passage. I shall just continue to approximate it indefinitely, while hoping that it may somehow magically get better through the mere repetition of my approximation.”  Why the outburst?
Marc had placed himself in charge of the music at Calmswan. He would occasionally accompany a Movements class in a useful, rudimentary, strongly rhythmic, largely improvisatory manner with many wrong notes, but he was not comfortable performing most of the written-out music for Movements, much less the Gurdjieff-de Hartmann “listening music.” He could indeed have played some of the simpler pieces, but he did not know how to apply sufficient attention to their preparation, and so he kept making the same nervous mistakes over and over.
As a member of the “music team,” I had greater opportunity than did most Calmswan members to hang out around Marc during team functions, to get to know the ‘Marc’ role quite well, and to converse directly and pointedly with Hank-as-Marc. Perhaps I would still be at Calmswan, had not such sustained, up-close familiarity bred serious concerns about Hank, about Hank’s attention, and about the efficacy of his role as 'Marc.’

 

22.  FIFTEEN MINUTES OF STEADY ATTENTION           
Return to T.O.C.
Marc was fond of telling the Membership that fifteen minutes of steady attention would bring awakening. At one point he reduced the requirement to ten minutes. 

I found fairly useless Marc's statement that ten or fifteen minutes of steady attention causes awakening. I had no problem assuming it was technically true, but it never made sense to me that an identified human being could accomplish it through sheer force of will. Nor did I find evidence that Marc himself had ever wrestled this bull to the ground and, to whatever extent, awakened specifically via such means. It sounded to me more like something the player of an awakened role might say, without having himself ever approached kensho in that manner. (But, “If I told you, how would you know?”)   

Most to whom Marc proclaimed his formula recognized it to be humanly impossible, that is, during identification with constricted form. That is why we found funny the Mullah's joke: "OK, sure, no problem—I can think about God, and absolutely nothing else, for one full minute, as you ask, in order to receive your gracious gift of this beautiful white stallion standing before us here in your stable. Here goes!” [Closes eyes and furrows brow] . . . tick, tick, tick, tick, tick . . . [Opens eyes after just a few seconds ]. . . “Oh, uh, by the way, does that include the saddle?"

By implying his own adeptness at sustained attention without saying much more and without ever particularly evidencing it, Marc misled and confused the Membership. Nowhere else have I ever run into Marc's dictum about fifteen minutes of sustained attention as an approach to awakening, nor did I ever hear Belle refer to it. Was this truly Marc's own actual experience? Marc’s occasional recounting of his three personal kenshos, all from many years earlier, never once included reference to fifteen minutes of directed attention on his part. Their immediate precursors were more on the order of simplicity of mind while alone in a relaxed setting. The kenshos arose of their own accord, out of the totality of Hank’s intent and life experience, as such instances may for us all.

All practices toward enlightenment, awakening, satori, kensho, and so forth share one common trait. They quiet the discursive mind—the continual supposition, projection, filtering, judgment, and reaction that runs in the background, or even in the foreground, of our lives. When first inviting such quiet it can take quite a while to come, if it occurs at all. At a Zen sesshin, it may take three or four days of intensive sitting practice, if then, before the exasperated mind suddenly drops away sufficiently for a perceptual shift to occur. 

During sitting, whether in a Zen hall or in a duck blind, it is not some specified duration, but rather one instant of a truly quiet mind, that allows an expansive shift away from the personal—the letting go of thinking, the letting go of private patterning and personal judgment of those patterns. Such a state may indeed come as a breakthrough in the wake of a Sisyphean struggle to maintain attention seamlessly over a lengthy period of time, as when sitting with a koan during sesshin. But its advent is never something we 'do'. Instead, it is what we finally stop doing that allows it. Failure is built in if we attempt direct control of it, expecting to wrestle it to the ground in fifteen minutes. 

Of course, there are those who sporadically, continually, or even constantly enjoy some such state, always desirous of deepening their experience of it, while wishing passionately that all others might find it as well. I think it likely that the Conundrum known as ‘Hank/Marc’ occasionally felt that way too. That is, when he was not busily engaged in shoring up the ‘Marc’ role or even in selfishly abusing it.
23.  FIFTEEN MINUTES VERSUS FIFTEEN SECONDS          
 Return to T.O.C.
When is attention not attention? After all, Marc claimed or at least implied considerable expertise in the realm of attention. Fifteen minutes of steady attention in order to awaken? How about fifteen seconds of dispassionate attention at the piano in order to get something right? If you are playing slowly enough, and examining a segment short enough, such disciplined attention is exactly what the body requires in order to find its own simplest approach to the physical motions that best serve the music. 
 

Marc did not have this in him, nor did he have any desire to seek it. He appeared confused about attention. It seemed a point of honor with him never to slow down in order to better apprehend anything. Rather he believed his attention would speed up, would rise to any occasion, to any challenge that he encountered. He seemed blind to the fact that, at least at the piano, this did not happen.
Whether walking in the woods or attempting a piano piece, Marc believed that always he was experiencing everything around him quickly, fully, and efficiently. That, in paraphrase, was his answer to me when once I asked why, as he led a group hike through the woods behind Calmswan, he had not paused occasionally to enjoy the blazingly colorful fall panoramas. Charging straight ahead was the rule with Marc and his claimed capacity for attention. 

The kindest hypothesis I could formulate was that Marc sporadically experienced a spacious shift in perspective (sometimes called, in Gurdjieff lingo, “visiting the First Real World”), and that because of such expansive experience he felt no further necessity to apply any particular attention within the mundane world where most of us exist—the world of scheduled activities, constricted personal dreams, and pianos. 

That might also explain why all Marc ever did at Calmswan, at least during the seven years I was there, was show up and play the Marc role extemporaneously. He never even knew the schedule on a given Work Day. (Belle and the senior members took care of that.) It was not senility; he seemed to just not care. 
Sometimes I would observe Marc sitting quietly in front of the general hubbub of a Movements class, evincing the characteristic passive visage, heavy eyelids, and pleasant dissociation of one who watches everything from an altered perspective. So yes, he apparently could settle in to that sort of attention on occasion. At one hundred dollars per month for membership in his ‘School,’ one might hope so. 
On the rare occasions that someone tried to pin Marc down about his state, invariably his rejoinder was, “If I told you, how would you know?” — a pretty good catchall answer for one who has flirted unpredictably with the early stages of awakening, while stuck constantly playing the august role of an Awakened One. 

Hank seemed reluctant and embarrassed when on just two or three occasions over my seven years observation of him he was thrust into publicly recounting some old kensho experience of his. It was as though the person retelling it was not the same one who had experienced it. A very common circumstance, that. Why pretend otherwise, unless contractually obligated to stand continually on a small pedestal, playing the role of an Awakened One? 

What would have been wrong with simple honesty about what was going on for Hank in the role of ‘Marc?’ Everyone would have benefited, including Hank. My own sense was that Hank’s equivocation interfered with further awakening for him.

That sad state very much included Hank’s well-established pattern of hiding his favorite escapist foible from most of the Membership, and from Belle at least some of the time. To my mind, covering up Marc’s philandering was worse than the philandering itself. All parties who engaged in the ongoing cover-up, including Belle, were subject to the negative effects of identification with the Secret, and to ongoing related energy drain.  
My feeling was that if Marc wanted to emulate Gurdjieff’s least-publicized trait, he should not have been such a wimp about it. The married Gurdjieff did not lie about or cover up his excursions, nor did he expect others to, on his behalf. Gurdjieff was perennially, openly, and boldly all things to all women across a broad range of potential and actual interaction. Of course, it occurred in a completely different place, time and culture than that of Calmswan, once upon a time. (But brava to Mme. de Hartmann for turning down Gurdjieff’s persistent importuning, while still maintaining a productive relationship with him.) 
Whatever the truth about Marc’s variably selfish and identified state toward others, his belief in his generous capacity for attention never helped him to more clearly apprehend or to better play “Oriental Dance.” Over and over, for many months, he repeated the same tensions, the same hesitations and the same mistakes, at tempos always sufficiently fast to guarantee just such interminable recurrence. 

The fact is, Marc was not capable of paying sufficient attention to the piece, and he did not wish to learn how to. Had he learned how to pay attention to it, he soon would have been able to play the simple piece quite well. 
Only at random was any degree of sustained attention evident from Marc at the piano. Marc’s brain tended to be quite noisy at the piano, and he neither knew nor wanted to learn how to trust the body to quiet his mind in order to better serve the accompanying of a Movements class. 

Marc told me I made him nervous when I was within earshot of his ‘practicing.’ Once he asked me to leave the vicinity where, at the last minute, he was practicing his nemesis, that well-worn Movements accompaniment to “Oriental Dance.” He was to play it shortly for a Movements class led by the visiting Movements Maven. 

Was this nervous Group leader himself living “on the side of the attention,” and “being no one in particular,” as he often recommended to the Membership? Why did he literally play piano better when he could pretend no one was listening, as when no one else was in the immediate vicinity or when the vacuum cleaner was running on a Sunday Workday? I noticed that I, too, had that proclivity. But then, I was pretty thoroughly identified with being ‘Nosrepa’ most of the time.

24.  THE GUILTY LITTLE BOY          
Return to T.O.C.
By the end of my membership it had become evident to me that there were at least two or three different ‘Marcs,’ not all of whom knew each other or remembered what another ‘Marc’ had said. Whoever Marc was at the piano, it was not the same ‘Marc’ who had told me in private that he was beyond all identified nervousness. 

But then, Marc commonly played fast and loose with truth, and he occasionally contradicted himself. At such times, his charisma usually sufficed to smooth things over. Or, worst case, if Marc had really backed himself into a corner, he had an emergency persona he would briefly adopt. I always thought of it as “the guilty little boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar.” It incorporated a sort of wry, hangdog facial expression. 

Marc’s ‘guilty little boy’ persona never failed to elicit empathy from the Membership. It provided them a humorous diversion, a buffer, which they much preferred to more closely examining any trait exhibited by a Group Leader.

Once I saw Marc adopt that persona, quite inappropriately I thought, in front of the Movements Maven and a large assembled Movements class. Months earlier the Maven had requested that Marc accept an assignment to learn to play “Oriental Dance,” and Marc had agreed to do so. The Maven, intent on introducing “Oriental Dance” from scratch as a new Movement unfamiliar to the dancers, had just terminated Marc’s inadequate attempt to play it for the class, and had also sternly rejected Belle’s proposal that there were others present who could play it. Thus did Marc’s confusion about his attention, and his long-term musical recalcitrance, impinge at that formal Movements Weekend upon the local Membership as well as upon visitors from other cities in the U.S. and Canada. 

25.  WARMTH, DIRECTNESS, AND BULLHEADEDNESS          
Return to T.O.C.
To be fair, Marc had a warm piano tone, an earthy directness to his basic approach to the instrument, and an excellent sense of rhythmic pulse throughout his body. All the sadder that, at the slightest bump in complexity, his attention left him in the lurch. This needed not have been the case, save for his resistance to engaging in any real work on attention while at the piano. If I were a little less kind, I might call his attitude ‘bullheaded.’ 

Marc several times told the musicians at Calmswan that the Maven wanted him to further develop his Movements accompanying skills. Surely the Maven had noted and respected Marc’s warmth and directness at the piano, qualities that can serve Movements very well. 
More the pity that Hank had so completely identified with his insular role of ‘Marc.’ Hank’s identification with the role of an awakened “Marc” left him essentially alone atop his small pedestal, accepting genuflection from members, certain of ‘Marc’s’ advanced attention, cut off from useful input, and adamant that he would “never go that slow.”

26.  A REPEATED REMINDER TO PAY ATTENTION          
Return to T.O.C.
“I think, therefore I am.” – Renee Descartes, 1637

“We are, and then we think.” – Antonio Damasio, 1994

Today’s neurologists are more on Damasio’s side than on Descartes’.
Neurological studies indicate that we feel before we think. In response to emotional stimuli the body begins moving about 7 milliseconds before cognition catches up to further allow or inhibit a bodily motion already in progress. This includes the motions of the hands and fingers (and much more) at the piano, and it includes every aspect of the body in dance. 

There is far more fulfillment in participating with the body’s movements (sometimes called ‘being in the zone’) than there is in cognitively micromanaging the body’s movements. When playing music the difference is quite audible. During dance the difference is quite visible. In both cases participatory physical motions are simpler and purer than are those micromanaged. Emotional expression, which is really what music and dance are all about, flows more naturally during participation than it does during worried cognitive control.
Whatever one’s abilities in musical performance or dance, dispassionate single-pointed attention is a prerequisite for further accomplishment. New or problematic material is always best approached in short segments and at very slow, metronomically steady tempos. This approach presents clear demands to the body while freeing it from unpredictable ad hoc cognitive tensions. The body then finds its own way in a simple and relaxed manner. Mistakes are made and corrected within the domain of the body’s intelligence, as cognition simply observes without interfering.
A good parallel is that of a child learning to walk. Of course he often falls gracefully on his butt. What adult would say, “No, Sammy! Lower your center of gravity, and bend your knees more! Toes straight ahead! For gosh sakes, that’s the fourth time you have fallen! Now, let’s try going faster and a little farther this time.” 
Not only would that not benefit the child, but it would severely interfere with the child’s natural non-cognitive bodily learning process. As adults far more cognitively encumbered, we may again access that same natural process with the help of the dispassionate clicks of a metronome. The clicks help us set aside cognitive judgment during motion, thus restoring the body’s natural ability to learn on its own.   
My dispassionate observation of the body in motion, my non-judgmental acceptance of the body in motion, always results in at least a partial release of tension held in the body. Release of tension allows the body to further refine its motions. Further refinement of motion brings more comfort during execution of the notes and phrases. Comfort during execution of the notes and phrases brings greater freedom of expression in service to the music. Greater freedom of expression brings lessened tension. And so forth, ever spiraling toward greater joy.   
Cognitive judgment does have its place within this process, but not while the body is moving. Judgment and reaction must stand aside until the phrase or selection is completed by the body. When a phrase has been completed, cognition may then be used before the next time through to alter parameters such as phrase length, tempo and dynamics. 

Many amateur musicians do not know how to relinquish cognitive control while playing. The same applies to amateur dancers. Nor usually do they wish to learn how. Where’s the fun in that? I could no longer take credit for a well-turned phrase! But taking credit is a double-edged sword. He who takes self-credit also bears the burden of self-blame.

It is much better, instead, to take the approach that the music already perfectly exists although as yet unexpressed, and that one’s role is merely that of a conduit, a hollow reed, through which the music may then pour.

Marc was no exception to this stumbling block. I tried to share the concept of dispassionate attention with Marc at the piano, but it was not to be. Marc believed himself already quite accomplished in the realm of attention, and it was of no use to disagree. He seemed not capable of conceiving that slowing way down within a metronomically steady tempo would save him countless further hours of tense approximation.

The clicks of a metronome provide a repeated reminder to pay attention, to return dispassionately to here-now. The reason amateur musicians do not often use a metronome is that it challenges their existing false comfort. Sloppy temporal approximation just won’t work while those clicks are spotlighting the timing and placement of each motion. 

Amateur musicians tend to set the metronome always too fast to allow finding a baseline tempo at which motion is simple and relaxed. In part this is because they accept a degree of tension as ‘normal.’ They cannot conceive of how it will feel to allow the body to operate across accurately metered time without cognitively interfering with it, without even worrying about it. 

Only after finding such a completely relaxed slow tempo should one then very gradually increase speed in tiny increments. Watch and sense the body as if from above it. At each successive increment of speed be sure the body fully retains its previously-established relaxation. 
The biggest pitfall lies in going too fast too soon, and winking at “just a little” tension that creeps back in. That is a guaranteed slippery slope back to the old ways. Tension and indeterminacy arise when cognitive judgment steps back in prematurely. Effective practice demands an ‘all or nothing’ approach to separation of cognitive control from bodily motion, while the body is moving. 
Ultimately we seek a complete disconnect of cognitive control from bodily motion, while the body is moving. Only when the phrase is complete may cognition evaluate results and alter parameters accordingly.

While practicing with a metronome, accuracy of the notes or dance positions is far less important than is the flow of continued relaxation. Let the chips fall where they may, in perfect rhythm. Make horrible noises as necessary! Why? Because accuracy will soon come to relaxation, but relaxation may never come to tense accuracy, and so the music may never fully bloom.

The body may be productively ‘fooled’ into remaining relaxed at each next increment of tempo if always each increment is very small. This process is time consuming, but the learning ‘sticks,’ and it is portable into new situations. It is not nearly so time consuming as is spending interminable hours reinforcing an erratic musical pulse at speeds even a tiny bit too fast. This yields only unending tension and error. 
Eventually one no longer needs to use the metronome for a given piece of music. All bodily motions employed therein have become simple: precisely timed, economical and relaxed. Thereafter those motions have been brought up to performance tempo while retaining the same relaxed simplicity at each tiny increment of speed along the way. At that point the metronome may be set aside. The body’s motions may be allowed a certain freedom of phrasing, a bit of rubato, but always relative to a now stably internalized rhythmic pulse. 
Without the underlying strict temporal framework, without the hard-won simplicity found in reference to that framework, there will remain only undisciplined approximation lacking a still point or framework of reference. In a satisfying musical performance ‘this’ must be precisely ‘this’ because ‘that’ is precisely ‘that,’ or else you are just mucking about within an ultimately unsatisfying muddle.

The same methodology and the same commitment to detail is equally applicable to the precisely timed physical motions employed in dance, such as in the Gurdjieff Movements. But at Calmswan it was generally believed that the Tradition would implode if ever such an approach were undertaken.  
 From wrong to wrong the exasperated spirit

 Proceeds, unless restored by that refining fire
 Where you must move in measure, like a dancer.'

-T.S. Eliot, “Four Quartets,” “Quartet No. 4: Little Gidding,” end of second stanza.
Dear, dear, Marc—that’s all I was trying to show you at the piano. What could be simpler? For a year or more, I offered to meet with you at any piano and at any time convenient to you, at Calmswan or elsewhere, but always you were “much too busy.” What was the worst that might have happened had you allowed us to meet occasionally simply as two human beings who loved music?    

  
Did Hank ever take the time to savor anything? Did he ever open to the possibility of quiet revelation within calm process? Surely he touched something like that during Calmswan’s prescribed Zen-like sittings. 
What would have been wrong with inviting a similar quiet simplicity to attend his piano practice? Or for such simplicity to provide the basis for the Movements classes at his ‘School’? Neither Marc, nor Belle, nor the Foundation’s Movements Maven understood that in order to facilitate the body’s learning of physical motions it is honorable and useful to slow down in precisely metered time. 

27.  ATTENTION IN THE GURDJIEFF MOVEMENTS (SACRED DANCES)
Return to T.O.C.
There can be great value in challenging a Gurdjieff Movements class by pressing the tempo of a Movement (dance) rapidly ahead to the point that it becomes completely impossible for cognition to retain control of bodily motion. Sometimes in the throes of ‘everything-falling-apart’ (from a cognitive point of view), an expanded attention arises and seamlessly takes over. Suddenly there is all the time in the world, but wait—who now is dancing?  
Expanded attention may bring a subjective dilation of time, a physical 'lightness', a feeling of 'hovering,' a minor to major shift in perspective, and an electricity shared synergistically throughout the entire class. 
Occasionally, as a shock or challenge, it may be useful to slam straight into a Movement completely unknown to a class at full tempo, in roughshod invitation to such expanded attention. Such attention is a horse of a particular color, ridden joyously when it shows up, but never cognitively commanded to appear.  
In other words, expanded attention is not directly accessible from identified linear consciousness. It is not a function tied to cause and effect. But within linear consciousness, steps may be taken to invite it. Anything that helps us to set aside hurried and worried cognition in favor of dispassionate observation and selfless participation may lead naturally to the advent of expanded attention.  

In this vein, Calmswan failed to understand the great value of practicing short segments of a dance in precisely subdivided slow rhythm, and then recombining them in small increments of tempo. Nor was this conceivable to the visiting Foundation Movements Maven. Not in the Tradition, you see. 
Calmswan member K. M.'s modular approach to teaching movements in this manner was immensely valid, and it was similar to the approach of at least one or two excellent visiting teachers at Movements Weekends. The blind curtailment of K. M.’s beautifully centered Movements teaching by the Maven, and thus by Belle, constituted a great loss to Calmswan. Their negativity toward his pristinely simple approach served only to help sustain an often-klutzy status quo.    
At the Gurdjieff (Nyland) Chardavogne Barn in Warwick, New York, S. V., the director of a professional Georgian dance company in New York City, led classes in Gurdjieff Movements, including some extremely large classes at an extended weekend gathering I once attended. Marc, Belle, and the Maven could have learned much from S. V.’s modular approach. 
They might have also learned the efficacy of asking dancers in the front rows to stoop or kneel during demonstrations, so that those in the back could see clearly. This simple suggestion was repeatedly refused by Belle, as “not in the Tradition.” 

“So here’s the plan: Let’s make it harder for about one third to one half of the class, by blocking their view of the demonstration. Those who can’t see shall be reduced to guesswork  or to emulation of dancers in front of them who may or may not have got things right yet. These folks in the rear are expected sooner or later to unlearn the wrong stuff they picked up second-hand at the outset. Of course ideally that should not happen, because our rigid approach presumes a transcendent synergy of consciousness that should cause everything to meld perfectly from the outset, beyond any need for pragmatism.”
Sorry guys, but our current universe embraces a law of parsimony under which linear pragmatism is the simplest and most desirable initial approach, even though transcendence remains ever a possibility. Time and again, in many different venues, Gurdjieff himself demonstrated pragmatism.

Initial learning sticks strongly, whether accurate or not. Later attempts to correct it yield confusion. My fifth grade teacher told us that normal body temperature is 96.8 degrees. We wrote it down. A little later she corrected herself apologetically, remarking: “Now you’ll have trouble remembering whether it’s 98.6 or 96.8.”  She was right, for a few years.    
Participation in Movements is driven by a quest for transcendence of the personal in synergy with ‘others.’ When I knelt repeatedly during Movements classes at the Chardavogne Barn to improve sightlines for those behind me, it felt like an act of service to the whole class, from which I too benefited as a class member. 
Whose rulebook says it is desirable to impede the view of class members in the rear? Does anybody know whether Gurdjieff himself ever had the front rows of a large class kneel? What a hoot should that turn out to be documented somewhere! Given a large class, what could be more pragmatic? Maybe so obviously practical that it never bore mentioning in print? 

Sightlines aside, K. M. would have gained less (in terms of teaching skills) from S. V.’s classes at the Barn than might have Marc, Belle, and the Movements Maven. Like the Maven, K. M. owned a well-centered bodily simplicity, but unlike the Maven he was able convey that simplicity to a Movements class with great clarity. K. M. was a prophet without honor amidst calcified tradition. 

Modular teaching methods such as K. M.’s, that from the outset facilitate accurate internalization of patterns of bodily motion, do not somehow interfere with expanded attention, as Marc, Belle, and the Maven so adamantly believed. ‘Slow and steady’ is a very practical way to learn. However it is not a particularly intuitive way to learn, because our default scattered attention flits about so impatiently. 

For many there is initial discomfort in slowing down and looking closely at anything for a prolonged period, as there was for Marc at the piano. During the teaching of a Movement (dance), guidance in applying attention is required. A good teacher must own the ability to clearly perceive what is required in the moment here-now, and must own specific methods for helping others direct their attention. A good teacher must be capable of being simpler and more present than is the class as a whole.
Expanded attention is not invited only by contriving some speed-related emergency. Yes, a more expansive awareness may become apparent while attempting to dance in confusion or at some breakneck speed. Many tribal cultures and modern rave dancers know about that sort of breakthrough. 

But how lovely and engaging it is to enjoy the same shift in perspective within relative calm, hidden just beneath one’s dull default misinterpretation of everyday reality. Such a shift is always available. It may arise during dance at any speed, or while standing still or sitting still. 

For many, and particularly for those less physically adept, Calmswan’s helter-skelter approach to the dancing of Movements actually inhibited the possibility of experiencing a shift in perspective. Calmswan’s Leaders clung for dear life to the only ‘teaching’ methods they had ever known within the parochialism of their own cloistered background. Poor teaching was accepted as the norm. The Beneficent Autocrats’ own mentors, including the visiting Maven, had always been poor teachers. Poor teaching was traditional. Poor teaching equated confusion with efficacy, right from the get-go.  

The teaching was poor because it rushed everything. Speed fed tension. Tension supported approximation. Approximation precluded refinement. Then was error ever more deeply ingrained by blind repetition at tempos too fast. 
Except as offered by K. M. and by a couple of visiting Canadian teachers, there was no conception at Calmswan of the efficacy of applying a clearly measured slow tempo to a short dance phrase, or of the utter simplicity so readily available that way. There was no inkling of how best to inculcate from the beginning the rhythmic precision required in order to learn to trust the body’s intelligence as it moved. 
Only from unequivocal rhythmic discipline in the present moment can there arise a melding of mind, body, and emotion that is utterly simple even during initial learning of a dance. After accurate initial learning is in place in the body, there is then a different sort of experience that may be sought. When body, mind and emotions are pressed and challenged by greater and greater speed, there are further possibilities. But underlying everything else of value is the discovery of simplicity, ease, and accuracy at whatever slow and steady tempo it takes to do so.  
At speeds sufficiently slow, one learns efficiently and accurately, and one is more readily able from the outset to remain present enough to “take in  impressions” from each dance position—another concept I learned only from a couple of the visiting teachers. Does it not make sense to practice taking in impressions from the get-go, rather than attempting to turn that function on only once a relatively breakneck speed has been reached? 
The study of the Gurdjieff Movements is fundamentally about attention. Raw speed is sometimes useful to jolt a class away from cognitive second-guessing, but overall it is quite secondary. Initial adherence to slow, metronomic subdivision accomplishes the same thing without enfolding all sorts of glitches into the routine.   
While seated at the front of many a Movements class sharing piano accompaniment duties, I observed that quite a few experienced, accomplished dancers had internalized in the course of their learning small superfluous motions of slight tension. Such subtle extra motions visibly affected the timing and unity of the entire class. It is far harder to undo such damage than it is to avoid accidentally teaching tension and indeterminacy from the outset.    
Sincerity and dedication were not lacking at Calmswan, but they alone are not enough. More conscious teaching would have helped—broader and deeper awareness of the vital learning process as it goes on in the moment, and less reliance on pre-packaged methods of blind Tradition. 
For starters, it would be good to recognize that it is counterintuitive for people, including Movements teachers, to slow down and become simpler. Why is this? From what am I running? For whatever reason, I am apparently uncomfortable with the simplicity of here and now. I go away from this place and inhabit my own approximated constructs, constructs which are based only loosely on the present, if at all. Often I am simply not fully here to see what is actually going on within myself, and vis à vis others.  
The fact that some of the more talented Movements class members learned Movements well meant only that they were good at that sort of learning. So far as lesser dancers’ difficulties in learning a dance, Belle’s misperception was that she had successfully ‘taught’ the same dance to classes of the better dancers, but that the lesser dancers had failed to respond to the same ‘teaching.’ 
In reality, the better dancers were just better able to deal with the sort of approximate presentation that passed for ‘teaching.’ In much the same way, a good symphony orchestra will salvage passable Brahms from the baton of a mediocre conductor. Sometimes even exciting Brahms, as the music itself takes over.       

Gurdjieff, a self-described “Teacher of Dancing,” created his Movements not as a 'Tradition’, but as a vital experimental workshop. According to the writer John Bennett, who knew Gurdjieff for many years and who twice stayed for a time at the Prieuré, Gurdjieff ‘s choreography was experimental. He never intended for the same dancers to perform the same Movements interminably over decades. That practice came about only through the calcification and traditionalizing of some of Gurdjieff’s more readily accessible methods after his death. 
At his death, Gurdjieff acknowledged that he was leaving his followers “in a fine mess.” Although he hoped that his magnum opus, “Beelzebub’s Tales,” would eventually catch on big time, he had never set out to start a ‘Tradition,’ unless it was to upset the apple cart at every opportunity. 

What good came from having Movements Class 1 at Calmswan (the most accomplished class) continue to dance with minimal confusion the same Movements they had thoroughly internalized decades ago? Was it not important that they be pressed always toward confusion in order to invite the breakthroughs in consciousness that provide the fullest group benefit of participation in Movements? Oh, but wait… did not an expanded attention sometimes pervade Class I anyway, despite the general lack of confusion?  (You could see it in their eyes, exiting single file down the hallway from the Movements Hall after a strong class experience.) 
Hmmm… Well then, what if beginning classes were guided toward remaining similarly well focused and unconfused, at least much of the time? That would not have precluded intentionally pressing a beginning class when appropriate, any more than pressing Class I was precluded. Slow, simple, modular approaches do not preclude pressing ahead when that is felt useful. K.M. once asked me if I did not gain as much from his simple slow modular approach as from confusion. “More,” I answered him. 

I once offered to loan to Belle an innovative interactive DVD produced in Europe, which presented a few Gurdjieff Movements with great clarity. It featured interactive user selection of close-up focus on torso, arm, or leg motions, all with piano accompaniment. It was structured as an efficient learning tool. As a bonus it included several warm and rich interviews with a cross section of Movements participants. They spoke of their experiences in doing Movements and about the benefits they had received from the practice of Movements. “I’ve seen it,” said Belle. “I was bored.”  Why? Too much clarity?
28.  AN EXCITING CRAPSHOOT          
Return to T.O.C.
Belle was beholden to the poor teaching methods and authoritarian ways of the Movements Maven from New York. She knew nothing else. In her own powerful role as the Calmswan Personage in charge of Movements (Gurdjieff’s “Sacred Dances”), she mirrored some but thankfully not all of the Maven’s roughshod approach. 

Although Belle tried to be a little open-minded, ultimately she was uncomfortable with any suggestion that might have altered the status quo of Calmswan’s Movements tradition. Still, I observed her sometimes experimenting with fresh concepts introduced by visiting teachers from Canada and elsewhere. This was particularly so after one Movements conference held at Calmswan from which the Maven was absent because of illness, effectively permitting stronger-than-usual input from the other visitors. 

By Belle’s own design, it was rarely possible for me to interface with her except for very brief encounters in public and on her own brusque terms. She seemed to fear talking alone with me, or at least being seen with me. On one exceptional occasion she pretended to want to show me a newly remodeled isolated sewing area in the basement, the two of us migrating there in order to talk seriously one-on-one (at my request), rather than more publicly entering her office and closing the door. 
To be fair, Belle normally made a point of interfacing privately only with the women at Calmswan, not with the men. I sought conversation with her in this instance out of necessity. I always felt that somehow I had started out at a stiff stand-off with her, and that we had never evolved beyond that. In retrospect, I wonder how much that situation had to do with her insecurity over my long friendship with a victim of Calmswan’s Big Secret (i.e. Marc’s philandering as delineated in Chapter 35). 
Belle’s reticence to communicate with me even toward the possible improvement of Movements accompanying was one reason I eventually chose to offer written questions and suggestions about approaches to the music and Movements at Calmswan. 
Except for her publicly expressed displeasure with my occasional slips as a Movements accompanist, Belle was generally mute toward me. Belle was not a musician, and she was rarely capable of clearly expressing her musical desires on her first try. She had been spoiled rotten in this regard by the acute sensitivity to her bumbling musical direction on the part of a superb professional musician who was our best Movements accompanist. 
Belle was content with her musical limitations, perhaps because the Maven was just as limited. I’ll never forget my naïve surprise the first time I privately held up a Movements accompaniment in front of the Maven (after a class had ended) to ask a question. I quickly discovered that he could not read music. For both Belle and the Maven, the precisely transcribed notes, rhythms and subdivisions were of little interest compared to the often approximated physical rendition of a Movement they were ‘teaching.’  
Soon after one of my missives saw the light of day, and without saying anything directly to me, Belle instituted and presided over a regular half-hour workshop held on Sunday Workdays for piano accompanists together with Movements Helpers. Unfortunately the degree of productive exchange remained inversely proportionate to her level of tightly held control—which was close to absolute. It was quite difficult to get a word or concept in edgewise.  

Usually Marc was with the musicians when we were in Belle’s presence in any Movements setting. Even more than Belle, he resisted new input. From time to time he would say, “We don’t know where the power of the Gurdjieff music and Movements lies, but we dare not change anything, for fear of losing it.” 

There is a simple aid to improving the precision of physical motion in service to music known to musicians as ‘subdivision’ of a rhythm. I tried to introduce this simple technique to Belle and her Movements helpers as a way to resolve a longstanding indeterminacy in a certain dance phrase. Belle had never heard of subdivision, and did not understand it. As I began to clarify, Marc cut me off. Not in the Tradition. 

Belle ran the show at Calmswan, but she did not often disagree with Marc in public, so that was that. For the rest of my tenure at Calmswan, members repeatedly screwed up the placement of those two quick knee bends on the fourth beat of the particular dance phrase, after they had remained physically still during the quarter note rests on beats two and three. Few, including Belle, had any conception that the subdivided musical pulse must continue implicitly in the body throughout notated rests (that is, throughout a precisely notated duration of musical silence and bodily stillness).

That fourth beat remained always an exciting crapshoot at Calmswan. What most failed to realize is that tension associated with such guesswork is held in the body, both in anticipation of screwing up and also long past the approximation itself—affecting far more than only those two knee bends.

A good illustration of bodily tension held after the fact is one’s own facial expression. Long after some concern or reaction has crossed the mind, the face commonly retains a residue of the event. It is nearly always possible to relax the face further if you think of it, at least until attaining the placidly joyful face of non-identified bodhisattva-hood. The same is true of breathing, but tense breathing is so endemic to our identification that it is at first difficult, or even counterproductive, to try directly to relax it.  

Residual physical tension held anywhere in the body deleteriously affects every task that engages us and every observation we make. The most visible locus of tension need not even seem related to all that it harms. I’ll never forget the first time I heard immediate improvement in a young trombone student’s tone when I suggested that he might relax his slide wrist. The wrist does not produce the tone, but tension held anywhere in the body affects the rest of the body, the mind, the emotions, the breathing, and thus the tone. 
During the teaching of a ‘sacred dance’ it is important not to instill unnecessary tension in the body. Give the gift of simplicity. If you don’t know how to do so, find out! Don’t just peremptorily fire a person of broader vision, such as K.M., and continue to stonewall along with the Maven in the names of blind Tradition and of ‘business-as-usual.’ 

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Calmswan was not set up to entertain even limited evolution. The Autocrats’ vested interest in stasis, and their control of stasis, was absolute. It is difficult to quantify the degree of ponderously dull parochial rigidity extant both throughout Calmswan and in much of the music as played at Calmswan. It is difficult to convey the degree to which many members worshipped without question the Group Leaders and the calcified Tradition they represented.

How much stronger Calmswan could have been given better teaching of the dances known as Movements, and given concerted egoless co-operation on the music team. Alas, that possibility was impeded on all fronts by calcified complacency and authoritarian control within the post-Gurdjieff “Tradition.” 
A fine mess. But, to be fair, better than not engaging at all with Movements and music. 

29.  THE FOUNDATION’S CREATION OF A TRADITION          
Return to T.O.C.
Kathleen Speeth wrote of the Foundation, in her book The Gurdjieff Work, “Nowadays we have [...] preservation, not creation […], a prevalent 'we cannot do' attitude." The Foundation long ago ago froze the practice of the Gurdjieff Movements against further creative experimentation. Belle stated on occasion that she felt no one had ever matched, or could ever match, the power of the dances Gurdjieff himself implemented. Of course discouraging further attempts is an excellent way to guarantee just that.
As ever, the full truth is not so simple. On one or more occasions in the absence of the Foundation’s Maven, Belle allowed Calmswan’s Movements
“helpers” to choreograph their own dances and try them out upon a class. Brava! A short dance created by a mother in honor of her newborn baby was the best and most touching I witnessed (and danced). It was concise and direct—full of unabashed simplicity, wonderment, warmth, and love. 
Calmswan would have benefited from more such exploration. Experimentation in the manner of Gurdjieff himself, as an adjunct to Gurdjieff’s own Movements, would have proved more vital than was mere interminable preservation of Tradition—which was never Gurdjieff’s intent anyway. 
This is this because that is that. Fresh exploration of ‘this’ improves appreciation of ‘that.’ Trends toward calcification are lessened.  
Further, in Gurdjieffland it is generally not acknowledged that Gurdjieff was a curator of collected dance material and collected musical snippets—not their originator.  
The calcified Tradition at Calmswan, including but not limited to Movements, did not originate directly from Gurdjieff. It arose via the Foundation after his death. Again, on more than one occasion Marc said to me and to the other musicians, "We don't know where the power lies in the Gurdjieff Movements and music, but we don't dare change anything for fear of losing it." Such a weak, fearful and sad statement! Marc’s words indicated to me a closed mind, a lazy mind, a mind out of touch with the original thrust and power of Gurdjieff's methodology and teaching. 
 

All power is of the present moment, not of the past or future. As limned by the Ouroboros, our temporal past is continuously devoured in order to create our temporal present. This process occurs inevitably, despite our feeble attempts to hold on to the known. Our attempts to hold on seem somewhat successful to us only within the prison of our tiny timescale. 
What is real is beyond time—stable and changeless. The real continually underlies our tiny temporary duality, but we see it hazily if at all. It cannot be hoarded (“…we don't dare change anything for fear of losing it."). We must dance ever afresh with our intimations of reality as they flicker and shift like the aurora borealis (itself a visible intimation of invisible energies), or else our intimations wither and calcify, and then we trip over them. 

"The temporal world seems to emulate in part that which it cannot fully obtain or express, tying itself to whatever presence there is in this exiguous and fleeting moment -- a presence which, since it carries a certain image of that abiding Presence, gives to whatever may partake of it the quality of seeming to have being. But because it could not stay, it undertook an infinite journey of time; and so it came to pass that, by going, it continued that life, whose plenitude it could not comprehend by staying."

"It is one thing to be carried through an endless life, another thing to embrace the whole presence of an endless life together, which is manifestly proper to the divine Mind.”

- Boethius, from “The Consolation of Philosophy,” Book 5.

30.   PARALLELS: CALMSWAN’S APPROACH TO MOVEMENTS; MARC’S APPROACH TO PIANO     
Return to T.O.C.
The parallels between the way Marc approached the piano and the way Belle and her Movements Helpers approached Movements were obvious, but only if you had ears to hear and eyes to see. Marc’s big problem at the piano was that he rushed everything, repeating the same mistakes over and over, while expecting that Attention would somehow to gallop to his aid. It did not.

Belle’s big problem in giving Movements was that she rushed roughshod over the learning process, with the same expectation. 

As with Marc’s approach to his piano playing, it was not uncommon for Belle’s Movements classes to work for months at a time on the same Movement, always too fast, and usually in segments too long each time for short-term memory to make deposits into longer-term memory. 
On a number of occasions I watched Belle summarily truncate a typically high-speed review of a dance that the class had been merely approximating for many weeks or months. From the ensuing deathly silence, Belle would remark sternly about how very long the class had been “working on” the dance and about how immensely incumbent upon the class it was to take all measures needed to finally figure things out, on their own, by the following week!  

That is not teaching. That is an uninformed mind tethered to calcified parochial tradition, no matter how genuinely dedicated and well meaning the teacher. Such a sincere teacher may eventually smell the coffee and wish to learn to teach. If parochial standards are finally recognized as ineffectual, well, there’s a big world of Dance out there just beyond the cloistered walls, with lots of helpful input available. 

It is wrong to presume that so-called “sacred dance” is a different entity entirely from the incredibly precise secular dancing on Broadway. It is equally wrong to presume that ‘secular’ dancers do not feel sacredness in the unity of their dancing. Whether or not they apply that adjective, they are fulfilled as they dance in service to something larger than self-centered cognition and ad hoc self-determination. 

Such ‘sacred’ pursuit of unified precision of motion on Broadway or in ballet can be greatly aided during rehearsal by the use of a loudly amplified metronome. In rave dancing a steady synthesized beat is always strongly present. In both cases physical motion is subordinated to a mathematically precise temporal demand, without interference from cognitive equivocation.  
During actual performance (with the exception of rave dancing) there is room for rubato. ‘Rubato’ is the musical term for subtle variation of tempo within a phrase, as called for by the feeling of the music, and as felt by a musician and/or all of the dancers together. Thus in performance the useful metronomic precision that was applied during learning may be happily transcended, but only because earlier it was internalized.

Often Belle or one of her Movements Helpers showed insensitivity to the class as a whole. It was as if they personally knew a dance almost too well, to the point of pressing a class forward without carefully observing what was going on. At such times it would appear that Belle or the Helper was unfamiliar with, or at least uncomfortable with, any approach incorporating calm, spacious simplicity in the present moment. That was precisely what K.M. had to offer in spades, but somehow it went unappreciated, even unrecognized.

It was common practice during weekly Movements Classes to begin by reviewing a particular Movement straight through, and too fast. Thus from the get-go previously ingrained tensions and approximations were reinforced. Inevitably there would be problems. Only then would the Movements-giver allow some token slowing down and perfunctory repetition of the areas of difficulty. As the camel said to the retreating donkey, “You are proceeding ass-backwards.” 
Movements-givers would commonly try to fix a segment by taking it completely out of context, slowing it down very little if at all, and working on it with neither piano accompaniment nor within any audible rhythmic framework. Then, quite soon, they would revert to full speed, with piano. 

Much better learning would have become possible had the tricky segment been reviewed while a metronome provided a precise but greatly slowed and subdivided rhythmic framework. The motions leading into and out of the tricky segment should have been included in the review. The class would have soon learned one seamless multi-faceted motion beginning from just before the previously tricky segment, leading into it, including it, and leading out of it, without ever needing to shift gears along the way. 
Thus would have all facets have been conceived as ‘of a piece,’ even if the variegated component parts were legion. After finding the simplicity of a relaxed overarching flow, full tempo could have been productively re-approached. This would have been accomplished in tiny increments, aided by precisely rhythmic piano accompaniment, and/or by a metronome, and/or by a solid drumbeat, at each increment of speed. 
Alas, often the amateur pianist or drummer accompanying a Calmswan Movements class lacked internalized rhythmic precision. The use of a metronome would have helped greatly, but that suggestion was always brusquely spurned as ‘not in the Tradition.’ 

Instead of the highly focused unified approach just described, teaching methods at Calmswan inadvertently allowed slow and fast to feel unrelated, as if entirely different beasts. Good teaching methods allow slow and fast to be recognized clearly as the same beast—a beast moving at different speeds, but always in the same precisely measured gait. 
Such an approach and understanding allows the body to find, on its own, a sense of ever-increasing assurance. Such assurance persists at each tiny increment of tempo, and also when finally the desired tempo is reached. In such mode the body’s own intelligence is running the show as we happily watch and participate. We are ‘in the zone.’   
Overall, Calmswan’s accepted methodology of ‘teaching’ a dance was akin to slapping repeated finish coats of paint on a structure without having first scraped, sanded, and primed—and then wondering why the paint did not stick very reliably.   

When you add up all the hours spent in repeated approximation, you have to wonder why no one ever figured out that a particular dance could have been learned ten times better in one third the time if the teacher had regularly met the class where they were, rather than always shoving them stumbling ahead of themselves. Problem was, Belle and her helpers often did not know how to meet the class where they were, nor could they dispassionately see where they were and how best to proceed. 

It appeared also (although a bit less strongly by the time I left) that Belle honestly believed such sensitivity to be irrelevant because supposedly a greater likelihood of expanded attention arose from continual confusion than from simplicity. After all, such was the system under which she herself was taught, and which the Maven from the Foundation still advocated. And sporadically things actually did work that way a bit. She knew nothing else.

What a pity that Belle and Marc never recognized that Calmswan could have had the best of both worlds, at least when the Maven wasn’t around. The Maven missed one scheduled Movements weekend because of illness. I am sorry he was ill, but his absence opened up considerable opportunity for better teaching by the visiting Movements teachers from Canada and elsewhere. Belle learned a few new approaches that weekend. Later on she experimented with them at Calmswan.     

31.  A PEEK AT THE MEN’S WEEKEND OF MAY 2004          
Return to T.O.C.
Once upon a time, at the Men's Weekend that was to become my last, there was as usual nothing much happening and no syllabus apparent. I asked that we men utilize part of our segregated macho time together to discuss sexuality in light of the Gurdjieff Work. It seemed a good opportunity, absent any Voluptuous Objects of Our Deeply Programmed Unabashed Lust to short-circuit our spiritual neurons.

Yes, folks, that’s VOODPUL’s, a prime source of many of the world’s problems. Actually, the ‘U’ stands for either ‘Unabashed’ or ‘Unrequited,’ depending on the circumstance. [Tweak-chortle.] 
 

Too late, seated with Marc and all of the men at our four-square assembly of rectangular lunch tables in the kitchen, I recognized my mistake. As our sex forum ground to a start, R.B. watched me intently with deep suspicion, and instantly averted his eyes when I glanced directly at him. B.S. and a couple of others made nervous little jokes about sex. 
Marc began by asking me, “Now, what was it you wanted to talk about?” “Sex,” I answered, strong of voice. Things proceeded downhill from there. Marc hemmed and hawed for a minute or two, remarking several times out of the blue, "Gurdjieff hurt a lot of people." And, "None of you are ready yet to hear about exioëhary [spiritual/sexual] energy." What? After thirty years of Marc's 'guidance,' for some of those present? In which ensuing decade would he adjudge them ready? Thank god for Viagra. 

 

Then Marc embarked on some extended comments about one of Gurdjieff’s illegitimate daughters—her association with a South American Gurdjieff Group, and tenuously with Cleveland. No one else had any questions or input. 

 

When Marc had finished his rambling remarks, I found myself still wishing for a serious and useful exchange. So I told my favorite moth/pheromone story, by way of illustrating and underscoring my reason for requesting the seminar—that is, how to transform through attention the insistent call from Great Nature to copulate and recoat the planet with fresh humans:

                         Nosrepa’s Favorite Moth Story
                                                Back to T.O.C.
Consider the moth, genus Greymottle Flutterus. Of a warm summer's eve the male meanders across moonlit sky with nary a thought to disturb him. Suddenly, a surge of lust courses through his corpus minisculum. "A lovely night for copulation," thinks he. "What an excellent idea! Why did it not occur to me earlier?" 

 

Well, our hero had not thought of it earlier because ‘twas never his to think. Not until that very instant had a single pheromone molecule, borne by the stirring breeze, brushed his starboard receptor and chemically altered his flight plan. The molecule had originated as part of a brazen cloud of encoded 'flutter hither' messages spewed forth by a female moth, herself somewhat at loose ends down at the pool hall. As a result of this completely non-cognitive algorithm, their destiny shortly intertwined in a manner that I am not at liberty to discuss any further in a family-oriented tale.

 

Everything causes everything else, as in modern Chaos Theory or in accordance with ancient philosophy—take your pick. This is this because that is that. It takes the receptor, the molecule, the errant breeze, the wicked female, the biological imperative leading to wickedness and untold generations of moths beforehand, to coalesce into one brief fun event in the present. How different is the human parallel, at its most basic? 

 

Yet for humans that same dance may be approached in the role of observer-participant, watching even our own watching. (Do you like to watch?) The body's sexuality spawns many a dance. Some say we, with our partner, can transmute the body’s sexuality into more wakefulness, into union with an entire continuum of agape and stunning beauty, temporarily breaking down the false barrier of bodily isolation. 

 

That potential aspect of human sexuality is structured within Consciousness, and it is available under the right conditions of conscious attention. It is not commonly evoked by ego or by automatic lust, although there may be surprising exceptions. Much earlier on, when I was “a bucket of hormones on legs*,” the innocent biological imperative was far more compulsive, and it led where it led. 
There are times and there are seasons. All is innocent. Now, as I watch my life, this more than sixty-year-old head still turns readily. Lusting proceeds more or less discreetly, but always automatically. Nature has programmed this body-mind to do just that, into its dotage. 
Half of the human race inevitably become Dirty Old Men, with variable ability to be discreet about it. Fortunately, a lessening urgency of bodily chemistry makes it increasingly possible to see that I am not the body’s programming, and to see the programming for what it is. At the same time there may arise an increasing ability to be ever more respectful of the being of the other half of the race, those creatures who continue to be of interest to us macho men, willy-nilly. (And I’m not even British.) 

 

How predictable and mechanistic are we within identification. How may we macho men approach more consciously an imperative so strongly programmed, so ingrained in our bodies? How may we more consciously approach our own sexuality and that of our partner, toward remembering the Self in union with each other?   
  
All of Gaia, this holistic, metaphorical planet Earth experience, is sexual in the broadest sense of interdependent giving and receiving.  Unceasingly there is provision and receptivity, and then further provision by the receiving entity. The parched earth receives rain showers passively yet responsively. So charged by water's energy the earth is fertile to myriad organisms, plants, flowers and trees. Rain showers, as they fall to earth, brush dust off the tree leaves so that they may better receive sunlight and carbon dioxide, and through photosynthesis provide oxygen for other life forms, which in turn offer more carbon dioxide to the trees. 
This immense, innocent, interdependent dance occurs right before us at every instant, and we take it for granted. What more may we men find deep within the similarly pandemic innocence of our own sexuality, which itself is not separate from the dancing of all of Gaia? 
In fact the moth story was meant only as a very gentle introduction to  Gurdjieff’s abstruse take on the ideal use of human sexuality as documented in Ouspensky (1949, 254-259), in B.T. (in the chapter “The Holy Planet Purgatory”) and as explored in the excerpts immediately below under “Beyond the Moth Story” excerpted from: 
http://www.cesnur.org/2005/pa_zoccatelli.htm 
But we didn’t get that far.
                                  Beyond the Moth Story
                                         Return to T.O.C.
                                         Return to p. 112
“Gurdjieff’s [sexual] teaching is almost identical to

Weor’s (Ouspensky, 1949: 254-259) even as far as concerns the explanation of the “forming of the astral body” which alchemy defines as transformation or transmutation” (Ouspensky, 1949: 256). Were these the “inner exercises” (Hartmann - Hartmann, 1992: 40) taught by Gurdjieff, which Thomas de Hartmann briefly mentions, adding that he did not feel “authorized” to speak of them? Were these the exercises concerning “sexual energy which he told me never to repeat to others” (Hartmann - Hartmann, 1992: 107). We do not know the answer to this question. However, from this viewpoint it is easy to see to what Gurdjieff was referring when, in a brief passage taken from a conversation with his pupils in New York, on February 20th, 1924, published only after his death, even though sexual energy is not explicitly mentioned (which however was the subject of Gurdjieff’s oral comments to his pupils, at least at the end of 1940s [Bennett - Bennett, 1980: 15]), nor are ‘inner practices.’
[...]

“The great German sage Krumm-Heller advises: ‘Instead of coitus which leads to orgasm, one must offer reflexively sweet caresses, amorous phrases, and delicate touches, keeping the mind far from animal sexuality, sustaining the purest spirituality as if the act were a true ceremony. However, the man can and must introduce his penis into the female sex and keep it there […] until both experience a divine sensation which can last hours and withdraw at the moment the spasm approaches in order to avoid ejaculating sperm.’ (Weor, s.d.n.l. 1960: 137)” 

    -Excerpted from http://www.cesnur.org/2005/pa_zoccatelli.htm
 

Some will recognize that Krumm-Heller’s comments above are related to Hindu Tantric sexual practices. The magazine “Yoga Journal” in its February 1983 issue began a lengthy two-part practical and theoretical article, written by Dio Urmilla Neff, that closely parallels the Krumm-Heller quote above and goes on from there.    
Ah, but why bother discussing any of this? Why break the mold and actually address something of substance at a Men's Weekend? Unheard of! Leave that to the women, with the juicy (but asexual) curricula chosen for their Weekends and posted for all to see. Instead, let's us hardy macho guys just generate a few embarrassed jokes about sex, admit several times that Gurdjieff's own expressed sexuality was hurtful to many, diverge into a tale about one of Gurdjieff's illegitimate daughters, put up with some stupid moth story, lapse into uncomfortable silence, and then dramatically terminate the attempted seminar after less than ten minutes, by loudly accusing the Questioner of wasting everybody's time! 
 

Which, indeed, was precisely what happened. After I finished my moth story Marc cleared his throat, rumbled something or other in complaint and dour dismissal of my words, and then quickly stood up. Addressing me from an unwarranted role of anger, he raised his voice, "You are wasting my time, and you are wasting the time of all these other men here." That was that. Everyone got up and left the area, carefully avoiding eye contact with me.

 

Holy enlightenment, Batman! Something is not right at the Calmswan Conservancy . . . 
Not five minutes later, I was once again alone with Marc at the piano in the Movements Hall (no other pianists were in attendance that weekend). Marc had switched off his role of explosive anger, and there ensued a period of unusual ingenuousness on his part, evident in his tone of voice and in his eyes. Was it real? Actually, I think it was. It was also a great way of defusing the earlier insanity. In any case, we did not further address the topic of sex. 
 ___________________________________________________

* A concise descriptive phrase used by Emily Wurtzel in her autobiography, “Prozac Nation.”RetReturn[]
]
32.  GAMES AND MACHISMO          
Return to T.O.C.
Truly I was not playing games at the Men’s Weekend, as R.B. and P.J. harshly accused later that same day. My sexual question was serious, as was my difficulty with the typically unfocused tenor of the Weekend as a whole, and with the macho roles Marc constantly felt he had to assume in front of the men. 
Alone with me earlier at the piano in the Movements Hall, Marc had actually said to me, “I am not identified, but I have to act identified in order to relate to these men, here.” A few days later, again in private with me, he flatly denied ever having uttered those words. How many different ‘Marcs’ were there? Did they know each other? Were they at all responsible for each other? What, precisely, did Marc’s claimed “real I” take notice of or ignore? 

Years earlier, the very first time I had requested a “private talk” with Marc, out of the blue he mentioned the ‘tearing’ sound his wet raincoat sleeve made when it rubbed against his raincoat, like the sound of incoming mortar that an infantryman hears in combat. Marc had had intense infantry experience in World War II, and he was belatedly receiving treatment for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. He remarked upon how difficult it would be to maintain an erection while hearing the raincoat sound, even though aware it was but a raincoat making the sound. I was a little surprised at his use of such an example with a man he barely knew, but not in the least offended. I did not inquire about the specific circumstances under which a boner in a raincoat might be desirable, although no doubt there are a few. 

As Marc continued, during my first “private talk,” I watched his face and manner closely. It was apparent that, in part, he was engaging in shallow male bonding, the sort that occurs under conditions of unsought but necessary proximity in a locker room. A man may choose to assuage his own insecurity and assert his masculinity by proffering to another man something a bit more macho than a comment on the weather, or, heaven forbid, on Cher’s dress at the Oscars… 

To be fair, Marc’s raincoat example had to do with living in sleep, beholden to automatic responses to mechanical programming, or at least reverse-Pavlovian programming. Even so, over time I noticed that in front of male groups Marc tended to project more machismo than he actually owned. Most men have.

 

At the Men’s Weekend, I was looking for something real, something beyond the perennial flip-flop of Marc's formulaic charisma and gruff equivocation. Instead, we men were yet again regaled with his rough-and-ready tales about Arthurian honor among Knights of the Round Table, about the importance of learning to swear from a worldly mentor when young, about comparing penis lengths in the steam room (an acerbic suggestion once made to a group of men by Mrs. May, Marc’s own Group Leader early on), and about Marc’s 'Guardian' prototype, in the form of an extremely well-armed Wild West gunman on horseback whom he had admired as a child growing up in a small Western town. Certain long-term members who had so often heard all of this before just settled back and lapped it up. Their faces would relax in happy anticipation after an initial phrase or two from Marc identified a familiar tale to come. 

  
I have no doubt that at times Hank/Marc touched something very real for himself. I found greatly lacking on his part any ability to guide others to that personal experience, mostly because he was always first and foremost occupied with protecting the role of ‘Marc’ and with maintaining the status quo. Commonly Marc offered only hypnotic charisma and unfocused generalities. He played fast and loose with all he said and did. There were useful exceptions to that rule, but just not very often.  
 

To be fair, Hank was a sensitive soul who had hidden his sensitivity behind the role of 'Marc.' If you happened to be seeking ingenuous honesty from him, he was better one-on-one than before a group. This was because in private conversation there was less parallel processing required on Hank’s part, in order to keep his 'Marc'-butt covered from all angles of view. 

 

During such one-on-one encounters Hank needed crank up only one minimal version of 'Marc,' or, at best, no version at all. I saw him like that privately, beyond the role of 'Marc,' only two or three times in seven years, and quite briefly each time. At such moments he spoke simply, and his eyes were luminous and childlike. He seemed, within those moments, to feel no need to protect any aspect of Hank/Marc. There was nothing about swearing or penises either, as I recall.  

 

In the particular instance of the Attempted Sex Discussion at the Men's Weekend, and shortly thereafter in my dismissal from Calmswan, I think Marc’s well-entrenched philandering and the energy drained continually in its ongoing fearful cover-up, led to pre-emptive attack upon one sincere seeker, at least as the final straw in dealing with his unusual directness. 

I did not blame R.B. for his strong role in the whole brouhaha. He was an admirable individual, but one without perspective. He had long since swallowed the party line, not to mention the hook and sinker. He was thoroughly dependent upon Marc, in that he believed he need never think for himself within the realm that Marc represented for him.

 

33.  AN AWAKENED ASSHOLE?          
Return to T.O.C.
In attempting to launch the Men’s Weekend Sex Discussion, my hope had been that we macho men might explore ways of applying higher attention to fucking, that universal corporeal imperative, perhaps as in a Hindu Tantric sense. The topic of copulation and/or lovemaking was eschewed during mixed Sunday lunchtime Q & A sessions—understandably, but a pity, really. 
Why do we all feel compelled to hide so much? There are no secrets to the human condition. We just pretend so, and our very pretense feeds our separated, closeted identification, buffering us from additional clarity within and beyond the situation we have all together bought into.
 

Gurdjieff had little respect for societal norms. It was no carefully protected secret that he engaged broadly but selectively in sex with women other than his wife. Gurdjieff was a law unto himself, in a different time and place. I do not know enough about that time and place, or about Gurdjieff himself, to hold any strong opinion about his sexual practices. 

It is notable that sometimes Gurdjieff would instantaneously re-evaluate a previously scheduled tryst, feigning confusion when the woman showed up at the door to his room late at night, and sending her away with a gift of candy. But there are indications that he felt well qualified to offer some sort of transcendent experience to those women whom he chose for physical intimacy. 
It seems that he did not indiscriminately abuse his charisma, but that he was able to be all things to all women, if not always to their husbands. His ease extended to interfacing comfortably with strong, out-of-the-closet bisexual and lesbian women, notably the writers’ group “Ladies of the Rope.”

Throughout various formal spiritual paths, including modern Gurdjieff groups, stories abound of semi-secret sexual attraction between all sorts of 'wrong' people. Sexual arousal can occur even during sitting or meditation, as certain energies arise. Sex itself, like awakening itself, is amoral, and both occur to imperfect people.

In addition, and swept way under the rug at Calmswan, Gurdjieff believed in an esoteric application of human sexuality quite similar to Hindu Tantric sexual practice. See above: Beyond the Moth Story.  When Gurdjieff mentioned that he had something quite special to show any willing female, it is rather certain that he was referring to something other than, or at least more inclusive than, the first prurient image that arises, so to speak.
It really cries out to be noted, however, that Tantric sex, or whatever you wish to call it, apparently works just fine, and actually better, when practiced between committed, monogamous partners! Return to Chapter 30
For that reason among others, I don't think it automatically appropriate for anyone in a time and place such as ours to purposely emulate Gurdjieff’s panoramic expression of his sexuality. This applies particularly to one so effete as Hank Markelson in the role of ‘Marc.’
I once asked Hank whether he thought it possible to be both awakened and an asshole. The question arose as I gave him an evening ride home from Calmswan, at his request. "Absolutely," he replied. Neither of us was referring to anyone in particular, of course. We were just employing a little reductio ad absurdum, for the sake of clarity. 
 

I would like to think that agape eventually suffuses awakening to the point of dissolving selfish identified assholishness, perhaps even transmuting it into ass-holy-ness. Hmmm… could that have been Gurdjieff's shtick (so to speak)? 

Most of us greatly respect committed monogamy, as do I. But there are too many variables to be adamant about it. Ultimately all is innocent, including acts that breech such mutual trust, harsh as that may seem to say. 
 

The real danger arises where there is energy drain related to dishonesty—lying, hiding, covering up and sustaining fear or anger. Regardless of what spin may be superimposed to rationalize such actions, they are simply the wrong choices. They spring from an identified decision to try to exert personal control, short of honesty, upon an existing situation that feels untenable. 

Dishonest attempts at justification or cover-up create further harm beyond the act itself. Ironically, such attempts are irrelevant in the broader light of recognizing the innocence of all that occurs, including even cover-ups. What is highly relevant in any such difficult circumstance is the opportunity it presents for furthering dispassionate non-identification in those hurt, and ideally even in the perpetrator. 

We are each quite capable of lying overtly or tacitly when identified with lust, fear or anger. To sustain the lie is to sustain the identification. Identification interferes with the flow of positive energy. One result is that the ability to be of help to others is impaired. 
 

Later on, after I was no longer at Calmswan, a member told me that Belle had once told the assembled Membership that she and Marc chose not to include the discussion of sex in any exchanges with members, and that there were “plenty of other aspects of the Work to occupy everyone.” 
What a cop-out! No other single attribute permeates human experience more than sexuality. Marc and Belle were in a unique position to offer input, at least about identification and non-identification in the light of the sexual urge. 

What is the secret rule here? “We wish deeply for all of our followers to awaken. There is nothing more important. Well, that is, except for the elephant in the room, which partially occludes the exit—a beast we have carefully tended for many years but whose existence we refuse to acknowledge.”   

    

34.  THE REAL REASON          
Return to T.O.C.
First, here is a recap of the reasons Marc gave me for terminating my membership:

 

1a) “Obesity.” (Guilty.)

1b) “Is your obesity caused by heavy drinking?” (Innocent.) I go for weeks or months at a time without imbibing alcohol. One glass of wine at dinner with a friend, or three-quarters of a can of beer to be sociable with a guest on my deck is a lot for me. Alcohol does nothing for me and quickly makes me thirsty. Frankly it rather amazed me that Marc knew me so poorly after seven years.*
 

2) “You tried to teach the Work through music.” (Innocent.) Marc was blind to the parallels between effective music practice and the Gurdjieff Work. The Work, and the highest in music, are both about continually inviting a more dispassionate attention to what is already right in front of us, here-now. Fourth way Work, “the way of the sly man,” applies to all activities and all situations, including music making.

 

Few recognize how directly work on attention affects the qualities of musicianship in a musician. In music, each iteration of beauty and value happens here-now. If you are not here now for it, it will be smudged or missed entirely. The music will not be fully communicated to listeners. Denying this helps neither one's musicianship nor one's Gurdjieff Work. The same goes for dance, and for the Gurdjieff Movements.  
  

Marc was immensely displeased with my verbal and written directness in asking that musicians and Movements personnel slow down and look more closely at what was right in front of them. Both Marc and Belle appeared uncomfortable with any suggestion that might threaten the insular and tightly controlled approaches long in place. Marc understood neither the purity of my motives nor the efficacy of my proposed methods, nor was he willing to examine them with an open mind. 

 

Belle's head was not quite so deep in the sand. She appeared amenable to minor experimentation, but she exhibited a strong need to retain tight control of all goings on at Calmswan, whether or not she really understood the nuts and bolts of them. 

 

Belle was not a musician, and she was more a dedicated presenter of dance than a teacher of dance, much like the Foundation Movements Maven. Neither of them could read music.

Unfortunately the Maven was Belle’s idol. He was about the worst teacher of anything I have ever encountered—impatient and rude. A thick French accent made him difficult to understand. He would repeat lengthy dance segments, or even entire dances, over and over, hardly ever taking them apart to facilitate learning and improvement. 
Once I was in a class when the Maven presented a Movement unfamiliar to the dancers. He did take that Movement apart, but in very long segments, and in a hurried, perfunctory manner. He was not a teacher. He was a superb example of someone who was (or had been) quite good at something, but had never learned to teach it. He was useful, however, as a demanding and energizing focal point if you already knew a Movement well. 

To be fair, Belle was so intelligent and sensitive, and so sincerely working on her own attention to here-now, that it would be difficult for her not to continually improve her presentations in a less and less identified manner. One hopes she has continued in that direction. God knows the Gurdjieff Movements at the Calmswan I knew could have used better teaching. 

If the contemporary Gurdjieff Work is unable to produce other true “Teachers of Dancing” (as Gurdjieff described himself), then something is wrong. Others should by now be just as awake in their own manner as Gurdjieff was in his. “Preservation rather than creation” (-Speeth) is the domain of good museums, not a function of good schools of awakening. Awakening is now. Few consider that Gurdjieff continually evolved over his lifetime, sometimes even contradicting something he’d said or written previously. Calcify that!

 

3) “You did not immediately accept an undefined ‘task’(see p. 214) from  Belle.”    (Guilty.)*Chapter 30
 

4) “We cannot help you.” (Innocent.) Calmswan had been of significant help to me, over seven years.

I'll even add two more, myself:
5) Being unusually direct and less deferential than some. (Guilty, but relative. Not really a matter of guilt; more a recognition that life is short.)
 

6) Being identified with ‘Nosrepa.’ (Guilty.)

 

So the question is, does the above set of accusations add up to sufficient grounds for booting out a sincere seven-year member? 

 

The real reason, the unspoken reason for booting out this seven-year member, pertained largely to secrecy and fear on the part of Marc, Belle, and two or three senior members of the innermost circle—unnecessary secrecy and unnecessary fear.

 

As a member privy to more than I might have wished about Marc’s carnal foibles, I remained totally discreet. I had bigger fish to fry than the mundane extramarital flirtations of a Group Leader. After all, such is not an unknown occurrence throughout the Gurdjieff Work, throughout authoritarian and charismatic leaders of other paths, or for that matter within humanity in general. As incarnate, identified beings we are arguably more at the mercy of our sex drives than we are to any other bodily imperative, after breathing.
Besides, Marc himself was becoming less and less a reason that I was still involved with Calmswan. 
Presently I have no more stomach for shallow gossip for its own sake than ever I did as a member. But I do now have unrestrained freedom to comment usefully, as I see fit, about all aspects of my experience at Calmswan. 

*____________________________________  

· Marc and Belle were capable of being remarkably dense in their assessments of members, and not just when postulating my “drinking.” There was sometimes evident a ‘cookie-cutter’ shallowness in their interfacing with their followers, as in Marc’s failure to recognize the name of my gay friend shortly after he had moved out of state. 

· Belle had no inkling of the three continuous years I had been exposed to a certain simple Movement in her own classes, when once she asked me if I’d ever danced it. [Insert joke here.]  

· Belle thoroughly misjudged the integrity and business acumen of an erstwhile member who returned yearly for Work Periods. She took his puffery at face value and even recommended his ‘expertise’ to another member, leading indirectly to that member’s partnering with him in an ultimately disastrous business venture, chock-full of irresponsibility and outright fraud on his part. Years earlier, on the very first day I met the gentleman in question, and ever subsequently, he frankly seemed sleazy to me. It would have been far better for Belle to assume nothing about her own perspicacity, and thus avoid making the recommendation that brought harm to her “student.” 

· Shortly after I was kicked out, I learned via the grapevine that all of Calmswan’s locks had been changed. Good move. You just never know when a drunken ex-pianist might show up in the middle of the night with two friends and a truck, in order to liberate that luscious Mason & Hamlin grand piano. Hmmm… I wonder whether the security code on the burglar alarm has been changed? Damn, out of vodka again!  [Back]
35.  THE SECRET          

Return to T.O.C.
The closely-held Big Secret at Calmswan amounted to an invisible elephant in the room. There needed not have been such an elephant. The Secret weakened the Work at Calmswan. The weakening had come about not so much because of the Secret itself (a mundane and common human foible, after all) but rather as a result of the dishonesty embedded in sustaining it. 
Dishonesty proceeds from fear and gives birth to more fear. Energy is usurped by fear and dishonesty. During my time at Calmswan, two sincere members were booted out at least in part because of Big Secret-related fear on the part of the Group Leaders. Other strong and talented folk left of their own accord, either because of the Big Secret itself, or more often because of the decision to sustain it.

 

The Secret revolved entirely around selfish and irresponsible behavior by Marc that could not have occurred (and recurred) had he been continuously awakened. Marc’s own oft-claimed attainment of having obtained a “real I” the level of “Man #5” was obviously specious. [See: Ouspensky, In Search of the Miraculous (1949, p: 73) for Gurdjieff’s statement that a “Man #5” has obtained an awakened unchanging “Real I.”] At best, Marc was playing a role of being a “Man #5,” a person with an awakened “Real I,” and he was fooling himself, and confusing members, by identifying with his role.

 

I first became aware of the Big Secret when a trusted old friend approached me several months after she had been required to leave Calmswan. She asked to share with me the details of her experience with Marc. “It was a deep and holy love,” she said, “the strongest I have ever known.” “It had not progressed beyond lengthy conversations and handholding across restaurant tables, but soon it would have.” However, just as things were really heating up, Marc arranged for his wife, Belle, to ‘accidentally’ see an incriminating email, and all hell quietly broke loose. 

As a result my friend had to leave Calmswan (some months before Marc and Belle booted me out). My respectful friendship with my friend continued, although we did not see each other for a while. Eventually she shared details face to face in a mode of what she subsequently admitted was “lashing out,” hoping that I would leave Calmswan after learning the full story of her experience with Marc. But I stayed, having long-since guessed fairly accurately what had happened. I had remained a member primarily because of the well-organized demands of the Work at Calmswan. The human foibles of the Personages in charge concerned me very little compared with the seriousness of my search for the miraculous. 

 

Long after my friend had left Calmswan, and for what then seemed an unavoidable reason, I politely told Belle that I knew the Big Secret. I told her that my knowledge, unsought and innocently acquired, only helped me to see more clearly the difference between real work on attention and the human foibles that attend each person's story as it plays out. I told her also that my awareness of the Secret, although naturally lessening my trust in Marc, had no bearing on my commitment to sharing in the ongoing work on attention at Calmswan. 
 

Of course as previously indicated the Big Secret related to nothing more than Marc’s proclivity for weak emulation of one of Gurdjieff's most elemental traits, that of seeking sexual variety in the form of different women. Gurdjieff was adept at being all things to all people, including all women. He refused to be bound by societal codes or by anyone’s expectations. Around Gurdjieff the chips fell where they fell, and if people were hurt, well, good: use your experience of that emotion to work on yourself! 
In Marc’s case, however, his flirtations seemed to me merely one expression of his need for adulation. My departed friend agreed with me, and remarked that based on her time with Marc she was unsure what sort of marital relationship Marc and Belle enjoyed. I did not pry. After all, whatever input my friend had received from Marc about his relationship with Belle would be suspect, within the game Marc was playing.
 

Belle, the other person deeply hurt by Marc’s weak emulation of Gurdjieff's trait, occasionally spoke gratefully and almost reverently of Gurdjieff. Perhaps such reverence excluded revering his expressed sexuality. Gurdjieff’s sexual proclivities had long been swept under the rug at Calmswan and at the Foundation, while venerating most other known aspects of his life. 

 

But wait just a minute! All is of a piece. Who was Gurdjieff, except the sum total of every one of his traits in the aggregate—his own “Common Presence?” “Common Presence” was the odd English translation of a Chechen accounting term Gurdjieff borrowed to use throughout Beelzebub’s Tales. The term originally meant a sort of ledger of the totality of an individual’s fiscal credits and debits. Gurdjieff appropriated the term to mean an impartial evaluation of the whole person, morally and socially, as a conscious being. 

 

Marc’s weak emulation of Gurdjieff’s least celebrated trait, at least in the instance with which I became most familiar (there had been others), brought with it valuable opportunities for work toward reduced identification on the part of the two seriously injured parties. Belle, after lying low for a while, utilized that opportunity, to the eventual benefit of all at Calmswan, and it appeared even to Marc. 
My friend just remained 'hurt' for quite a while, until subsequent passage of time partially ameliorated her pain. To be fair, consider that my friend had been forced to leave Calmswan. She, unlike Belle, was no longer a beneficiary of Calmswan’s helpful reminders to watch oneself dispassionately, and to be open toward watching one’s watching, as well.

I felt it a great shame that my friend’s offer “to disappear” from Calmswan was immediately accepted, while Belle benefited from staying. Meanwhile Hank, without any apparent conscience, hid right out in the open behind the role of ‘Marc,’ unchanged and as irresponsible as ever. There were other possible ways to proceed, ways far more honest and more powerful than was that of sustaining a pretense of normalcy, above all. The pretense of normalcy was a lie quickly chosen out of fear and convenience. ‘Business-as-usual.’ Tend the elephant, and don’t ask or answer any questions.

For a time Marc, while leading Sunday morning sittings, was heard to say, “It does not matter what kind of person you are. You may be a very good person or a very bad person. For just now, set that aside, and become quiet. Place your attention upon the body, and recognize that you are here now, in a safe place. Begin to count each breath, or to follow whatever other practice you have been given.” Good advice, once upon a time.

Make no mistake, Belle shared responsibility for the whole situation, and for the way it was handled. In the first place, it takes two to tango, and two to seek professional counseling when the music stops. The latter (counseling) may have been unthinkable to Marc, a man who had convinced himself that he had obtained a “real ‘I,’ and who had waited for over fifty years to seek professional counseling for World War II-related Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). To be fair, PTSD had been broadly recognized only relatively recently. 
It may have been also unthinkable to Belle, a woman who had always worked so assiduously to keep under tight control all matters within her sphere of influence. As well, it was apparently unthinkable to Belle, and maybe to Marc, to risk potentially weakening Calmswan by admitting the existence of a marital problem between the two of them. Instead, ironically, they ended up actually weakening Calmswan by usurping energy in sustaining the Big Secret.  
Whatever my friend’s role, she was no cunning vixen. She was pure of heart. Her sin was in allowing Hank to confuse her. She fell deeply in love with a selfishly identified version of ‘Marc.’ It was Marc all the way, and in some sense Belle together with Marc. 
It was wrong for Belle and Marc to callously dump my friend as a Calmswan 'student' of about five years’ commitment. There were gentler and healthier ways for Enlightened Beneficent Autocrats to deal with a problem they themselves had created, even had my friend eventually chosen to leave on her own. 
Although my friend had indeed sent an email offering to leave, it was not compassionate for the Autocrats to do no more than instantly accept her offer and require that any further communication with either of them occur strictly through the good offices of two or three senior members. 
Excuse me, but just who at Calmswan were constantly implying that they were ‘awakened,’ and thus were qualified to lead others in that direction? Where the hell was the agape, or even just compassion, in this situation? Where was any hint of their dispassionate maturity “in the Work,” after thirty years of claiming the capacity to lead others “in the Work?” The Membership was left saddled with secret malfeasance by the putative Leader, and with secret stonewalling by the de facto Leader and her esoteric circle. 
 

The Calmswan Membership was a mature and forgiving group. Most would have taken in stride the Big Secret, given the chance. In so doing, its power would soon have faded, and the opportunity for alchemy from foible into felicity would have touched all hearts further opened in compassion for all concerned. Instead, identified fear on the part of the Beneficent Autocrats and a few senior members precluded so happy a resolution. 
All is innocent. At one point during the period of my membership, members were encouraged to “see and be seen.” If instead we carefully hide aspects of our humanity from others and even from ourselves, we each become our own roadblock to extant innocence, to further awakening, and to the effectual sharing of our path with ‘others,’ who are quite literally oneSelf. It is impossible to harm ‘others’ without harming oneself, and harming oneself harms ‘others.’

 

Perhaps Hank was hoping to emulate a peripheral aspect of the raw power of the original Gurdjieff Work, which power was lacking at Calmswan. But this is conjecture. It is more likely merely that selfishness was looping through Hank’s less-than-Man-#5 personality, during prolonged periods of identification on his part. 

 

There is no harsh judgment in that statement. Each of us, within identification, is capable of any act whatsoever, and we are also capable of justifying it to ourselves, and capable of justifying our justifying, ad infinitum. 

  

And now, a benediction, offered to all at Calmswan, including Marc, Belle, and every Protector of the Big Secret: 

 

 

“When tapping into the wellsprings of being, we are also tapping into man's deepest instincts, which surprise and disquiet us. Running away with God does not mean we can run away from any aspects of our humanity . . . We deal with these foxes, nymphs, and lions by remaining in our center of silence and becoming objective about their Movements, seeing them for what they are, and taking them in stride with no disquieting result. In time these movements lose their power over us, and disappear as mysteriously as they came . . . [God] must show us he loves the whole of our humanity, and not just the center of our soul. . . . There is left no doubt that God loves the whole of man and that our need for this wholistic [sic] love is all in the nature of things—the way we were made—and that it is God's pleasure to prove this love to man.” 

-Bernadette Roberts, “The Path to No Self”, 1985 Shambhala paperback, pp. 65-66.

 

36.  SECRECY IN THE CALMSWAN EQUATION          
Return to T.O.C.
Honesty is the best policy, even for Beneficent Autocrats who partake of human foible. To the extent that energy is usurped in sustaining identified dishonesty and fear, there is that much less energy left for beneficence. To that same extent, an autocrat will be incapable of maintaining the sort of dispassion that is most useful in guiding a seeker. This is particularly so when faced with a seeker who takes nothing for granted, questions everything, and has innocently become aware of a disturbing Big Secret. Disturbing at least to the Autocrats, if not to the seeker. 
It would have been most beneficial to Calmswan to drop the secrecy and to freely allow the Membership to see that we all labor side by side in the same foible-filled field [can you say that six times fast? Tweak-chortle!]. Those who thought that Marc and Belle hovered at some nearly unattainable altitude could have begun to better understand that even Marc and Belle dealt with human problems and possibilities composed of exactly the same stuff as their own. Ideally they might have seen that the qualities one brings to bear upon whatever arises are far more important than are the exigencies themselves.   

There was a second secret at Calmswan, an open secret, yet one hard to discern while in the thick of things. The second secret was that Calmswan appealed to a certain personality type, good people all, without much reference to any continuum of intelligence, creativity, social skill, loving- kindness, and so forth. What Calmswanians did share was a fascination with its dominant style of charismatic and autocratic control. 

A corollary to this second Secret was that Marc and Belle’s mode of charisma and control worked only upon those inclined to wish for it. Acquiescence to this mode largely obviated any personal necessity to think about matters served by that external charisma and control (even though, in the purest sense, Marc and Belle would have disagreed with such an assessment). 
Belief is ninety percent of the game, if not all of it. Members were allowed and passively encouraged to believe themselves destined to be indefinitely dependent upon Marc and Belle, and ever subordinate to them. 
Marc and Belle themselves well recalled being beholden to their own autocratic Teacher, and currently they were themselves almost as beholden to the authoritarianism of the Foundation, notably including that of the visiting Movements Maven. They were merely continuing in the same stern style that they had known while following their own role models. Alas, they appeared not to discern the distinction between style and substance. Often the Leaders of Calmswan seemed to want to control their proprietary version of the perennial philosophy more than they wished to serve it. 

Those who had remained comfortable at Calmswan for decades seemed blandly attuned to its stiff, museum-like structure, and to the controlling personalities behind Calmswan’s Autocracy. From time to time some folks left in disagreement. Their departures helped sustain the homeostatic psychological equilibrium with which Marc and Belle themselves were most comfortable, even as the physical plant and its associated demands grew tremendously, and as dues were suddenly raised by thirty-three percent. 
Throughout Calmswan, staid equilibrium was valued more highly than was openness. It was considered more important than honesty. This equation was sustained at the severe expense of losing some of Calmswan’s stronger and more open-minded members along the way.
 

At a Calmswan Sunday Workday lunch Belle once sternly solicited input concerning just how complete and total was the commitment of the Membership to Calmswan, come hell, high water, or the Visigoths. The goodly handful that responded said to her precisely what any powerful Autocrat worth her salt would want to hear. I had been a member for only a year or so at the time. It all seemed a bit off the deep end to me. In retrospect, I now better understand the psychology of what was going on.  

 

Marc and Belle were thoroughly steeped in this modality, and even needed things to be this way, knowing no other formula. They meant well, but what perspective had they, after decades of control and adulation, after decades of tacit assumption by members that always the Group Leaders’ behavior was enlightened, or pretty close—not to be questioned? To what extent did Calmswan serve its Membership? To what extent did it serve and sustain Marc and Belle?

 

No matter what roles we assume toward each other, whether augustly autocratic or mundanely popular, there is ever the insidious danger of identification either with the roles themselves, or with our mistakes within them—all of which are innocent, but not to be ignored. Identified mistake-making is always attended by resultant fear, potential cover-up, related energy loss, and the possibility of further harm to others, even if that's the last thing we, or some august Autocrat, would consciously desire.
37.  THE TOME          
Beelzebub’s Tales: An Overview Askance

Return to T.O.C.
One of the things I least respected during my stay at Calmswan was the obfuscation found in the rambling twelve hundred-page Beelzebub's Tales to His Grandson. The book, written by Gurdjieff, was chock-full of coined, nearly-unpronounceable fifty-dollar terms, which were scattered liberally throughout long sentences containing multiple interpositions and subordinate clauses.
Beelzebub’s Tales was broadly influenced by ancient esoteric sources, which Gurdjieff had energetically sought and directly explored during his travels as a young man throughout Central Asia and Egypt. Adding at least peripherally to the mix were the more modern mystery traditions up to and including Theosophy. 
A lot of intelligent people live and breathe the convoluted details of such traditions, but, in my own less than scholarly assessment, all of them are full of intricate constructs in which to get bogged down. They engage the intellect in impressive concepts and constructs, but they do not lead beyond the intellect to the truth of what we are. 
This lack does not preclude the occasional arising of an improved quality of attention in a scholar, either while focused upon arcane concepts and practices that may be themselves quite secondary, or while sustaining attention in the present moment to absolutely anything at all.
Indeed, the human potential for transcendent experience is so indigenous as to regularly elicit parochial belief that the experiencer’s religion has brought it about. And so the experiencer presumes that by the luck of the draw he finds himself an adherent (from before the age of reason) to the one true and powerful religion. Wars are fought to prove or disprove this.  
Gurdjieff himself contributed nothing new to his collection of esoterica, although along the way he apparently did develop a usefully deepened quality of sustained attention in the present moment. He was right to describe himself simply as “a teacher of dance.”  Nowadays his most readily approachable contribution is his having brought to the West some temple dances from remote Asian monasteries. Similarly he imported the elements of the so-called “Gurdjieff” music, a sometimes compelling but lesser art form.
Despite his powerfully charismatic visage and his impressive bearing (when he wished to display them), and despite his capacity for psychological manipulation of the gullible (read: ‘most of us at one time or another’), Gurdjieff was basically just a strongly-motivated importer of esoteric tradition, both into the twentieth century, and into the West. Whence his motivation? Ay, there’s the rub. Whence anything at all? 
In Beelzebub’s Tales, simulacrums of the belief systems Gurdjieff discovered and imported were garrulously interwoven into a proprietary and rather lumpy whole cloth. The process spun out during lengthy exposition by his protagonist Beelzebub in discourse with his grandson Hassein, during a prolonged interplanetary voyage through our solar system on the spaceship Karnak. 
Gurdjieff’s amalgam of esoterica and science fiction in B. T. was conceived and published during an era of burgeoning interest in science fiction. The period had begun with Jules Verne and H. G. Wells and it continued over ensuing decades in monthly science fiction pulp magazines containing stories by Isaac Asimov, Robert Heinlein, Wyman Guin (a darn good short story writer), and many others. Lengthy science fiction novels were published by Verne, Wells and by others later on.
It was common for authors of science fiction to offhandedly coin new words in order to pepper their stories with a gripping sense of the strange and exotic. Gurdjieff utilized that little trick in the extreme, vastly outdoing everyone else in that regard. Of course, Gurdjieff’s purpose extended far beyond just the writing of entertaining science fiction, but the obvious contemporaneous parallels with that literary form I have nowhere else seen noted. To some this may be nearly a blasphemous observation, but it bears mentioning.   
There are reports that Gurdjieff chuckled at certain passages in B.T. for reasons unknown, as he sat off to the side listening to his manuscript being read aloud to groups of his followers. Perhaps anyone concerned about blasphemy might first try to discern what Gurdjieff found so funny at the so-serious readings, which equally so-seriously were performed at Calmswan, without any chuckling.
To be fair, there are a few relatively clear, direct and lovely passages, as in some of the writing about Ashiata Shiemash. But overall Beelzebub’s Tales purposely required its readers to work very hard to try to understand it, as Gurdjieff himself had promised would be the case in his lengthy and sometimes humorous preface, “The Arousing of Thought.” 
Synopsis
Return to T.O.C.
At Calmswan, B.T. bred completely unnecessary confusion, shrouding the perennial philosophy in convoluted proprietary language and in often fanciful verbal constructions. Little attempt was made during my years as a Calmswan member to elucidate B.T.’s contents. We were left to sink or swim. To be fair, Calmswan’s current website (2007, under a new organizational name) makes reference to a weekly Gurdjieff literature study group. A good move, particularly if it addresses B.T.
Calmswan believed, as did Gurdjieff, that awakening requires a lengthy and extremely difficult struggle against falsely ingrained beliefs (even about who or what one actually is), and that trying to clarify truth directly to the false ‘I’s in one’s personality is not helpful and is very likely counterproductive. Yet Marc did admit at times that one generally begins the search from cognition. Was there some happy medium that had just never been found at Calmswan over thirty years? Is such a happy medium now accessed during the weekly study groups? One can but hope. 
In limning the basic story of B.T., I can do no better than to quote the exceptionally clear synopsis of self-described “Author, Psychologist and Mystic Scientist” Christopher Holmes, Ph.D. from:  http://www.zeropoint.ca/ZPT-Lunacy.html
“In Beelzebub’s Tales, G. explains that many of the woes which have befallen humanity, related to an early cosmic catastrophe which occurred when a comet collided with the earth and broke off two fragments, the moon and a secondary moon unknown to us.  After this, the sacred vibrations Askokin were required to be sent to the moons in order to maintain them. However, as humans developed, the possibility was raised that they might attain Objective Reason, as usually occurs among three-brained beings within other solar systems.  In this case, they would realize the “stupendous terror” of their position–that by their existence, their lives and death, they are simply maintaining the moon.  If humans realized the horror of the situation and their slavery to the moon, they might “be unwilling to continue their existence and would on principle destroy themselves.” (1950, p: 88)  It was for this reason, that the accursed organ Kundabuffer was implanted in humans, so that they would perceive reality topsy-turvy and be conditioned simply by sensations of pleasure and enjoyment.  

“Although the organ Kundabuffer was latter removed, its effects on humankind’s psyche had become crystallized in their presences, and passed from generation to generation.  A number of particularly destructive processes were then observed on planet earth, including increases in the birthrate and the emergence of warfare–the process of reciprocal destruction.   Beelzebub describes this horror to his grandson: 

‘... it was possible sometimes to observe very strange manifestations of theirs, that is, from time to time they did something which was never done by three-brained beings on other planets, namely, they would suddenly, without rhyme or reason, begin destroying one another’s existence. ...  from this horrible process of theirs their numbers rapidly diminished ... .’ (1950, p: 91)”
Elsewhere (Ouspensky, 1949, p: 36-40) Gurdjieff stated that [esoteric] knowledge is a limited material substance, that there is not enough of it to go around equally amongst all humans, and that “the collection of knowledge by some depends on the rejection of knowledge by others.” Gurdjieff taught that only relatively few humans can evolve, or “crystallize a soul,” while the rest of humanity is destined to struggle with nature and never escape her, thereby unconsciously serving her purpose. (Ouspensky, 1949, p: 57). 
There are different ways to look at this seemingly cavalier attitude toward the vast majority of mankind. It is reminiscent of the New Testament statement, “Many are called but few are chosen.” It all depends upon what mankind really is. Could it be simply that we humans in our individuated identification are not real, so nothing real is lost to the moon or to anywhere else?  
The question of resistance [to reincarnation] does not arise. What is born and reborn is not you. Let it happen, watch it happen. 

               - Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj (emphasis mine)
A Course in Miracles clarifies:

“Only your misperceptions stand in your way. […] Many are called but few are chosen” should be, “All are called but few choose to listen. Therefore, they do not choose right.” The “chosen ones” are merely those who choose right sooner.” 

- A Course in Miracles, Text, Ch. 3, IV, 7.

Elsewhere, ACIM makes it clear that beyond the illusion of passing-time not a single soul is lost, or ever was lost.

Sri Nisargadatta says, “All will come through, not a single soul (jiva) shall be lost.” 

Am I threatened, or is my false identification threatened? Once again “A Course in Miracles,” this time in the deep clarity of its single-page Introduction, states:

 “This course can therefore be summed up very simply in this way: 

  Nothing real can be threatened.

  Nothing unreal exists.

  Herein lies the peace of God.”

 -A Course in Miracles, Introduction

But what of compassion between humans? Acts of compassion may feel immensely valuable both for those initiating them and for those receiving them. Does not that presume each other’s discrete existence? 

Gurdjieff was compassionate toward the starving street artists in Paris, inviting them to feasts at his apartment and lining his hallways with paintings he had purchased from them. Gurdjieff once remarked to Fritz Peters that he wished to be kind to those less fortunate, so that having experienced kindness their next essence-incarnation might possibly be more felicitous.

The simplest answer I have ever heard to this question about apparently discrete entities exhibiting compassion to each other came from Belle one fine day at Calmswan. “In reality it is just one hand washing the other,” she said, ever so softly.  

“The course does not aim at teaching the meaning of love, for that is beyond what can be taught. It does aim, however, at removing the blocks to the awareness of love’s presence, which is your natural inheritance. The opposite of love is fear, but what is all-encompassing can have no opposite.”  

- A Course in Miracles, Introduction, emphasis mine 

“Don't say "everybody is conscious." Say "there is consciousness," in which everything appears and disappears. Our minds are just waves on the ocean of consciousness. As waves they come and go. As ocean they are infinite and eternal. Know yourselves as the ocean of being, the womb of all existence. These are all metaphors of course; the reality is beyond description. You can know it only by being it.”

- Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

Gurdjieff says in B.T. that we humans are microcosmic “similitudes of the whole.” (1950, pp: 85-86). In Ouspensky (1949) there is a great deal of pseudoscience from Gurdjieff, with even a bit of equivocation over terminology (“microcosmos” vs. “tritocosmos” for starters), regarding the partial semblance of man to other cosmoses of more dimensions. 
Despite its immense scope and scale, Gurdjieff’s ontology presents a closed, rational, linear, material, mechanistic universe to which man must apply “active mentation” in order to return to the appropriate state for “three-brained beings” as elsewhere in the universe and then to progress from there. He eschewed any possibility of transcending mentation to arrive at simple inward individually accessible awakening beyond words and thought, as in Buddhism or Hinduism.  
To Gurdjieff, everything was vibrantly material and was accessible by intellectual exploration (Ouspensky, 1949, p: 86ff). Interestingly, no less a respected modern physicist and author than Brian Greene (of string theory fame) would seem to agree, at least insofar as the concept that intelligence itself is emergent from ever more complex materiality. But the questions begged and left unanswered are: 
1) “What is the source of ‘material’ in the first place? Even finding a precursor to the Big Bang and/or developing equations to describe the very earliest events immediately after the Big Bang still would not define an ultimate source of ‘material.’ Could there be something other than this material universe, or universes, from which ‘material’ arises?” Or are these merely rational questions irrelevant to ‘that’ which cannot be accessed by rational means? 
2) “Can a Hindu meditator access ‘that?’ 
3) “Could ‘that’ be us?" 

Here we have Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj, as deeply enlightened a human as I have ever read, transcending all derivative nuts-and-bolts belief systems:
Where there is a universe, there will also be its counterpart, which is God. But I am beyond both.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

You need not get at it, you are it. It will get at you, if you give it a chance. Let go your attachment to the unreal and the real will swiftly and smoothly step into its own. Stop imagining yourself being or doing this or that, and the realization that you are the source and heart of all will dawn upon you.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Discard all you are not and go ever deeper. Just as a man digging a well discards what is not water, until he reaches the water-bearing strata, so must you discard what is not your own, till nothing is left which you can disown. You will find that what is left is nothing which the mind can hook on to. You are not even a human being. You just are a point of awareness, co-extensive with time and space and beyond both; the ultimate cause, itself uncaused. If you ask me "Who are you?” my answer would be: "Nothing in particular. Yet, I am."

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

Now that cuts to the chase. 
Silence and Monkeys
                   Return to T.O.C.
As yogis have said from time immemorial, until your heart opens (which is facilitated within deep silence), you will be driven crazy by the monkeys of the mind. Fortunately the monkeys are unreal. Unfortunately they are compelling, to whatever extent we habitually allow.

B.T. is chock full of noisy monkeys of the mind, including many estimable monkeys who are good at peering toward the edge of the abyss—toward the unknown, unremembered event horizon of our present consciousness—and then talking loud and long in a most convoluted style about everything except the abyss, as if attempting to import the edges of the abyss, of reality, into duality. To my mind this is ass-backwards. It is useless to attempt to bring reality into duality; rather within any deeply quiet mind duality begins to dissolve and reality naturally begins to appear—gently full-blown yet with ever more to be discovered.
Nonetheless, because Gurdjieff did believe that people in duality (the only kind of ‘people’ there are) must work immensely hard and quite intellectually for awakening, he purposely set out to “bury the bone deeper,” beneath ridiculously florid prose. The obfuscation began with his use of fanciful, confusing, nearly unpronounceable terms and interminably spun-out phraseology, and it was compounded by an iffy English translation. 

Gurdjieff appeared to gravitate so strongly toward complex physical descriptions and “mentation” that he completely missed the efficacy of silence:
The world is but the surface of the mind and the mind is infinite. What we call thoughts are just ripples in the mind. When the mind is quiet it reflects reality. When it is motionless through and through, it dissolves and only reality remains. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

Gurdjieff appeared also to miss the inexpressible transcendent truth of something Other from which we have become seemingly isolated—perhaps trapped in our own experiment of attempted separation from our Source:
All I plead with you is this: make love of your self perfect. Deny yourself nothing - give your self infinity and eternity, and discover that you do not need them; you are beyond.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

Gurdjieff seems not to have promoted the particular mental quiet that can arise during meditation or sitting. Modern Gurdjieff groups do commonly include a Zen-like sitting practice.

An Alternative View 
                      Return to T.O.C.
Gurdjieff’s notable student, John Bennett, in his book Is There ‘Life’ on Earth? written about twenty years after Gurdjieff’s death, explains succinctly why he considers Gurdjieff’s content and style of writing in B. T. to be efficacious. He declares that the “vast allegory” was “an inexhaustible source of new knowledge and inspiration” for Gurdjieff’s pupils, many of whom “read it from cover to cover twenty times or more.” 
The book would indeed have loomed large in proximity with its author, whom one had also accepted as one’s teacher. The same would be expected to apply for several decades after Gurdjieff’s death to those who had known him, and by extension to their pupils. One must respect that each of us begins from a different time and place, has differing experiences, and may well benefit from the study of particular material that is of little consequence to others.  
The Present Moment Obfuscated
                        Return to T.O.C.

Gurdjieff believed in a mechanistic material universe of grand scale, and in the ineluctable linear sweep of the “heropass” (passage of time) equally everywhere within it. Both of these views are today passé from a scientific standpoint (ever since Einstein), as shown for many decades in the experiments of high energy particle physics and as entertained more recently in the strong postulates of string theory. 

One thing Gurdjieff did have right was the ultimate valuelessness, in and of itself, of all that commonly occupies us, particularly in the rare light of any real ability to recognize our own mortality. Here, within our tiny private interpretation of reality, he was quite correct. 
This should be patently obvious to anyone who pauses to consider just how compelling all matters of current importance to them will be in five years, or in one hundred years, or in ten thousand years. Any temporal duration whatsoever is but the wink of an eye in eternity, even within our tiny temporal eternity, built upon ghostly past and nebulous future. Thus do we largely avoid here-now—the only event there is. Our attempt to avoid here-now results only in a limited period of frail hubristic dreams projected upon vanity.
“Perchance to dream. Ay there’s the rub.” “Es ist genug,” already.

Whatever awareness Gurdjieff himself may have had of the efficacy of seeking the present moment, here-now, the closest he came to recommending this to his followers was in his advice to take “mental photographs of oneself” (Ouspensky, 1949 p: 146), in his approval of the practice of “conscious labor and intentional suffering” (1950, p: 350) and in his teaching the necessity of engaging in “being-partkdolg duty” (1950, p: 104). 
All three cited functions can occur only here-now, in this present moment. But as with most of Gurdjieff’s teaching he did not go out of his way to elucidate that (or much of anything else). Gurdjieff’s unsupported claim near the end of B.T. to have elucidated “immutable truths” “in the course of half a century of day and night active work,” (1950, p: 1188) seems almost hilarious at the end of so thick a book of purposeful obscurantism. 

I am reminded of the playful way Beelzebub throughout B.T. keeps promising again and again, and then keeps putting off again and again his full and lucid explanation to Hassein of the functions he called “world creation” and “world maintenance” (excepting to some limited extent within the dense cosmology presented in the chapters “The Holy Planet Purgatory” and “the Law of Heptaparaparshinokh,” and briefly in his more lucid limning of the active, passive, and reconciling forces in “Man’s Understanding of Justice”). 

As late in B.T. as the next to the last chapter, “The Inevitable Result of Impartial Mentation,” the newly horned and sacredly honored Beelzebub magnanimously promises the following to his grandson Hassein, yet still with an escape clause between the two dashes! (1950, P: 1181, italics mine):

First of all, my boy, I give you my word that when we return home—unless any event from external causes independent of our essence will prevent this—I shall explain to you everything relating to the three-brained beings who have taken your fancy, concerning that which during this journey of ours on the ship Karnak I promised to explain, but which I have for some reason or other left unexplained.

Might that be that the reason that Gurdjieff sometimes chuckled when he listened to B.T. being read aloud? Did he simply enjoy recalling the degree to which he had farted around with the reader?
To be fair, immediately following his final “promise to explain” (above) Beelzebub did usefully ‘elucidate’ to Hassein that the only way to save the beings of the planet Earth would be to “destroy the egoism [. . .] that has swallowed up the whole of their Essence,” by causing each of them to become constantly “cognizant of the inevitability of his own death as well as of the death of everyone upon whom his eyes or attention rests.”
Not a bad idea, the possibility of bringing about such universal recognition that all which looms so large to each of us goes away completely, as do the bodies, minds, and emotions that cling to all of it and get so bogged down in myriad ephemeral details.
Getting Bogged Down at Karnak
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Does a collection of information and belief that existed thousands of years ago, that thereafter was lost or hidden, and that subsequently was rediscovered, have intrinsic weight today based mostly upon its impressive age and mystery? 

 

A few thousand earth-years is as the snap of a finger compared to the time scale of the Big Bang and the ensuing aeons throughout this expanding universe. As mentioned earlier in this paper, some physicists expect that our universe will one fine day reverse its expansion and begin collapsing toward a singularity similar to the one that spawned it. Thus will be swallowed up all of man’s striving, strutting, posturing, searching and philosophizing, along with absolutely everything else we can presently 'know' or conceive. 

 

Assigning great weight to the beliefs of a few humans of merely several thousand earth-years past (and of well-circumscribed geography) sadly spotlights human myopia. "For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, and as a watch in the night" (Psalms 90:4 KJV). What incredible hubris for humans to believe that our puny emergent intellect has already once and for all neatly codified all that lies behind our sporadic "striving to become aware of the sense and aim of the Being of beings” (B.T., 1950, p: 297).
We humans are impressed by temporal duration as measured in earth-years. We are impressed by longevity, perhaps because individually we possess so little of it. Whether represented by a 100-year-old woman interviewed on a TV talk show or by a repository of esoterica such as the Temple Karnak on the east bank of the Nile (with roots from 1500 B.C.), we sometimes ascribe undue significance to collected past occurrences and past beliefs that  remain accessible to us to this day.

Karnak (the temple after which Gurdjieff named his spaceship) is the largest and oldest temple in the world. It occupies 250 acres in the ancient city of Thebes, now Luxor, across the Nile from the Valley of the Kings where the pharaohs were laid to rest, or rather aligned to journey onward.

Thebes/Luxor was also the locus where, in Gurdjieff’s book Meetings With Remarkable Men, the three Seekers After Truth--Gurdjieff (Being), Skridlov (Science), and Lubovedsky (Love)—first began full and open concourse, after years of itinerant individual exploration, and even after Science and Love had failed initially to recognize Being at the ‘chance’ assemblage of the three men at the foot of the Pyramid of Cheops. There, the other two took Being (Gurdjieff) to be no more than an Italian guide.

Much more can be said, and has been said, about Thebes and Karnak as leading back to sources of the esoteric Christianity from which Gurdjieff distilled his own belief system. Karnak was dedicated to the god Amon (meaning “hidden”). Amon and the god Thoth had been connected throughout earlier Hermapolitan myths for many centuries before construction of the temple Karnak began. Thoth had a strong lunar association, he protected priest-physicians, and he loved truth and hated abomination. Gurdjieff’s cosmos in B.T. fits hand-in-glove with these aspects of Thoth. 

I don’t doubt Ouspensky’s report of his experience when visiting Thebes (Luxor). There he felt a strangely familiar resonance with the ancient past. It seemed to come alive all around him, melding powerfully with the present, as if in revelation of the timelessness of truth.

Humans have always had such supernal experiences, some recorded, many not. Throughout life, there is always available more than is commonly apprehended by the accepted five senses. The question is, how objectively real are our subjective experiences, including the relatively astounding ones? Or perhaps there is no such thing as human objectivity. What are we all making up, or at least filtering and interpreting erroneously, individually and collectively? At Luxor, did Ouspensky sense something just beyond humanity's self-imposed veil?

With due deference to all of the scholarly personages so seriously involved with analyzing the esoteric past and so concerned with its esoteric meaning to us now and in the future, I find myself asking, “So what?” There is only here-now. While this includes an endless vista beyond our default interpretation of here-now, there is nothing beyond the totality of here-now itself. Our intellectual attempts to explore other than here-now yield only a phantasmagorical realm of monkeys of the mind, some of them wearing robes of tradition and spouting convoluted phrases replete with fifty-dollar words of jargon.

A Refreshing Interlude of Synchronicity

                 Return to T.O.C.
Here-now, all fits together. After completing the paragraph immediately above, I took a break from my writing of this section, and turned on PBS TV. Instantly, as if a refreshing mountain spring antidote to my fevered writing, there was the Beaux Arts Trio in performance. There is no musical group more in the here-now, the present moment. 

Beaux Arts played the Adagio Cantabile from Beethoven’s Piano Trio in B-flat, Op. 11, a miniature gem of concise phrases gently born, caressed, loved, resolved, and let go. There was a sense of simple inevitability at every moment, each phrase unfolding as it must and leading inexorably into the next. No aspect was held onto past its time, or worried about ahead of time. Nothing was tediously explained. No intellectual commentary was offered about Beethoven’s genius, about the fulfillment available from playing his music, or about the joy of listening to his music. Only the music itself was presented, at every instant dissolving to allow more of itself, not unlike the functioning of the Ouroboros itself.
Did I detect that the cello was Love, the violin Science, the piano Being, and that together the whole was greater than the sum of its parts? Well, of course I did, yes! Why else would I ask you such a question? To be fair, they did seem to trade off a bit… 

Menahem Pressler, the Trio’s 83-year-old pianist, was at the top of his form. Immediately after the Beethoven there was inserted a brief interview segment in which Menahem said, simply, “We think about now, the moment. That is all we can do, all we are allowed to do.” It sufficed.
The above is a superb example of Jungian synchronicity, in which an event arises effortlessly within a completely private context, in relationship—but in non-causal relationship—with me, with this paper, and with you, gentle reader. As with many synchronous events, there was an initial faint shock of double-take recognition. (But how many synchronicities go unrecognized within inattention? Maybe our experience consists of nothing but synchronous events, just very often less dramatic.) 
In any case there was the feeling of a gift-nature to the Beaux Arts synchronicity. There was an element of humor involved (if only because of the improbability of it all), and there was more than one layer to it (Menahem’s comment, “…now, the moment…”), tying a ribbon on an already lovely package).   

Over the preceding long night I had experienced increasing dissatisfaction around choosing what to write about Gurdjieff’s intricate belief system. At the same time I was reminded of my gratitude that a lifelong love of classical music has helped me sometimes to see, hear, and appreciate present-moment simplicity here-now beyond words, beyond all philosophies. In addition I had noticed a recurring thought that if the great era of Western classical music from the Renaissance through, say, Puccini, were universally accessible and universally appreciated, there would be no place for philosophy. 

And so it was that afternoon that something tapped me on the shoulder and suggested I take a break, suggested that I move my tired butt from in front of the computer over to the couch, and turn on the TV—which by chance was already tuned to PBS. The rest of the story is recounted above, except to mention that my local PBS TV station is not noted for continual presentation of string trios by Beethoven. Again it bears mentioning that the icing on the cake was dear Menahem’s explaining succinctly, through his actions at the piano and through his later few words, that there is no valid place for a performing musician other than in the moment, serving here-now.

Synchronicity is always fun, but I don’t for a moment believe that the inchoate thought that metaphorically tapped me on the shoulder was saying, “You are absolutely right, Nosrepa, and we are about to present you with some stunning corroboration of your point of view, to which sooner or later every knee shall bow.” I suspect more likely it was saying, “OK, Dude, kindly take note of this small resonance with which you have become aligned in your seemingly private sector of the continuum, as a result of your strong feelings. This reflection of you is neither good nor bad of itself. Try to know and respect the creative bent of your own psychological power. Ask yourself what else you may be willy-nilly aligning with at any given time, but just not labeling as “synchronicity.” 

Believe me, there is no goal, nor a way to reach it. You are the way and the goal; there is nothing else to reach except yourself. All you need is to understand, and understanding is the flowering of the mind. The tree is perennial, but the flowering and the fruit-bearing come in season. The seasons change, but not the tree. You are the tree. You have grown numberless branches and leaves in the past, and you may grow them also in the future - yet you remain. Not what was, or shall be, must you know, but what is. Yours is the desire that creates the universe. Know the world as your own creation and be free.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj (emphasis mine)

Ecclesiastes, B.T., and NOW
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Whether Gurdjieff’s impartial mentations led him to here-now or not, he did seem to believe that our local Universe is subordinate to a greater and more abstruse reality than normally we are privy to. After all, he indicated the existence of cosmoses of exponentially greater numbers of dimensions than ours. And he once mentioned, without further explanation, that a sign of awakening is that everything appears subjectively “more vivid.” But in B.T. Gurdjieff limited himself almost entirely to framing his teachings within convoluted explanations of linear mechanistic paradigms. Monkeys of the mind. 
How odd that Gurdjieff apparently believed that his obfuscated ‘objectivity,’ his painfully dense ‘elucidation’ of immutable truths in B.T. would come into its own after his death and have universal earthly influence extending… well, for just how far and for just how long? In duality everything that begins, ends. 

There is only here-now, and the doing of whatever there is to do here-now. Our attempt to travel beyond here-now has resulted in this apparent Universe and its apparent contents, including even a book entitled Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson. What we have made is infinite, but it is composed merely of a minor passing order of infinitude. Ultimately it is boring, except to those deeply caught up within it, or to those who take it all much less seriously while learning to transmute their present dream toward awakening.  
And yet, as with B.T., myriad books are continually written about the mess we are in, some of them even attempting to elucidate in further words the prior words of others. Even the Old Testament Book of Ecclesiastes does not lack for commentators, despite its clear warning at its outset that “All is Vanity.” Sometimes the commentators themselves are aware of the vanity inherent in their very act of commenting: 
“ ‘Be admonished: of making many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.’ 

–Ecclesiastes 12:12 KJV.

Faced with this warning […] why persist in writing […]? I have no explanation or justification. That is just the way it is. I do have available the exhortation of another part of Ecclesiastes: ‘All your hand finds to do with the strength you have, do it’ (9:10 JE). But the author would add, “understand that it is subject to the judgment of vanity.” I know. I prepare this book accordingly, without aspiring any higher, but also not despising what I am doing. I am utterly aware of the irony of my situation.” 

-Jacques Ellul, Reason for Being [an exegesis of Ecclesiastes], translated by J.M. Hanks (Grand Rapids Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1990 paperback I, p: 6).

One writer of lengthy essays is consoled by the fact that a relatively awakened friend of his, although himself quick to belittle mere words, sells books for a living! Perhaps that friend lives under the rubric, “All is vanity… [yet] …all your hand finds to do with the strength you have, do it.” To be fair, my friend is certain that he would readily let go of bookselling, should such spiritual necessity become apparent to him.   
However large B. T. originally may have loomed for a few, or so looms for some now, the book is an idiosyncratic product of a passing moment in passing time. If you take a deep breath and step back, well may you turn instead to the Upanishads in one temporal direction, or to A Course in Miracles in the other. There is objective truth underlying all three, but B. T., alone of the three, subordinates’ truth to the colorful personality of a singular rascal-saint whose distillation and exposition of pieces of ancient wisdom is purposely arcane and at times even quite sexist by modern Western lights.  
The Gurdjieff “Work” Seen Through
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There is partial truth to the Gurdjieff paradigm of ‘needing to work hard for awakening.’ One may surround oneself with spiritual books of great clarity, read them often, and gain nothing but mental diversion. However, Calmswan’s Gurdjieffians slogged for decades within “The Work” with little to show beyond a perpetual static balance of autocracy and submission, of business as usual. For one reason or another most members seemed comfortable in that mode, much like a flock of well-controlled (and well-fed!) sheep. 
Spiritual sleep is self-perpetuating even amidst moderate slogging. It is not unlike desiring to continue slumbering and dreaming for just a little longer in a warm bed in the morning, even if the lower back has begun to ache and you need to pee. You may even dream that you have gotten up and are doing something. Sometimes I think a big part of the human condition is a generic desire for undisturbed stasis within whatever present context, be it comfortable or only just familiar.  
Disturbance is probably good if it prevents me from sleeping away a day that could be put to better use, but I do not respect the use of purposeful obfuscation as a means of disturbing people, of making people work harder for their awakenings. Aerobic Sacred Dance (Gurdjieff’s “Movements”), fine. Physical labor, fine. Purposeful obfuscation, literary or otherwise, not so fine. 
There is not necessarily any absolute truth even in the clearest of logical presentations. But purposeful obfuscation creates its own peculiar stasis for those who subordinate themselves only to such (and to the Presenters of such), knowing nothing else. There was a huge amount of that going on at Calmswan. 
Belle once emailed me, “For awakening, you will be disturbed.” She pretty well had my number from a Calmswan/Gurdjieff point of view. I did the best I could there, on Calmswan’s slightly rigorous physical terms, to struggle against the ever-handy counterpoise of an obese, sleep-deprived and atrially fibrillating body, and its commensurately oft-clouded brain. 
There are other ways than Calmswan’s or Gurdjieff’s to enter into a process toward awakening. There are approaches that suggest we are already pure, perfect, and complete. Despite our misperceptions and our resultant identified substitutions for our natural state, that state remains ours, or rather ‘us,’ and it is always available. We need only desire it deeply and continually, at all costs to the personal.
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

-T. S. Eliot

Of course, Gurdjieff completely disagreed that anyone is already pure, perfect, and complete. Thus the “Gurdjieff Work,” the struggle to “crystallize a soul,” and Gurdjieff’s belief in the loss of billions of humans to nothing more than fulfilling the needs of “Great Nature” by coating the surface of the planet Earth and providing “food for the moon.” 89
B.T. was an archaic product of a past and more naive time—the era of Jules Verne’s and H.G. Wells' early science fiction and of an Orient still exotic to Westerners. It was also the product of a more literate era than now, when people were used to wordier modes of expression. 
Compare the extended verbiage and denser typesetting of virtually any newspaper front page from the early to mid-20th century, with the simpler layouts and phrases currently published (“The Economist” respectfully excepted). On radio and TV, note the wide use of simplistic sound bites, increasingly accompanied by an obnoxiously pulsating soundtrack—representing an attempt to inject false urgency and thus to grab and hold the emotional attention in a simulated ‘present’. Yes, we live in an era of Infotainment. If it bleeds, it leads, very often enhanced by shallow music of base purpose.
 

For better or for worse my bone is of this less-literate twenty-first century, and it is already buried deeply enough, thank you. What I crave is simplicity insofar as it serves truth.
Should we regret that Eckart Tolle did not coin any new polysyllabic terms in The Power of Now? That he did not use endless subordinate clauses as did Gurdjieff, so as to render things less pellucid? Should we bemoan the simplicity of The Four Agreements by Don Miguel Ruiz? Would we wish Flora Courtois in her "Afterword" chapter in An Experience of Enlightenment to have been a little less stunningly simple? Should we shun the the beauty and clarity of the personal accounts of the several kenshos related in Roshi Kapleau's Three Pillars of Zen? 
Why were the Roshi’s lovely accounts never read at Calmswan, written as they were by Hank’s and Belle’s respected Mentor from long ago, during hiatus from their Gurdjieff involvement? And now we have Oneness by John Greven, a mere 74 pages of clarity that in the simplest of language invites us on every page to open to a realm beyond words that is already ours.

 

Most Calmswanians were only slightly familiar with B. T. (despite its author’s admonition to read it straight through three times). The book contains real gems of allegory and codified truth here and there, sufficient to bring tears to the eyes of a sensitive reader. A patient reading would support the premise that we humans are selfish, gullible creatures who have everything upside down and who are stuck in our misperceptions. But I was reminded just as often of the rambling drunken monologues of W. C. Fields, themselves not lacking in humor and twisted logic.
I saw no evidence that the book contemporarily achieves the author's stated purpose of turning everything upside down (that is, right side up again) in order to awaken the True Consciousness. Nor did I see any reason to so stiffly revere the book. It was useful for confusing the troops and for maintaining the status quo. There were lengthy sections that were never read at Calmswan, because they were so fancifully opinionated or so anachronistically sexist.   
 

Admittedly, if you were already oriented toward seeking awakening, you could find congruent ideas in B.T. But overall I was reminded of my seventh-grade Latin Class, to which I applied an existing knowledge of English and elementary French vocabulary in order to figure out Latin meanings. Seemed kind of 'bass-ackwards,' applying English to try to figure out a dead language that was supposed to increase our understanding of English, or so we were told at the time. 
 

And so it was with B.T., for me. "A Course in Miracles" is far clearer, conservatively contemporary and beautifully composed. In its Workbook section, it is both utterly direct and lovingly pragmatic in directing work on attention, without permitting the reader to stop comfortably at just believing in the words. 
 

By contrast, throughout B.T., and throughout Calmswan, there was ever a goodly measure of murk attending "…providing conditions conducive to awakening," as Belle liked to say. Most members stopped comfortably at just revering Marc and Belle, being subserviently dependent upon them, and acquiescing to the confusion of Beelzebub’s Tales. 

Confusing the Troops
Return to T.O.C.
After breakfast during a weeklong Calmswan Work Period, Marc once read aloud tediously from B.T. for nearly half an hour. The passage he chose roughly paralleled the less-than-riveting material in one of the lengthy Old  Testament chapters devoted entirely to who begat whom, before that guy begat someone else, who then begat another, ad infinitum—omitting, alas, any juicy details of the actual begetting processes. [For Gurdjieff scholars, the passage Marc read aloud concerned the provenance of the “boolmarshano” (book) of Makary Kronbernkzion, but stopping short of the meat of its content—the active, passive, and reconciling forces.] 

My best guess at the time was that we listeners were expected to become bored enough to shift our attention away from the words, toward Marc’s cadences and to the spaces in-between the words, inverting figure and ground. I hope it worked for some, but if it did, no one mentioned anything about it during the open discussion periods later that day. Nor did anyone dare ask Marc if he had accidentally read the wrong pages.

Stalking the Wild Essence-Vow
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One must respect that Beelzebub’s Tales is imbued with the psychic energy of its Author’s acolytes and adherents worldwide to this day. Itzhak Bentov proposed, in Stalking the Wild Pendulum, that such energy is just as real as is anything else in Consciousness. For the American Indians totem poles, woodland spirits and even mountains were apparently imbued with some sort of projected power by ritual and belief. At Calmswan, ritual, strong suggestion and shared belief validated and lent a certain de facto power to the Tradition, including Beelzebub’s Tales. 

The same seems to be true of Haitian Voodoo. I’ll take Calmswan over Voodoo any day, but all of this begs a few questions. Who are we humans, really, and what powers have we? Is our current consensus metaphor the best of all possible worlds? How may we better utilize our power to create? 
As with any raw energy, human creativity may be used with greater or lesser skill, or abused. Creativity may don masks of all conceivable sorts, obscuring its natural simplicity behind façades of culture, religion, and tradition. Such façades are frequently propped up by jargon, sometimes including fifty-dollar words. 

But as suggested in Ecclesiasties, all such endeavor may be naught but vanity and diversion. What if all that occupies us amounts only to the setting in motion of intriguing ripples and dervish-like whirlpools, ephemeral perturbations upon the forgotten still ground of our Being? 
Does deep awakening obviate all such questions? St Thomas Aquinas seemed to find that so. Maybe we are just wasting time. [Hey! Are you still here? Not my fault: By the end of Chapter One, I had already offered you two perfectly good chances to stop reading!] 

More than anything else, I suspect it was this creative power of the Self, presently wearing human masks, that Gurdjieff was on to and had tapped—for his experimentation, for his productive use, and/or for his abuse. To his credit, he claimed concern about potential abuse of the “mysteries” he had “accidentally learned”. In 1927 he took a vow to refrain from further implementation of his “telepathic and hypnotic abilities,” except for “scientific research.” He reported feeling a deep psychological release immediately after taking this “essence-vow.” 

Reading his remarks about his vow (in Life is real only then, when “I am”), the thought arises that compassionate love is more aligned with Truth than is manipulation of others, no matter for what purported high purpose. For better or worse, much of Gurdjieff’s experimentation and observation, including his first several years at his “Prieure” enclave outside Paris, occurred well before he took his 1927 vow. Arguably his experimentation and observation, whether “scientific” or not, included his manipulative “rascal-saint” proclivity to be all things to all women, if not always to their husbands—which itself seems to have continued indefinitely beyond 1927.   

38.  INTERLUDE
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 “A Wee Hyperbole in Service to Lucidity” 
Theatre Almost-Verité, a Fantasy in One Scene:
Imagine, once upon a time, a Sunday lunchtime gathering of maybe sixty people, meals finished, plates pushed aside, all turned to face the head table where two centrally seated personages, husband and wife, sit seriously and quietly, awaiting spiritually-oriented questions from the Membership. But today the crustily charismatic husband clears his throat a couple of times and, remaining seated, begins to address those assembled: 

  
“Rather than taking questions today,” [he rumbles], “I feel I should comment on Nosrepa de Mannu’s essay. As you know, I required him to leave our group. Nosrepa was a dangerous man, very identified, very opinionated, and very much asleep. He misused his intellect, allowing it to dominate his essence. While here, he attempted to teach the [Gurdjieff] Work through music, although he denied it. He was not ready to teach the Work, and I told him so.
“I told him also that his obesity, which interfered with his doing Movements [“Sacred Dances,” studied together in groups], was indicative of serious personal problems, possibly including heavy drinking. I told him that after his seven years as a member we two Group Leaders had suddenly decided that we could not help him. I suggested to him that he should seek professional counseling.

 

“There is another reason why we kicked Nosrepa out, actually the main reason, the real reason, although I never admitted it to Nosrepa, and he never actually spoke about it to me. It involved Nosrepa's accidental but intimate knowledge of a certain well-entrenched foible at Calmswan. The foible is a secret, and it is none of your business, unless, of course, you should happen to find yourself approached privately with regard to it. 

 

“Although Nosrepa had never once shared his knowledge of the foible with group members, even the slightest chance that he might eventually blab about it scared us. That alone was sufficient reason to boot him out, for the good of the group as a whole. We believe that our continued secrecy about the foible is in your best interest; so we don't particularly concern ourselves with thoughts that we are lying or covering anything up. We believe that our end—that is, to help all of you awaken sooner or later—justifies all means toward stabilizing the foible’s aftershocks and suppressing public knowledge of it and of its recurrences.
 

“In booting out Nosrepa, I excised a member who knew way too much, and who was becoming entirely too direct with me. No big deal, this necessary excision of Nosrepa; this was not the first time members have either been required to leave or have left on their own at least in part because of the foible. 

 

“Overall, we felt that because of Nosrepa's increasingly overt and serious questioning of many aspects of our group and of your two Group Leaders' traditional methods and demeanors, his presence here was a potential threat to us all. We felt that the comfortable roles and familiar games in which we have engaged for decades were perhaps at some risk. Aonsidering that Nosrepa was holding that wild card of insider foible info, we were frankly a little afraid of him. 

  
“As you know, my wife and I believe ourselves significantly awakened, and because of our accomplishment we expect a great deal of deference from each of you. One day we may figure out how to guide you to states similar to the wonderful ones we visit briefly from time to time. Meanwhile, your role at Calmswan is to just keep on showing up and solidifying your dependence on us. Don't make any waves. A few respectful questions are OK now and again, but we expect you to back off immediately whenever I go, “Harrumph.” Nosrepa never learned that protocol very well. Often, he appeared insufficiently frightened of us. 
 

“Bottom line, you simply should not believe a word this nefarious scoundrel Nosrepa writes. For your own good, you must always trust us completely in all matters, and keep your dues current. Thus may you continue to prove your loyalty to your Leaders and prove your valuation of the Work. Naturally this includes your valuation of the expensive buildings, grounds, facilities, equipment, supplies and superb food that the Work requires. 

 

“Please remember that without us you would be quite lost. You would be at serious risk of needing to think and act for yourselves. Surely it is far simpler and easier for you instead to rely on your Leaders, gratefully accepting the tidbits we reticently and laconically provide from time to time. 

 

“You must continue to assume that it is your fault whenever you fail to understand something we offer. Do not make the mistake of thinking your confusion is the result of obfuscation by Mr. Gurdjieff or by us, or the result of poor communication skills on our part. 
The Work is beyond words, so usually we stop short of saying much at all. We simply provide conditions under which we believe you might possibly awaken—in one decade of membership or another, or yet another. This is how your Leaders long ago learned to do things in the Gurdjieff World, and we are quite comfortable with our traditional approach if not, alas, with its results toward your awakenings thus far.  
 

“We are aware that many people who have never even heard of Gurdjieff begin to awaken in many different settings, including solitude. Beware of such generic stirrings! Without your Leaders to guide you, things could go awry. If your dues are current and you keep showing up regularly at Calmswan, you may comfortably assume that you are working toward a proper Gurdjieff Awakening, with our valuable approval. 

 

“That is all I have to say, and we will not speak of this further. Now, [turning to a senior member seated to his right] what's next?”
 

[All actors, remaining seated, together turn toward the Audience, and utter the following words in somber unison:]

 

“Once upon time, there was the Calmswan Gurdjieff Conservancy, in western upstate New Water, New York.”    [Curtain]

39.  GOO          
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Tremendous power could have been unleashed at Calmswan by emphasizing simplicity, directness and openness, while dropping the Leaders’ deeply ensconced patterns of ex cathedra sternness and rigidity, and while truncating the fawning obsequiousness from the Membership. The energy usurped by such games would then have become freed for application to the real work on attention, toward honest stirrings of awakening, and ever beyond. 

 

Real work on attention is simple and direct, although it must be endlessly refreshed. Calmswan interfered with simplicity and directness not only via its rigid, well-established patterns, but also via non-essential accretions— most obviously the large and expensive physical infrastructure. Along the way the accretions themselves had become mistaken for necessary or at least highly valuable aspects of the real Work. It was this misperception, as well as a rigid Traditional approach to everything, that greatly discouraged any living breathing fluidity or ad hoc flexibility, as the Gurdjieff Work at Calmswan proceeded from one century into the next. 

 

At the time Marc booted me out of Calmswan, it would have been extremely difficult, but not impossible, to begin implementing simplicity, directness, and openness. A certain critical mass of insular methodology and rigid role-playing had long ago been reached. Rather than violently exploding and releasing huge amounts of energy as a classic nuclear critical mass is wont to do, it had just congealed into a dense viscous accretion—a sort of goo—creeping over, under, around and throughout the real Work at Calmswan.

Belle, in her early sixties at the time, once mentioned not unhappily (in a small group discussion setting), that she hadn’t “…had a life except for Gurdjieff.” Well, precisely.  
   
This is this because that is that. If your nose has long been buried in 'this'—and especially in only a single iteration of 'this’ which you yourself very tightly control—then to that extent you will not have investigated 'that.' Within duality 'this' becomes more distinctly known in experiential comparison with 'that.’ A varied parallax perspective always yields richer knowledge of the focal object than does one tack only, at least during the approach. The fox circles its prey.  
 

And then, just past the useful sequential variants of parallax perspective, some report their experience of a broad and gently more vivid reality, a softly etched luminous chiaroscuro, paradoxically without shadow, which experience itself leads them further.   
40.  MARC AND ZEN          
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Return to Chapter 7
Decades earlier, before Calmswan’s inception, Marc and Belle left the Gurdjieff group where they were then members. They joined the local Zen Center for a year or two. Thereafter they returned to the Gurdjieff group. Belle once or twice mentioned that Mrs. May, the stern, autocratic Leader of that Gurdjieff group, required her to sew one hundred sitting cushions in penance for having left! 
 

Marc loved to imply significant Zen experience, dropping the Roshi’s name from time to time along with a few Zen terms. But when his old Roshi once visited Calmswan as an honored guest at a lengthy formal celebration and dinner honoring Gurdjieff's birthday, Marc scrupulously avoided any unscripted contact with the Roshi or with any of the other Zen guests. 

 

During the informal half-hour afternoon break Marc completely ignored the Zen folk. Instead, for the entire duration he engaged in animated conversation with S.B., a twenty-five year Calmswan veteran at that time. What topic was of such immediate overriding importance that it precluded informal friendly intercourse with the Zen visitors? 
Marc and S.B. conversed while standing at the rear of the Movements Hall, as far as possible from Roshi and the other Zen guests. In addition Marc's back was turned toward the Movements Hall doorway through which everyone passed to and from the lobby where refreshments were being served.

As I kept an eye on Marc during the break, at first intrigued and then amazed, I began to wonder how an awakened person who claimed to have achieved a "real I" could be so apparently insecure. What did Hank fear these deeply serious, ruddy-faced practitioners of Zen might find or fail to find in him if he interfaced informally with them? That, 'if he told them, perhaps they would know?’ 

Or did Marc’s rudeness to his guests revolve around something else? A senior member who became my dentist for a time told me that the Roshi had many years earlier extended an offer of friendship to Marc, but that Marc had not taken him up on it. Well OK, but still, how should the head honcho of Calmswan treat any invited guest of honor? Knowing the Hank/Marc role as later I came to, I would still vote for insecurity as the explanation for Marc’s avoidance of the Zen guests (who were no doubt primarily Belle’s guests).   
Belle herself engaged with the Zen visitors, even though never once had I heard her drop the Roshi’s name or utilize Zen terms gleaned from her own parallel Zen experience. Belle's dedicated work on her own attention in the present moment appeared to be both more immediate and more ongoing than did Marc’s, who repeatedly (but not very often) referenced three brief kenshos from his distant past.

During the staged sequences and formal exchanges with Roshi Marc performed well. He wore his professorial tweed jacket and tie for the occasion. He looked just as did my preacher-grandfather after my grandmother died and he married a much younger woman, visibly benefitting from her sartorial management. 

At one point during the formal program held in the large Movements Hall, Marc seated himself upon a faintly regal-looking high-back wooden chair. Next to him was a small wooden table on which was set a reading lamp, a drinking glass, and a pitcher of water. 
Marc proceeded to read aloud at considerable length from Beelzebub’s Tales to a select group of his Calmswan acolytes, and peripherally to all the guests as well. The select Calmswan members were simply those physically capable of sitting full lotus, half lotus, or of kneeling gracefully and respectfully at Marc’s feet for a prolonged period, upon artfully arranged arcs of cushions. The rest of us galumphs sat on chairs at the rear. The gallery of Zen guests watched and listened from risers closer to Marc and his more limber acolytes than were we less limber folk. 

The well-staged scene was unlike anything that ever actually occurred at Calmswan in the normal course of events. It graphically portrayed Marc’s veneration by members, as if to pointedly show the Roshi that Marc had his own gig now. The first of the two lengthy passages Marc read from B.T. very impolitely remonstrated against vegetarianism, the common Zen Buddhist practice!

The second passage was the one about Beelzebub’s sacred growth of an unexpectedly impressive rack of horns on his head at the reunion ceremony held for him at the end of his journey through space. The passage cites the increasingly excited veneration Beelzebub received from all present as he rapidly grew more and yet more well-deserved cranial fruits of his holy accomplishments, leaving him afterward at least one horn branch ahead of all others present and only one horn branch short of the ultimate degree of “Reason.” Beelzebub had earned his impressive rack of horns via his conscious labor and intentional suffering during centuries of banishment to our Solar System.
One member’s febrile brain produced the hypothesis that Marc was operating in an oblique ‘in-your-face’ mode. After all, Marc was a guy who believed he had developed a ‘real I’ at some point after leaving the Roshi in Gurdjieffian dust years back. With his subservient acolytes at his feet, their faces upturned to receive his teaching, was Marc daring to identify with Beelzebub’s holy accomplishments and with the accolades Beelzebub had received? (This after having first softened up the Zen folk with a pointed diatribe against vegetarianism.) 
Marc could have far more appropriately read from the parables about King Appolis or Ashiata Shiemash, or even from B.T.’s tacked-on retrospective chapter, entitled “From the Author.” “From the Author” contains almost no fifty-dollar fanciful words and it approaches a degree of clarity previously lacking in the book. From any of these three sources Marc might have shared far more clearly the heart of the Gurdjieff teaching. But clarity was never Calmswan’s thing… 
Ah, the games we all play. One tires of them, and of observing them.          

Return to Chapter 7
 

41.  THE BENEFIT OF CALMSWAN MEMBERSHIP          
Return to T.O.C.
 

Once upon a time, even as I drove away from Calmswan for the last time into that perfect summery evening, Calmswan remained for some a good focal point for work on attention, as it had been for me. It was no small accomplishment that Belle and Marc had been able to sustain Calmswan over a period of decades. On balance I benefited from my seven years as a member.

 

There is benefit available within any gathering of human beings who attempt mutually to serve something beyond constricted identification. It goes to the nature of who we really are: 

“Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”

-Matthew 18: 20, NIV 

Jesus the Christ here offers an underlying principle of reconciliation, without reference to Mr. Gurdjieff, Zen, or Zoroastrianism, but inclusive of all paths toward wholeness. 
 

For certain long-term members, Calmswan's psychology may have yielded benefits outweighing its impediments, albeit short of awakening. This was particularly so for those who were adept at revering from a slight distance what were essentially their own projections upon Marc and Belle. Marc and Belle seemed to encourage this attitude, or at least they certainly never discouraged it.

 

The degree of benefit to a member depended to some extent upon his or her station in the circles around Marc and Belle at Calmswan (esoteric, exoteric, or somewhere in-between), and to some extent upon his or her gullibility. There are types of gullibility that probably do not hurt sincere effort, and which may even be an aid for a time, providing a jump-start.

  
Consider the children’s tale of Dumbo the Elephant, magic feather grasped at the end of his trunk, imbuing him with the ability to fly (by flapping his ears, of course—needed you ask?). One day while soaring high above the circus ring, Dumbo accidentally dropped the feather. Following a brief period of consternation, and with the help of loud encouragement from the ground, darned if Dumbo didn’t discover he could still fly, even without grasping the ‘magic’ feather! Some at Calmswan had tightly clutched their feather for thirty years.

 

Members relied heavily on the safe predictability of business-as-usual at Calmswan, and on the predictability of Marc and Belle. While I think this was distinctly not good, who can say for sure that it was the wrong mode for every person who had bought into it? Ultimately, each of us carries individual responsibility for his or her awakening, as well as for choosing whichever feathers to grasp along the way.  

42.  THE REAL WORK          
Return to T.O.C.
I miss Calmswan’s reminders to “Remember yourself.” No longer can I tell myself that because I am a paid-up Calmswan member I am ‘working’ to awaken—if working is what we must call it.   
But what is real ‘work' toward awakening?  

 

Make no mistake, real work, which may include the Gurdjieff Work, is not any organization, or the maintenance of expensive buildings and grounds, or fabulous food, or charisma, or politics, or manipulative psychology, or study and interpretation of arcane texts. Awakening is not about any of those things. Any or all of those elements may in fact impede awakening, as I believe they did at Calmswan. If one chooses to remain in such an elaborate setting as Calmswan it is important to be wary of this, yet it is difficult to recognize what is actually going on while amidst it all.

 

In addition, the deeply ingrained Gurdjieff group use of the phrase “the Work” is misleading. It creates, sustains, and amplifies a misconception about neediness and lack. It supports thirty-year slogs in the wilderness as at Calmswan—in unhealthy dependence upon Marc and Belle. 

 

We may be living in sustained error, but this is not because we are needy or lacking. On the contrary, we feel needy, lacking, or threatened simply because we deeply prefer to sustain our erroneous perception and interpretation. Once again, according to A Course in Miracles, “Nothing real can be threatened.” Identified error is by nature unreal and it is therefore constantly threatened. This perceived threat brings cringing, posturing, or both. 
The essence of “the Work” lies in remembering to notice the fullness of the present moment, and therein to discover that any sense of need and lack is illusory. We feel incomplete because of our misperception of what we are, which leads to our choice to identify with a small “me” defined by how I differ from ‘others’ rather than how I complement ‘others.’ Having accomplished this error we then identify with meaningless pursuits that loom large within ‘my’ private field of filtered perception and misinterpretation. Each of us clings to the erroneous perception that there is a separate ‘me,’ and by so doing each of us actively staves off awakening.
 

The so-called “Work” lies at first in simply remembering to return to bodily sensation. Sensation brings us naturally to the present moment, the only place where sensation exists. Although initially it is not easy to remember to return to the present, most of the actual “Work” involves creating reminders to return, while maintaining dispassion about one’s own forgetfulness to do so, and also while maintaining dispassion about whatever is seen upon returning. 
And so one “works” to return to the present again, and again, and again—while setting aside any frustration or negativity that arises during one’s repeated attempts. Arising negativity and frustration are not denied, but eventually one recognizes that ‘I’ who sees them is neither the negativity nor the frustration, and needs not identify with either.

 

Other aspects of ‘work on oneself’ may include a practice such as meditation or sitting that facilitates quieting the monkey chatter and story-telling of the discursive mind. Sensing parts of the body and noticing the breath (without changing it) can also be useful practices to this end.
For me, Hindu mantra meditation has always seemed more natural than the Zen-like sitting with interjected verbal direction by Marc as practiced at Calmswan—often while counting the breaths from one to ten backward and forward. Time and again I bit my tongue as I heard members plaintively request guidance from Marc about their experience that the volitional work of counting their breaths interfered with the body’s natural breathing. 
In Hindu mantra meditation, one does nothing other than repeat one’s mantra (which, like sensation, can occur only in the present moment), returning to it without objection or self-judgment each time one notices that one has left the mantra and become caught up in thoughts. During most meditations one notices at some point that the body’s breathing, all by itself, has become quite refreshingly natural. It is counterproductive to consciously “follow” the breath while repeating the mantra, at least in Hindu meditation.
Immediately before mantra meditation, bodily sensation may optionally be used as a focal point toward present moment calm. Likewise, before beginning mantra meditation optional “pranayama”  breathing practices may be used to allow the breath to return to simplicity. 
 

Each time after one has finished sitting or meditating, continued awareness of bodily sensation and continued awareness of the breath remains useful. Such awareness brings one to the present, and helps to maintain physical, mental, and emotional calm within any experience. Such a state allows more and more to be noticed, and more clearly. Old patterns of identified knee-jerk reaction fade in favor of more complete noticing, and as a corollary greater dispassion about what is seen. 

It takes a while to begin to recognize that inappropriate reaction is tied to misperception. And engaging in inappropriate reaction can easily generate further misperception. Together the two elements form a regenerative feedback loop capable of oscillating with ever-increasing amplitude until howling out of control. That can lead to violent catastrophe. It is just such a condition that sustains generations of retribution for retribution for retribution in the Middle East. The same can occur at any time between only two people, or even within the privately interpreted life experience of a single person.

As in Krishna’s admonition to Arjuna, active engagement with whatever presents itself is required, but the results are to be left to Krishna. As when casting the yarrow sticks of the I Ching, sometimes the appropriate engagement may be divined as, “Wait,” or “Do nothing.” At such times waiting or doing nothing is the precise measure of active engagement best implemented. Knee-jerk reaction, except to imminent physical danger, is never required, but it often occurs. 
Whose knee jerks? It is not the knee of you, the Watcher. You watch the knee jerk, and eventually you are able to watch what precedes it. Therein lies hope. Of course you have to be here-now, and you have to be at least a tiny bit awake, to watch any of this. If not, you are just carried along with it all, and with its consequences.
 

This present moment is all the truth we have, the only link to our existence. Each breath, each sensation, each emotion, each thought occurs only in the present, here-now. Therefore we must actually be here now to notice them. It is at this juncture of attention with the present, at this continual starting point, that misperception of need, lack, and threat can evanesce as we recognize that we are not actually who we had always thought we were. 

 

An established group is useful toward reminding each other of all this. A group can be two or three gathered together in a dilapidated shack. Expensive buildings, great food, charisma, politics, arcane tomes, and psychological manipulation do not of themselves remind anyone to be here now. They remind people to show up, to pay dues, and to remain dependent upon their Leaders and upon other externals approved by their Leaders. All of that together provides only a sustained diversion that makes it seductively easy to remain stuck. Business-as-usual needs to be seen for what it is, and transcended. 
  
 

43.  CURATORS OR GARDENERS?          
Return to T.O.C.
Marc and Belle appeared to view themselves as curators of a hushed museum containing carefully preserved and cautiously displayed historical artifacts. Had they instead assumed a role of humble gardeners blessed with green thumbs, and in need of many other gardeners to help them, the world of Calmswan would have changed for the better. 
Instead of the carefully maintained dichotomy between august Leader and obsequious supplicant, a more useful complementary association might have become possible, benefiting both Leaders and Members. 
 

The Group Leaders at Calmswan were engaged in conserving Gurdjieff’s arcane approach to conserving the perennial philosophy. Thus they were twice removed from the living power of it all. They were thoroughly steeped and comfortable in their own uniquely colorful yet turbid backwater of man’s oceanic search for the miraculous. 

Truth by any other word would smell as sweet, and so Marc and Belle’s adherence to obfuscated truth as cultivated in one minor historical garden did indeed provide intimations of the miraculous to some of their followers. Yet how many deeply awakened while at Calmswan over its three-decade existence? 
 

“The greater satori? Two, and they both left. Maybe we are doing something wrong.” So Marc once ingenuously answered me, in private. Years later, a few days before booting me out, he said to me in an oddly nasty tone of voice, “Did you really think I was telling you the truth at the time? You don't even know who is awake in your own small meeting group.” “The quiet ones, to one extent or another,” I responded, thinking of the eyes and faces of just two. How lesser or greater their satori (“deeper understanding”) or at least kensho (“enlightened perception”), and how manifested? Well that was their business, not mine. 

 

How freeing it would have been to smash Marc’s small pedestal and seek openness, fresh air, and honesty at Calmswan in all matters and at all times, no matter how initially uncomfortable. As I parted company with my Calmswan compatriots, that was distinctly not the case. The operative psychology of Calmswan impeded apprehension of truth by clouding it with confusing calcified accretions of tradition and personality. Most members seemed to want it to stay that way, as long it had: ‘business-as-usual.’
The inherent power of real work on attention should have been given more credit. Real work, including real Gurdjieff Work, is no wilting flower requiring great conservative caution and protection lest it die. Persons who have chosen to make themselves responsible for transmission of work on attention might better recognize this.

 

Real Work consists in self-remembering in the present moment, and in following that practice inward toward its source. Real work is not about buildings, politics, charisma, tradition, or parochialism. Real work is not attending a group over a thirty-year period, asking the same deferential questions, and receiving the same reticent responses. Real work is not continual genuflection before Marc's, “If I told you, how would you know?” 
Belle never once resorted to such a statement. The very silence of her extended verbal pauses while moderating a small group was at times palpably rich and full. 

 

Real work is not characterized by fawning obsequiousness, no matter how good it makes you feel to sustain the gulf between little old you and the Beneficent Autocrats to whom you've dedicated much of your life. They, as you, are human, and they are simply doing the best they can based on where they started in life and the experiences life has brought them. Their responses to their experiences include automatic reactions they cannot always control. At times they are limited merely to attempting to observe those reactions with some measure of dispassion—and not always successfully.  
 

In truth, how does that differ from what you yourself are all about? 

 

All is innocent. There is nothing to fear. Just watch. You are not that which you can observe. Who, or what, are you?
You are God, but you do not know it. 
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
 

“Nothing real can be threatened. Nothing unreal exists. Herein lies the peace of God.”

               -A Course in Miracles, Preface

 

“No matter how powerful the teacher, his followers can always be trusted to make a mishmash of his teachings and bring his world to a halt. This they generally do by creating a cult of personality around the teacher himself, and fossilizing everything in exactly the form in which it was given. Using this fossilized teaching, they engage in mechanical repetitions of certain patterns of behavior, assuring themselves and each other that they will attain liberation and higher consciousness, as long as they never, never make the slightest change in anything the master taught.

 

“But life is change, and what is appropriate for one period is not necessarily valid for another. So all this effort to hold on to certain forms only results in the arrest of development. So another teacher has to appear, smash the fossil, and start all over again. This, of course, causes shrieks of indignation among the True Believers, whose sleep is disturbed and whose comfortable habits are disarranged.” 

- Robert de Ropp, quoted by Kathleen Speeth in “The Gurdjieff Work.” 

 

 

“…There are people who will put themselves on a pedestal and encourage you to bow down before them, to serve them, to idolize them . . . But do these 'teachers' encourage you to awaken inwardly to the point where you don't need them anymore?

 

“When one goes with such a teacher, one instantly gives away one's power, one's autonomy, and one becomes dependent on their grace, on their goodwill, on their method of teaching. Of course, such teachers do offer a refuge, a support, and advice, for those who, for whatever reason, do not wish, or are not able, to take decisions or responsibilities for themselves in this life.

 

“But if one is seeking 'enlightenment', it is better to go to a teacher who does not have pretensions about his or her status in life. It is better to go with someone who offers you a pure and unconditional mirror in which to see into your true nature, rather than one which is clouded with ego and the spirit of control and manipulation.” 

-Roy Whenary, “The Texture of Being” 

 

 

"I don't believe in the continuation of a group remaining dependent on a person who happens to teach a little bit about esoteric knowledge and communicate that in a certain form which he hopes will be clear and useful. It has to become more and more your own acceptance of that what you wish to take as food; that you really want to use that for your own growth. And I've said before that that what takes place in the digesting and that then you have as experience of truth will become your teacher. And thank God you can take that always with you. That is the main point so that you are not dependent, neither on books, nor atmosphere, nor a barn, not any one person in particular."
-Gurdjieff Group Leader Willem Nyland, from remarks he made on the occasion of his 84th birthday, October 27, 1974, as published by The [Nyland] Barn, Warwick, N.Y., in the photographic essay, “Firefly” 
 

 
44.  FUN
Return to T.O.C.
Movements (“Sacred Dances”) and music were a significant part of the Calmswan equation. It is easy to forget that music is fun, and that Movements are dance.  
45.  MISUNDERSTANDING          
Return to T.O.C.
Once upon a time over the last couple of months of my membership at Calmswan, I received Marc's permission to interact musically with a few members who were interested in playing the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music on piano and on various other instruments, either publicly or just for themselves. For the most part this interaction occurred at Calmswan (in an acoustically isolated area) on Monday and Tuesday nights, in-between regularly scheduled sittings, Movements classes, and group meetings. Although I had taught private music lessons for decades, I charged nothing for the sessions, and I was excited to be working amidst burgeoning interest. 

 

I saw nothing wrong with emulating the Gurdjieff/Toronto music team’s weekly open meeting, to which any interested member could come. Any member could bring whatever Gurdjieff music they had been working on, and would receive input from any and all present. Calmswan heard at least one such happy result during a couple of shared Movements weekends, via the heartfelt piano playing of a young woman from Toronto. I am not certain that she would have become engaged so productively in the Gurdjieff music, without just such a practice of friendly inclusiveness in Toronto.

 

But suddenly it became impossible for me to interface at all with the Monday and Tuesday night Calmswan musicians, as severe misjudgment of my intent somehow arose on Marc's part. He abruptly curtailed all the sessions, communicating his fiat to those others involved, but speaking not a word directly to me about it. I learned of Marc’s change of heart only from the others. 

 

Certainly Belle was involved as well, behind the scenes. Belle was among many other things Marc's handler, agent, coach, and stage manager. The two of them formed a useful dyad. Neither could have so effectively played their role without the other. 

 

With Belle running things, Hank was able to just show up and play the 'Marc' role, never even knowing the schedule. As 'Marc' constantly exuded ex cathedra charisma, Belle's quieter and subtler role of ‘almost-equal partner-at-his-side’ gained credence and respect. Little did many suspect how strongly Belle ruled the world of Calmswan. On more than one occasion, I overheard her providing very pointed ad hoc direction to Marc about how to handle some situation that had just arisen. I would bet money she also wrote some of his spoken material and rehearsed him in it. 

 

Two or three weeks after canceling the Monday and Tuesday night sessions, Marc finally got around to complaining to me that I had been trying to teach the Work through music, and harmfully so. “I don't think you are ready to teach,” were his precise words at that time. 

 

Teach what? Marc had never stopped by at even a single session. Had he attended, he would have heard me apologize often about the need to use concepts that parallel Work ideas. Good lord, is that not why Work in the Fourth Way (the way of the “Sly Man”), is so useful? Every endeavor creates an opportunity to work on attention in the present moment. Shall we exclude music?

 

It is not possible to approach music seriously while ignoring concepts that parallel Work ideas. The reason Marc did not understand this is simply that he had never learned how to approach music seriously. Despite what he may have believed about his brief musical training of many decades past, and despite his natural warmth of tone and his healthy sense of rhythmic pulse throughout his body, he had never paid enough attention at the piano to make very much of his intrinsic gifts. 

 

I was offering nothing in any way different from the mental, physical, and emotional approach to music that I had used for decades in my music teaching studio, long before becoming aware of Gurdjieff or coming to Calmswan. Music has always required dispassionate attention to what is happening right NOW. The confluences with the Work were not of my own making.

 

Talk about jumping to an uninformed conclusion! Never before had I seen quite so clearly Marc's well-meant but poorly informed cloistered parochialism, and his willingness to summarily judge others without even bestirring himself to personally investigate what he was judging. 

 

The Monday and Tuesday music sessions were positive, inclusive, and helpful. They were not harmful in any sense. Harm was continually being done at Calmswan by possessively guarding the music and Movements, stifling both functions beneath a blanket of ingrown mediocrity and stiff tradition. Parochial mediocrity was passively sustained by cloistered monks of music and dedicated acolytes of Movements, both groups always consulting their secret charts, “not for general distribution.”
Encouraging participation, at all levels, either in music making or in the presenting of Movements, would have served those two closely related forms of directed attention more inclusively, openly, vibrantly, and lovingly. If a quest for presence and improved attention constitutes “teaching the Work,” well, little had I known that for decades I had been “teaching the Work” in my music studio, sans its jargon.  
46.  A GUIDE TO REFINING MOTION IN SERVICE TO MUSIC
Return to T.O.C.
 

My separate essay, A Guide to Refining Motion in Service to Music, does not teach the Gurdjieff Work. It teaches methods of dissolving harmful bodily tension that physically impedes the flow of music (or of dance). A musician, particularly an amateur musician, may not be cognitively aware that such tension is being held in the body, because he is so used to it. Tension occurs whenever cognition clutches fearfully at motion, failing to release to the body what is naturally the body’s. Such tension quickly becomes accepted as the norm, seemingly a ‘necessary’ part of music making, so far as the benighted musician can tell.  

The body is capable of dissolving tension on its own, given the chance. Often it is never given the chance. All that is required is that the musician set up a few simple practice parameters and then dispassionately observe their results beyond further discursive thought, at least until the body has completed the musical segment and has stopped moving. This approach is capable of dissolving impediments that the discursive mind has long imposed upon the body's free exercise of its own moving intelligence. 

The process is simple, but it is not easy, at least not initially. It is not easy, because it is necessary to remain dispassionately present long enough to apply and sustain it. With practice it becomes easier. Time spent working this way is never lost. Time spent relentlessly approximating the music while attempting to control it from the head is always lost.

 

No matter how strong the attention in dance or at the piano, there is always a faster speed at which physical motion becomes confused. No matter how poor the attention, there is always a slower speed and shorter segment that allows attention to operate with pellucid clarity. 

Physical motion is best refined modularly, in short segments. Tension arises from proceeding too fast too soon, and in phrases too long. There is a baseline clarity that cannot be found within tension. 
Once found, that clarity of motion may be retained over tiny incremental increases in tempo, and for the durations of slightly longer phrases. But often such clarity is never found, because cognition worriedly attempts to control physical motions and their timing, second guessing their rightful custodian—the body.  

 

The residual level of tension in many people, including, once upon a time, Calmswan musicians and Movements givers, often precludes intuitive slowing down to take a closer look at much of anything. Even if deep calm arises while sitting or meditating, for many folks it is not portable into so-called 'real life,' at least not for very long at a time. It seems to most of us that we must compulsively hurry along, rather than linger for a truly deep look at much of anything. Where is it to which always we feel we must hurry so soon? It certainly is not here, now. 

 

A Guide to Refining Motion in Service to Music derives from heartfelt personal experience. I have lived through what it describes, beginning way before my Calmswan experience, but inclusive of it. The words of the Guide rest upon a deep love for music and for all that it can represent in joyful realms related to attention. 

Amateur musicians such as myself will tend to find the Guide more immediately useful than would accomplished professionals. But the principles remain the same for both classes of musicians. At one level or another, the pros have already internalized them. Musicians who successfully avoided repressive childhoods are also more likely to have already internalized them. After all, the gift of pure motion is natural in a child’s healthy body, unless encumbered by angst.

 

In the Guide I have tried to be extremely clear about how to arrange conditions so as to be able to trust the body as it discovers its own best ways of executing the precisely timed motions of music making (or of dance). The approach resides almost entirely in the physical and emotional realms, and not in the intellect. Beyond setting up a few parameters and inviting dispassionate attention, the intellect is of little further use.

 

Virtually all of the Guide's insights are applicable to the Gurdjieff Movements as well. But it is unlikely that such application will occur within the Foundation for Preservation of Traditional Stasis, at least until Hell begins shipping snowballs to Alaska. 

 

Precisely timed physical motion is precisely timed physical motion, and attention is attention, whether at the piano or on the Movements floor. The difference is only one of scale and inertia. It may be hard to accept such an observation from a fat guy who could barely walk a straight line while dancing. But sometimes the challenged see more clearly as a result of their impediments. 

 

Good music making, and good dancing, have always required refined attention and relaxed awareness of the body, just for starters. The Gurdjieff Work has no corner on terms or concepts such as attention, sensation, sensing the body, picturing, self-observation, dispassion, intellect, emotions, and the physically intelligent body. Similar terms have always been relevant to the study of music and dance, while utterly devoid of reference to any esoteric tradition.

 

I am not qualified to teach the Gurdjieff Work, nor have I ever desired to teach it, nor did I teach it while at Calmswan or during previous decades in my music studio. What I have always taught is the application of attention toward the release of bodily tension that blocks good music making.

47.  THE RIGHT NOTES          
Return to T.O.C.
 

Marc's oft-stated belief that merely playing the right notes in the Gurdjieff music led somehow to changed states in listeners was specious. His claim that “We dare not change anything [in the music] for fear of losing the power” was superstitious. Could a midi file, predictably reproducing the right notes identically every time, move listeners to the extent that error-capable human musicians sometimes did, at Calmswan? 

  
Had Marc been willing to take the time to refine his own attention to the Gurdjieff music, he would have understood that the notes were only a part of what went on. The deepest service to music involves far more than a superstitious superficial literality. When Gurdjieff limned a remembered melody in single notes via whistling, melodium (a small, handheld reed organ), guitar, or piano for de Hartmann to transcribe and later harmonize, he didn't even repeat the same notes each time through! Furthermore, the notes, as tuned on a modern piano, are not even fully resonant with each other in the original manner of the potent harmonies Gurdjieff first heard across the Caucasus. (See: A Guide to Refining Motion in Service to Music, Postscript 2, “Gurdjieff's ‘Objective' Music.) 

  
48.  HOW I WISH IT HAD BEEN . . .          
Return to T.O.C.
Every music team member at Calmswan was capable of playing the music they chose accurately, warmly and expressively. Their capability was sometimes realized, sometimes latent. 

The continuum from latency through realization proceeds via dispassionate listening here-now, along with learning how to allow the body to improve what one is hearing. The alternative is to mere cognitive approximation of the music, inattentively and interminably. 
Had gently shared mutual exchange been allowed on the Calmswan music team, shopworn masks and knee-jerk reactions might have dissolved into the present moment in mutual service to the music, and to each other. Great fun might have been had together in such a setting—both serious fun and effervescent fun. Was I wrong to hope for such a possibility in so theoretically attentive a setting as Calmswan? 

 

How wonderful it would have been had free exchange without judgment been valued and sought by Marc and by the “experienced” Calmswan music team members. Instead, so-called Tradition was solemnly reinforced at every turn, because that was always easier than thinking, feeling, and risking. Generally speaking, it was in that fashion that the dull musical status quo was protected from joy. 

 

 

49.   . . . AND WHY IT WASN'T          
Return to T.O.C.
 

Hank was fond of citing his childhood experience as he was growing up in something of a 'Wild West' town. He admired a character who occasionally rode into town on horseback, heavily armed with four six-shooters and a rifle. This gentleman had become, for Hank, an archetype of a certain “Guardian” role he recommended we play, while observing ourselves playing it. Hank himself seemed to have enfolded a Guardian subroutine into the ‘Marc’ role, which he tapped into at times, whenever he felt the need to appear a bit macho. 

Marc was de facto Guardian of the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music at Calmswan, even though most of it was published and publicly available. Once he even caused the removal from the coatroom of a pile of music I had selected, copied, and carefully annotated for a Calmswan wind player to pick up and explore. 
I had failed to first request Marc’s imprimatur upon my act. I had not meant to be rude to him (or to the Guardian); it simply hadn’t occurred to me that it should be necessary to request permission to share readily available music. 
Later on, the wind player began performing some of that same music for the Membership, sometimes with me accompanying at the piano, but without ever having received my original offering of annotated copies.
Into what black hole of Tradition did that pile of music disappear? Marc told me that I should never have left “sacred” (albeit freely published) music sitting out in the coatroom. But he never quite admitted to seizing it or to approving its disappearance. As I pressed Marc for some explanation, he kept replying, “If I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.” 
My little sister used to say that to me, but we outgrew it. Control, manipulation and ridiculous game playing were common at Calmswan. Did Marc intend me to learn something from the episode? All I learned was that Marc was capable of being pretty weird. 

Marc believed the modern editions of the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music to be literally sacred as published, even though there had never existed any original manuscripts or urtext editions of the highly improvisatory melodies. Only Gurdjieff’s recollection of various snippets brought anything forward for de Hartmann to harmonize and arrange in Paris the early 1920’s, in truncated selections derived from the original spun-out free-flowing music. 

Marc believed people could sometimes be “changed” by hearing the precise notes as selected from various earlier editions of de Hartmann’s transcriptions, and then published by modern editors. But in fact the notes and arrangements de Hartmann himself played in his own solo recordings often differed from the modern editions revered by Marc—sometimes significantly. 

The editors of the modern editions gave but little editorial nod to the music’s original folk and temple sources, prior to Gurdjieff’s and de Hartmann’s truncations and harmonizations of their melodies. The tunes existed originally in extended improvisatory form, and they were heard in naturally spacious iterations across the plains and mountains of the Caucuses. 
Their evocative original sounds utilized the natural harmonies we rarely attempt in this age of equal-tempered piano tuning. The original strangely moving tonality of this music is never heard within Gurdjieff groups, even though certain Gurdjieff Group Leaders resolutely claim that this truncated and tonally altered music somehow transmits a quality of objective power to receptive psyches. link2
Said Marc from time to time, “We don’t know where the power of the music lies, but we dare not change anything for fear of losing it.” In fact the music had already been changed plenty by Gurdjieff and de Hartmann, by later editing, and by the Western systems of piano tuning necessarily imposed upon it.

I never did figure out whether Marc believed the music was originally ‘objective’ as heard on the plains of Georgia, whether he felt that the music became ‘objective’ as de Hartmann scrambled desperately to select and transcribe one of the several variations Gurdjieff whistled or played in single notes on harmonium, piano or guitar, whether Marc thought it became ‘objective’ after Gurdjieff approved de Hartmann’s harmonized snippets, or whether Marc felt it became objective under the selective scrutiny of modern scholarship. But he surely thought it sacred and ‘objective,’ much as my dear octogenarian Dad believes literally every jot and tittle in the King James Version of the Bible.

For a pretty good examination of “where the power lies” in the Georgian/Gurdjieff/de Hartmann music, take a look at this excerpt from “Postscript 3: Gurdjieff’s ‘Objective Music” from A Guide to Refining Motion in Service to Music,” presently a work in progress. 

       The Big Esoteric Secret about the ‘Gurdjieff’ Music

Return to T.O.C.
The ‘Gurdjieff music’ is very often written in a minor mode. There is a human tendency to respond with our heartstrings to music in minor modes. We experience feelings of reflection, seriousness, yearning, sadness or even remorse. Perhaps a better observation for Marc to have offered (rather than “We don’t know where the power lies”) would have been, ‘We know not whence this human proclivity arises.’

Work songs and songs of bondage, later to become “the blues” in jazz, are built strongly upon the minor third, an interval common in the ‘Gurdjieff music’. That interval is, for some reason, the sound of life ongoing under the weight of oppression, or at least the sound of Western life so ongoing. The deeply yearning solo vocal ululations of the Islamic call to prayer are a parallel art using microtonal musical scales which are quite different from those used in the blues, but which are repeated and ornamented in a manner not entirely unlike the blues. 
In the West, and in Westernized countries everywhere, the evocative sound of the minor third, and of the various musical modes (scales) in which it occurs, touches even those of us who believe we are free of oppression. Perhaps we are not as free as we believe, only diverted or buffered from the inner bondage we have chosen “…without knowing when or how…” 
(-Tolstoy, Anna Karenina) and which we unconsciously sustain.

 

A mother’s loving call across some distance to her playing child to return home for dinner, sounds via a descending minor third: “Bill-ee . . .” Try it at a piano sometime, ‘C’ down to ‘A.’ Compare that interval with descent from ‘C’ to any other note besides ‘A.’ Just doesn’t sound quite so right, does it? Can you hear the yearning, left a little open-ended, almost echoing, at the end of the second syllable? Something ineffable is implicit in the tonality of that call from parent to child, something beyond just, “Come and get it.” It is something elemental, acknowledging the duality of separation and return, along with the ever-present possibility of separation and loss, both so pervasive within the human experience.

Music is a pure microcosm of all that appears to arise around us in grosser form. All is metaphor, but commonly we do not recognize this. [cf. Physics as Metaphor, by Roger S. Jones.] The vibrations of music may well be a subtler and more elemental energy-aspect of the metaphor within which we seem to have our existence. Why else do we so resonate with music, and with its noise or delicacy according to our bent? Why else has music its power to touch us, to move us, to surprise us with something utterly ‘other,’ amidst all of our so serious, so important pursuits? Why does music have power to interrupt our quotidian foci and for a time engage us afresh at a more elemental level?

 

In comparison with the so-called “‘Gurdjieff music,” there exists far more deeply moving music by Bach, Beethoven and Mozart, as well as by composers of other eras. But given that many of us are less than familiar with the syntax of such composers, there is nothing wrong with the short, easily accessible tunes of the “Gurdjieff music,” or with the softening of some listeners’ hearts when they are heard.

 

Listeners commonly hear the “Gurdjieff music” only in relatively emotionally charged group settings, and over ongoing decades of membership in such groups. The simplicity and the sweetly lyrical style of much of the music, minor or major, becomes familiar to listeners, as individual short pieces are oft repeated. All that a listener has previously vested emotionally in the music during past hearings is naturally evoked when the music is heard again, and particularly when heard again within a similar setting.   
 

There is validity to this process, and usefulness. But it is not based in some arcane alchemy. The ability to trigger emotional memory and to soften hearts is a property of any music at all, not just the “Gurdjieff music.” (“Listen Dear, they’re playing our song!”)  In forty years certain hearts will soften and eyes mist at the retro sound of old rap ‘music.’ There are those for whom rap music has been deeply meaningful, whose life events have been touched strongly by that particular form of organized sound.  

Rap music, Gurdjieff Music, Bach-Mozart-late Beethoven. Thank god for the freedom of personal preference, but all is relative. Objectivity within the human experience is impossible. Dispassion is a more useful goal. Dispassion may be the biggest esoteric secret of all. 

 

         Performing the “Gurdjieff Music” Objectively

Return to T.O.C.
If there is one properly objective way to play the Gurdjieff music, involving merely getting the notes and rhythms right, then why do the notes and rhythms of de Hartmann’s own recordings differ markedly from the wannabe urtext versions currently published? Darned inconsiderate of de Hartmann to play all those incorrect notes and rhythms, I’d say. Guess he just held no respect for future scholarship. Good lord, you don’t suppose he actually played some of the pieces a bit differently at different times, in the same variegated manner that he reported Gurdjieff had first demonstrated the melodies to him?  

 

No, dear Marc (oh Thou Guardian of Traditional Stasis), de Hartmann doesn’t sound drunk to me on his recordings. I so tired of hearing you offer again and again that knee-jerk excuse as an explanation for all of de Hartmann’s liberties and improvisations in this music, whose very source was improvisatory! Granted, in his recordings he sometimes sounds a bit sloppy, and often he takes little heed of rhythmic pulse, particularly in slower sections. But that sort of soupy musicianship was an accepted heart-on-sleeve performance style during de Hartmann’s time. 

 

In our era we commonly adhere literally and quite accurately to the written notes and rhythms in published music. It was not always so, and one day things may shift again within the ever-malleable boundaries of good taste. This is already recurring modestly in certain solo piano recitals of music by Mozart, himself a renowned improviser. Either way, the playing of great music (or of ‘Objective Music,’ if such music exists), must feel as improvisatory and yet as inevitable as does the perfectly ordered chaos of Nature, no more, no less. Dull, literal predictability and precise, boring repeatability is too banal to serve either greatness or ‘Objectivity.’

What if there were a computer program for producing a plausible thunderstorm, but based on only one invariable script that contained only one invariable set of instructions for a virtual apprentice of the real Storm God to implement in His absence:

“Twelve seconds after the first patter of rain, cue the lightning from thirty-eight degrees North Northeast at 33,588.7 degrees Kelvin over two tenths of a second, followed three seconds later by a distant rumble of thunder at fifty-four decibels, and a thirty-seven mile-per-hour gust of wind from the Southwest for five seconds, tapering off in three declining sinusoidal wind bursts spaced equally over the next ten seconds peaking at 23, 16, and 11 miles per hour.” 
Fool me once, maybe, but how quickly upon exact repetition would I yearn for the return of the real Storm God! I once suffered through a two-hour public recital of "Gurdjieff" piano music that was to the living power of real music as that sort of repeatable programming would be to a real thunderstorm.   
It is true that the above instructions for mounting a thunderstorm are essentially plausible, but there is lacking something ineffable, something alive, when one dutifully only follows instructions, much less when one follows literally the identical instructions every time. In a real thunderstorm, and in real music, there are infinitely variegated vectors subtending every event, each such offshoot leading unpredictably to new and perfectly valid unique occurrences. 
The pianist Glenn Gould held that “ecstasy” and “the non-repetitiveness of musical performance” were intimately related. (See: Glenn Gould, Music and Mind 1982 Revised Edition, by Geoffry Payzant, paperback, 1984, Key Porter Books, p: 67.)

It is not entirely the music’s fault when predictable dull deference is applied to it in such measure that its effect on listeners is rendered weak or even boring. Never mind the already severely compromised tonality of a modern equally tempered piano, as compared to the vibrant original sounds of the pure intervals of this music. Dull deference is even worse an impediment than that to the living power of this music, or to any music. 
Modern Western equal temperament purposely alters the natural pitches of all natural musical scales, applying an algorithm of uniform chromatic increments of pitch, literally a ‘one-size-sort-of-fits-all’ cookie cutter chromatic interval that allows playing on the same piano music composed in all key signatures, without some key signatures sounding harshly dissonant. The trade-off is that no key signature can be conveyed with quite the limpid sweetness and satisfaction that the use of natural intervals (as historically on the plains of the Caucuses) allows. Tempering results in all music being heard just a little bit out of tune, but ‘close enough’ that we have learned to accept it.

  

The effect of such compromise, particularly upon older music originating within pure musical modes (such as the ‘Gurdjieff Music’), is not unlike the effect of convenient mass distribution of reduced-size art prints of lesser and chromatically altered hue, as compared with the priceless original. Unless we directly apprehend the masterpiece itself, we know not what stunningly vibrant scale, color and brushwork we have been missing, and what a pale emulation of the original source we have accepted as adequate, in the name of convenience.
The current website of the Gurdjieff group once known as “Calmswan” includes the statement: “Objective music is based on an exact knowledge of the mathematical laws that govern the vibration of sound and the relationship of tones, and it [sic] produces a specific and predictable response based on the listener’s inner state.” 

At Calmswan, I knew one professional musician who at least intellectually had ‘an exact knowledge of the mathematical laws that govern the vibration of sound and the relationship of tones.’ But there was not a darn thing he or any other musician could do to convey any such underlying tonal ‘objectivity’ to the Membership via the equally tempered pianos at Calmswan. 
"The failure of modern musicians to produce any* [emotional] effect when they play their transcriptions of Greek or Asian modes comes from the fact that they always approach them through temperament, which disfigures their intervals and flattens their coloring, reducing practically everything to the tempered chromatic mode. We should not forget that although it is comparatively easy to recognize a mode or melody we already know when it is played in its tempered approximation, it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to imagine its color and expression if one has never heard its real intervals."  
--Alain Danielou, Music and the Power of sound; the Influence of Tuning and Interval on Consciousness, 1995, p:134. 

With or without the impediment of equal temperament, it is the joy of participation in the moment that is often missing from a safely literal, supposedly egoless performance, such as was most of the playing in the two-hour recital I lived through, and as is much of the playing heard elsewhere in the Gurdjieff realm. 

In fact, safe literality is an artifact of the fearful, controlling ego, made all the worse by the pretext that it serves something higher. What truly portends a higher source is abandonment to the sparkling effervescence of the moment, to the joy of extemporaneous yet precisely disciplined musical realization. It takes a great degree of sustained attention, dedicated honesty, and here-now preparation before such abandonment is possible during performance, without courting disaster. But it is worth seeking. Listeners know when they are hearing it, and they greatly appreciate the difference—no musical training required. 

The universe ever interacts, converging upon itself in infinite here’s and now’s to create distinctive iterations of itself that need to occur NOW, and which are not fully defined until they occur, be it a thunderstorm or a piece of music. Outside of the realm of music, one may become exquisitely aware of this continual imperative whenever remembering to ‘be here now’ even in the most mundane of circumstances. 

In music there is always a choice between letting go or digging in one’s heels and worshiping cautious literality. The latter impedes extemporaneous joy and beauty. People leave the recital having heard the notes but not the music.

Dullness and predictability were not resident in the improvisations by the folk and temple musicians employing the natural scales and evocative timbres of the original instruments that played “Gurdjieff’s” ancient folk and temple music. By the way, does anyone recall just how many equal-tempered pianos were seen and heard in Peter Brook’s film about the experiences of the young Gurdjieff, Meetings with Remarkable Men? 

The power of any valid aspect of the Gurdjieff Work (not just the musical aspects) does not lie in “dare-not-change-anything” superstition. It resides in the present moment—sought, accessed, risked, and shared.
Finally, a note about nomenclature: The “Gurdjieff music” was never Gurdjieff’s. It was free-form folk and temple music with roots in antiquity. It was imported to the West already altered by de Hartmann’s superimposed harmonizations and forms. Gurdjieff was merely the messenger. However because of Gurdjieff’s strong personality his name was appended to this music, music that he found compelling but which was never his. 
Hark! Are those the thundering hoof beats of Guardian Marc’s steed as he gallops to the rescue of Stasis? — 

“Whoa-oa-oa, hold on thar jes’ a minute, son! Didja jes’ change sumthin' in thet thar sacred published music??! Is thet yer ego a-messin’ with the sacrosanct'? Lissen heah, ya infidel, jes’ get thet ol' Work-frown back on yer face pronto, ’n jes' stick to pressin' down them thar publish’d Objective Notes, dern it! Jes’ cuz historical-lak’ everboddy improvised don’ give YOU no right to change a single note, dern it! . . . . Huh? Wot's a 'midi file', son? Computatir? Quit yer talkin' nonsense, dern it. Yer dern tootin’ it’s good ta play each tune exact-lak’ the same ol’ identical way ever’ time… [Here, lemmee straighten thet sweater on ya. Lordy, are you fat! How much spirits d’ ya drink? Ya know, Molly down t' th’ saloon thinks ya ain't all that bad lookin'. Sez ya'd pro’ly git laid more if ya slimmed down some, so's her gals wasn’t so afeared o' gittin' crushed.]… Now, let’s git a-goin', son: 'And-a one, and-a two', . . . . Huh? Ah sound lak' Lawrence WHO? Naw, we don’t much cotton to no “champagne music” ’round these parts, son. Beer ’n ragtime, mebbe, but not on this-heah sacred piano. Now quit wastin' mah time. Yer always wastin' mah time. Jes’ start a-frownin', ’n play them thar Objective Notes thet’s printed on th’ page. Nevah ya mind thet on them fancy Victrola recordin’s by Mr. de Hartmann he done played a whole shitload of notes diff’rint than th’ ones we got published all sacred-like nowadays. Jes' plunk down them actual approved notes wot we got published now, so's folks c'n heah them sounds 'n git ’emselves changed automatic-lak’.”

  
OK, folks, we're back. Darn wiggling fingers. Mind of their own. 

 

 
50.  ENDINGS, BEGINNINGS, AND DUALITY          
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Everything that begins, ends—including any single individual's association with Calmswan, and even Calmswan itself, sooner or later. On some days better than others, Calmswan pointed members toward a realm beyond beginnings and endings, a realm which is already ours, or rather is simply 'us'. But not the 'us' we think.

 

Our lives are ephemeral, but we are good at pretending that we and our surroundings are more or less permanent. Each time we are proven wrong we process that new shock, and then sooner or later we learn to inhabit a new comfort zone within our next 'permanent' world. 

 

“Every – real – happiness – for – man – can – arise – exclusively – only – from – some – unhappiness – also – real – which – he – has – already – experienced.” [sic] 

-G.I. Gurdjieff, “Beelzebub’s Tales,” 1964 edition, p:377 

 

Thus by sorrow man knows joy. In comparison with darkness, we know what light is. By cold we know warmth. The experience of deep tiredness allows us to appreciate well-rested alertness. By down we know up. By departure we know return. What we call 'life' is a huge jumbled pile of such double-ended sticks. 

By losing, we know winning. I once saw a champion boxer interviewed on a late night TV talk show, complete with footage of him trouncing his opponent. The mood of the show segment was festive and congratulatory. As if to add vindication to the champ’s win, a couple of negative qualities were attributed to the loser, including “trash-talking.” 
How blind we are to the balanced equation, “I and Thou!” The winner needed his opponent in order to become champ. The winner even admitted that his opponent’s trash-talking “pumped” him with adrenalin, a legal human chemical that actually made the champ’s win more likely than had the loser been a kinder soul.  
This is this because that is that. There is no such thing as a ‘this’ that stands alone. I am I because you are you. We do not commonly recognize our interconnectedness. Epiphanies are nice, but it doesn’t take an epiphany to recognize that each of us is a point of consciousness lodged within a four dimensional bitmap comprised of an infinity of other points of variegated consciousness—human, animal, plant, mineral, and god only knows what else. As with the wave/particle nature of light, we are a unified waveform capable of appearing from one point of view as individual particles.
Teleport me instantaneously to some void deep in outer space, and my present consciousness will continue to identify with Nosrepa-ness. But only memories will substantiate keeping that label affixed to this point of consciousness. I cannot be I without you. I can’t be I, absent all that you and all other you’s represent. ‘Nosrepa’ is an ephemeral standing wave within the whole, influenced by the whole, and influencing the whole. There is no lone operative called ‘Nosrepa,’ and there never was.  

There is nothing wrong with competing at boxing if you so wish, any more than there is with entering a piano competition, if you wish to do that. But only within identification with our ephemeral little wave-pattern do we personally ‘suffer defeat’ or temporarily ‘win,’ that is, until the next wunderkind particle supplants us. 
The human experience makes no sense unless viewed holistically. This is this because that is that. This needs that, and that needs this. Separateness is illusory, a matter of perspective and identification. Apparently it is a temporarily useful illusion, toward some higher purpose unknowable within our default level of consciousness. Operating at that level, we are usually too busy shoring up our own transitory insularity to step back quietly and catch a glimpse of the unity, the truth, the perfection that some report experiencing beyond the dichotomous realm of good/bad, better/worse. 
With variable intensity, we each desire separately to win, to be successful, to have 'the good stuff.' We fail to recognize that the very existence of ‘the good stuff’ requires its opposite. Every wave of the ocean necessarily entails a trough. 
Despite occasional reference at Calmswan to the hyphenated “Beelzebub’s Tales” quotation above, few if any seemed to have any deep understanding of it. I think Belle understood. Why was she not more direct in guiding members toward recognition of so pivotal a truth? It changes everything!

Happiness is simply not a valid goal, because it is known only in comparison with sadness. The two require each other. Fulfillment resides in Being, not in some transitory state such as happiness. Being sees clearly both happiness and sadness, but from its broader perspective it is beholden to neither. From that perspective both happiness and sadness meld holistically, even synergistically, toward fulfillment of something largely beyond direct expression in this present realm.  
Once again:
“And what you thought you came for
Is only a shell, a husk of meaning
From which the purpose breaks only when it is fulfilled
If at all. Either you had no purpose
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured
And is altered in fulfillment.” 

-T.S. Eliot, from “Four Quartets,” “Little Gidding” 

and…

…I desired often to know what our Lord's meaning was. And fifteen years and more afterward I was answered in my spiritual understanding, thus: 'Would you know your Lord's meaning in this thing? Know it well, love was his meaning. Who showed it to you? Love. What did he show you? Love. Why did he show it? For love. Keep yourself therein and you shall know and understand more in the same…

-Dame Julian of Norwich, 15th century.
Although permanent happiness cannot be ours as presently we conceive ourselves, there is nonetheless great fugacious fun to be had in setting aside judgment and dancing in the surf of each interconnected wave-function as it arises and subsides in our daily lives. Even in our present identified state there is numinous joy to receive and to pass along, joy radiating from unconditional love, joy originating from well beyond the happy/sad equation, joy not affected by the exigencies of day-to-day existence.
 

Although I never heard it mentioned, Calmswan's swans symbolically transcended ‘duality.’ (Duality may be defined as our present apparent realm of opposites that need each other in order to maintain their mutually opposing existences.) Swans engage with the water, but in doing so they partake of it just sufficiently to suit their purpose. Swans are buoyant in the water, both wet and dry at once. For that reason they have long been the chosen symbol of the path of Advaita Vedanta non-duality. Our present challenge is to buoyantly emulate the swans. 

If swans could laugh, they’d be even better role models. Once in a great while someone at Calmswan would laugh. I always thought it was nice when that happened.

“It is time to come to your senses. You are to live and learn to laugh. You are to learn to listen to the cursed radio music of life and to reverence the spirit behind it and to laugh at its distortions. So there you are. More will not be asked of you.” 

-Hermann Hesse, Steppenwolf, Mozart/Pablo to Harry Haller, in Pablo’s “Magic Theatre.”  
“One day I would be a better hand at the game. One day I would learn how to laugh. Pablo was waiting for me, and Mozart too.”

-ibid., Harry Haller ruminating to himself; the final words of the book.  

 
51.  THE MOTHER OF ALL DUALITIES          
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The hyphenated quotation referenced in Chapter 50, above (p. 182), speaks of the unavoidable inter-relatedness of happiness with unhappiness. Gurdjieff does not directly describe that pairing as ‘dualistic’ even though it obviously is. In this section of the book he far more broadly introduces the terms “dual” and “duality” for the very first time. He is referring to the dualism of our “deceit”, or “egoism”, having replaced our original “necessary being-impulse” of “Sincerity”. From this error arise all dualistic pairings, including unhappiness with happiness. As part and parcel of the deceit of egoism, we feel at times driven to engage against other apparent egos in “cunning, envy, hate, hypocrisy, contempt, haughtiness, servility, slyness, ambition, double-facedness, and so on and so forth.” 

Gurdjieff implements the word “duality” to refer to our adopted deceit which underlies the apparent fragmentation of the being-impulse which we inescapably are. Tis apparent fragmentation creates infinitude of individual small selves. However, this situation is apparent only when viewed from an identified belief in myself as but a separated small self! This is what G. presents as the original and greatest of all errors. “Sincerity” (the true, infinite Self) has been supplanted piecemeal, replaced by “deceit” (a whole lot of fragmented, identified small selves). 
Gurdjieff chose the metaphor of a “double-ended stick” to represent this primal pairing of Self vs. self, or Sincerity vs. deceit. One end of a double-ended stick is seen as ‘this end’ simply because the other end is seen as ‘that end’. Only by means of such a comparison do discrete ends be identified at all. Each end, while actually of a piece with the other end, is erroneously and deceitfully considered ‘not the other’, as compared with the other. Ergo, dualism.
Upstream of all dualism lies a continuum of error extending smoothly from Self to small self—from “sincerity” to “deceit”. This constitutes the original and slipperiest of all dualistic double-ended sticks. It is the most difficult of all sticks to try to grasp and examine—not just because it is slippery, but also because ultimately it is Us, and thus looms always too close to us for us to see clearly. It is easier to trip over than to examine. 

 

At night in the dark one can readily recall the light of day. In the darkness of self-deceit, which is continually self-renewing, it may be almost impossible to remember Sincerity, the Self. The inability to recall and access the Self is a serious situation, a state redeemable only by the grace of reconciliation, or in Christian terms by the Holy Spirit, the third force of the Trinity. 
That reconciling energy, that love, calls to us and continuously seeks us. As Belle once put it very well (and as I have quoted above without attribution), “There is That which seeks us more than we seek It.”   

 

Here we all seem to be, in our collectively projected world of duality, based upon belief in opposites and lack. Hope lies in consciously playing the necessary roles seemingly thrust at us, dancing lightly with them while “remaining on the side of the attention” (as Marc often suggested). 

Meanwhile it is good to question absolutely everything, including the very necessity of two-ended sticks at all. There is a place beyond such toys. We are already of that place, but we have somehow forgotten it, maybe on purpose. We are destined to remember, and then some. 
Any sincere wish or effort on our part, no matter how small or transitory, elicits numinous help in unpredictable forms. But often we do not stay present attentively enough to notice and embrace such help. We cannot benefit from what is already ours yet constantly held away at arm’s length—held away by myself, palm open in forbidding gesture, mumbling, “Yes, OK, wonderful, but not quite yet; I’m busy.” 

“…whither was I wandering to seek thee! O most infinite beauty! I sought thee without, and thou wast in the midst of my heart.”

-St Francis de Sales, 1567-1622, “Treatise on the Love of God,” after St. Augustine’s “Confessions.”

By consciously watching ourselves as we play each of our roles, and by allowing a watching our own watching to sometimes arise, we may begin to experience an intimation of what we really are. Ever more simply we may remain observant behind the temporarily useful façades with which we have associated. And this is key: association without identification. As with those buoyant swans, we are at our best when partaking without submerging.
As we bring sustained attention to this strange human world of opposites and lack, we begin to recognize it as but our projection. The alternative is to remain lost indefinitely in completely unnecessary identification and reaction. The real problem is that we seem to like that condition, to prefer it, at least for a time. 

Again the quotation:

 

"The world is a Noah's ark on the sea of eternity containing all the endless pairs of things, irreconcilable and inseparable. And heat will always long for cold and the back for the front and smiles for tears and mutt for jeff and no for yes with the most unutterable nostalgia there is." 

-Diane Arbus, photographer

 

The photography of Diane Arbus was a third force, a compassionate reconciliation of the garish underbelly of Western urban humanity. Her unabashed photographic respect honored the truth that each of us innocently does the best we can according to where we find ourselves and what we believe. In her photography there is haunting beauty and tender emotion to be found throughout what some might initially find intrusive and garish. Diane Arbus knew how to see, love and share the innocence of the human condition.

 

The experience of this world and its unutterable nostalgia may be of great use, even of divine use, whatever that may mean. We are 'here' to explore, to watch ourselves as we do so, and to see where that leads.

“You are really in search of yourself, without knowing it. You are love longing for the love-worthy, the perfect lovable. Due to ignorance you are looking for it in the world of opposites and contradictions. When you find it within, your search will be over.” 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
52.  GOOD AND EVIL          
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“Sin is Behovely [useful],” wrote T. S. Eliot in Little Gidding, with a nod to Dame Julian, “but all shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well… by the purification of the motive in the ground of our beseeching.” In some barely definable and deeply inclusive sense, the sin of separation is foreordained and useful! 
“Beelzebub’s Tales” addresses obliquely (how else) the usefulness of separation, in the passage on pp. 1138-40, 1950 edition. Here, the “passive force” flows forth from the “Prime Source,” constantly displaced by “the pressure of the newly arisen” within “the vivifying actions proceeding” “in the Prime Source itself.” The passive force “issues” from the Prime Source “by momentum,” continuously “involving.” At its furthest involving, it turns back upon itself, thereby instantly transformed into the “entirely independent,” “backward-flowing” “active force,” now “evolving”, “striving to blend with the cause of its arising.” At the precise point of the inception of that striving to re-blend, a “clash” arises that is itself the “third independent force,” “the spiritualizing and reconciling source of every World formation.” 

When reading this “B.T.” passage, I always pictured the infinitely variegated surf and undertow on the beachfront. There, water has issued by “momentum” toward its farthest “involving” just before turning back upon itself to begin the journey of “reblending” with the cause of its arising. 
At this very point there occurs a “clash” of swirling eddies and bubbles of frothy foam. 
The pure mind sees things as they are - bubbles in consciousness. These bubbles are appearing, disappearing and reappearing - without having real being. Each bubble is a body and all these bodies are mine. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
These ephemeral “World Formations” are byproducts reconciled from fleeting patterns of the previously passive force now actively confronting itself, flowing back upon itself, now evolving after having completed its lengthy involution of experience along the way (very much including the bubbles).  Its purpose in returning afresh to the  Prime Source, (elsewhere in B.T. called “the Most Holy Sun Absolute” ) is to prevent the ravages of time (the “Heropass”) from diminishing that Sun, the home of the “CREATOR OMNIPOTENT.”
Yes, it is all rather mechanistically complex. Although he sometimes implied the existence of other dimensions, Gurdjieff was mostly all about a physical, mechanical universe. His era predated popular knowledge of relativity, particle physics and string theory. (And what does our era predate? It never ends, this tiny manufactured infinity we think we are hiding in.)
Gurdjieff contradicted his own observations elsewhere in B.T. about the relativity of time, when it came to theorizing that the Heropass (the inexorable fixed passage of time throughout the universe) threatened entropy to the home of the “CREATOR OMNIPOTENT.” Gurdjieff then pulled out of a hat his mechanistic solution to such entropy. Essentially he said, “Let’s just have everything begin constantly eating everything else, and entropy will stop.” Go figure. A zero-sum game. Something ever-new for nothing, as limned by the Ouroboros often associated with Gnosticism, with which Gurdjieff was familiar.
Dozens of such arcane Gurdjieffian concepts and terms (but not the Ouroboros per se) were confusingly tossed piecemeal at Calmswan’s Membership. Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, it was not actually necessary to grapple personally with this stuff in order to qualify as a long-term dues-paying member. 
Here is a more abstruse yet far simpler model of what is going on:
Just see the person you imagine yourself to be as a part of the world you perceive within your mind, and look at the mind from the outside, for you are not the mind. After all, your only problem is the eager self-identification with whatever you perceive. Give up this habit, remember that you are not what you perceive, use your power of alert aloofness. See yourself in all that lives and your behaviour will express your vision. Once you realize that there is nothing in this world which you can call your own, you look at it from the outside, as you look at a play on the stage, or a picture on the screen, admiring and enjoying, but really unmoved. As long as you imagine yourself to be something tangible and solid, a thing among things, actually existing in time and space, short-lived and vulnerable, naturally you will be anxious to survive and increase. But when you know yourself as beyond space and time, in contact with them only at the point of here and now, otherwise all-pervading and all- containing, unapproachable, unassailable, invulnerable, you will be afraid no longer. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
Notwithstanding Gurdjieff’s mechanistic bent, there is some good metaphorical material on pp. 1138-40 concerning the movie we are watching, particularly in view of rampant audience identification with it.

Gurdjieff points out here that so-called “external good and evil” is not external at all, but is inherent in the “clash” resulting in “World Formations” (which results in ‘us,’ or at least in that with which we identify). The truth about ‘good and evil’ is that those two seemingly opposing attributes actually constitute not a double-ended stick, but rather a holistic unity that arises in pristine innocence as a result of the “mutual resistances” of “the two fundamental forces flowing in entirely opposite directions”—the passive, out-flowing, “involving” force (“good”) and the active, returning, “evolving” force (“evil”).  
There are utterly no moral or sinful implications. Our deeply ingrained dualistic usage of the two terms, ‘good’ and ‘evil,’ makes their combined holism a difficult concept for us:

There is no good and no evil. In every concrete situation, there is only the necessary and the unnecessary. The needful is right, the needless is wrong. In my world, even what you call evil is the servant of the good and therefore necessary. It is like boils and fever that clear the body of impurities. Disease is painful, even dangerous, but if dealt with rightly, it heals. In some cases death is the best cure.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj 

While in the short term it seems pragmatic to seek good and avoid evil, we are too close to the clash of “involving” and “evolving” of “being-essence” to see the larger picture. In fact, we ourselves, or at least those “World-Formations” with which we identify, are results of the “clash” of “involving” and “evolving.”
It takes both forces—good (“involving”), and evil (“evolving”)—to “clash” and create worlds, via the resultant third force. Caught up as we are with intense local interest in the ever-new but ever-transitory products of the frothing “clash,” we cannot even define with one hundred percent accuracy which force is which is which at any instant. 
Gurdjieff was quoted by Ouspensky (In Search of the Miraculous, 1949, p:78) as saying that humans are by default psychologically incapable of directly perceiving the third force in any given situation. While I make no pretense of broad-based Gurdjieff scholarship (nor ultimately am I interested in such a specialty), it does seem to me that this may be just another way of saying that from within our shared sub-real ‘world,’ we have cut ourselves off from any understanding of our own true roles in world-creation. We see only the results after the fact, which usually appear as if external to ‘me.’ Further, the results are often chaotic, because we are klutzes who have no inkling of our own power and our own responsibility to use that power in service to something beyond ‘me.’ And so it goes.
According to Gurdjieff/Ouspensky, any vector of force can become changeably “active,” “passive,” or “reconciling” (consider again the vagaries of the surf at the point of its reversal). That makes it even harder to be dogmatic about ascribing good or evil to any occurrence. All occurrences require the existence of both good and evil, and out of both attributes in apposition something new is continually created. Furthermore, ripples of good that are observed some distance from the “clash” could not exist without the clash having occurred, and the same goes for ripples of evil. 
All is One, but apparently “reconciliation” cannot occur without the “clash” and turmoil that continually arises at each discrete inception of “reblending.” Thus, “Sin is Behovely.” Of course, all of this is merely an attempt to express the ineffable in words.

What did T.S. Eliot mean when he wrote, “…to arrive where we started, and know the place for the first time?” Could the Ocean know its own potential if always it were only smoothly homogenous and still? Did not the Prodigal Son know himself better, and know his father’s love better, after his own separation, individuated emergence, and return? Do not lovers know each other more fully, and meld more deeply, via repeated withdrawal and recombining, each such instance a fresh experience, each more intense than the last? 
In a sense, ‘All That Is’ may be just one gigantic esoteric intelligent ecstatic sex machine. Or seen another way, our sexuality within the dream emulates the creative ecstasy of ‘All That Is.’ 
The Biblical saga of God and man begins with “momentum” that “involves” an earth at first “formless, empty, and dark, with the Spirit of God hovering over the waters” (NIV). After a bit of enhancement, and at the very limit of God’s “involving,” two humans are created, knowing only good. (Actually they don’t, with nothing yet to compare it with.) In their tasting of the sweet fruit of the Tree of knowledge of good and evil, Adam and Eve discover their natural lust for god-like independence. 
With the first crunch of the ‘apple,’ the “active,” “evolving,” “evil” force is born. For the very first time “reblending” becomes possible, with sin Behovely [useful; not actually evil]. Was God surprised?   

From this point of view, it is less than surprising that some awakened folk seem in touch with a realm beyond good and evil; that for them there is only perfection and ever more perfection. Negativity of any sort, even about ‘evil,’ is a waste of time and energy. All time and energy can be better spent in service to dispassionate awareness of events and of my roles within them. From dispassion, my next appropriate function may well be to respond to evil, or to good, but never to react to it. 

What is T.S. Eliot’s “ground of beseeching” against which the active force beseeches to reblend with its Source? Both the passive (“good”) force and the active (“evil”) returning force are figure, not ground—each a diametric vector of those “vivifying actions proceeding” … “in the Prime Source itself.” Ground must lie before, beneath, and beyond the clash of world creation. Surely our true ground of beseeching is worth seeking, worth lusting for, even if all else must be left behind. There is nothing to fear in the leaving behind, because nothing real can be threatened.

The story bears repeating: The eager young perch swam up to the wise old seabass. “Can you help me, sir? I am seeking the Ocean.” “You are already in the Ocean,” replied the seabass, “It is all around you. It supports and sustains you.” “But, …this is just water!” complained the perch. With an impertinent flip of his tail, he swam away to resume his search. 

Might the seabass have better replied, “You are the Ocean, peering at itself temporarily through the eyes of a perch. Pay more attention!”  

T.S. Eliot’s suggestion that the motive in the ground of my beseeching must inevitably be purified is simply too huge to say much more about here, except that pondering it always brings a softening of the heart, and sometimes tears. If the motive at all dramatizes my personal story of independence, then re-blending is impossible, because contaminated by falsehood that is not soluble until dispassion replaces drama. The loudest of television evangelists might take note. 

 

Even issue and return form yet another dualistic pair. Each needs the other in order to exist as such. Perhaps my highest wish, for now, might be to seek within me a reconciling receptiveness that does not bind reality to opposites, or to words, or to anything at all. Some who have practiced such receptiveness have reported subjectively entering a fully recognizable yet different world, right here and right now, where there is experience of ineffable beauty and stunning simplicity, with ever more to discover. 

Withal, would St Thomas Aquinas after his epiphany have had any use within his silence for the words of Nisargadatta, of T.S. Eliot, or of Gurdjieff? 

Even faith in God is only a stage on the way. Ultimately, you abandon all, for you come to something so simple that there are no words to express it.   

               -Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

53.  EMPATHY AND RESPECT          
Return to T.O.C.
Throughout this essay it is evident that I felt no great respect for Hank in his role of ‘Marc’ at Calmswan. In developing and sustaining the ‘Marc’ role, Hank innocently did the best he could, as do we all, each from within our own circumstances and convictions. Still, each of us has some responsibility for the results of our innocent acts. Even murderers, bank robbers, and lecherous priests act innocently in the sense that they do what they feel naturally compelled to do. From the broadest point of view sin may be seen as an aberration composed of innocent error. However, for the good of society, the sin and the perpetrator are best dealt with pragmatically.

The sin of the ‘Marc’ role was that those who had chosen to follow ‘Marc’ were hornswoggled. ‘Marc’ was not real, even though he dominated Hank and dominated Calmswan. There was dissemblance inherent in the way Hank allowed the ‘Marc’ role to play—in the way Hank, as ‘Marc,’ related to his followers. Always Hank’s natural charisma, in combination with the Membership’s submissiveness, smoothed over the bumps in the ‘Marc’ role. 

Gurdjieff himself has been called a “rascal-saint.” In retrospect, my assessment of Hank/Marc pegs him at 60% fraud and bluster, and 40% truthful, but with truth weighted more heavily than fraud, and of significant use. For those who stayed, and for as long as they stayed, Calmswan was the right place to be. And Marc was just the right rascal to keep them there.    

Hank’s contribution to Calmswan was based upon his memory of long ago having had a few experiences of expanded consciousness, upon his having had sporadically some more recent experiences (of indeterminate impact), and, most particularly, upon his charisma. Hank was largely dissociated from direct experience of the ineffable. Most of the time as Hank played ‘Marc’ he operated not from direct experience, but merely from some amalgam of knowledge, memory and role-playing. He used his natural charisma to bridge the difference and artificially validate his rather shallow role. Why could not Hank have just been honest about this, instead of identifying so tenaciously with the awakened ‘Marc’-role and sustaining that role at all costs? Calmswan would have been the better for the simple honesty of it, and so would have Hank.

There are people who have come to similar or deeper experience but who do not set themselves up upon a little pedestal as a revered spiritual leader receiving adulation over several decades from a small band of followers. Such a scenario at Calmswan was maintained via the charismatic ‘Marc’-role, which role included a whole lot of blustery ex cathedra posturing. 

There is no personal merit in kensho, but Hank always acted as if there were. He carried a chip on his shoulder about his rather nebulous experiences along those lines. Hank was stuck, and part of the reason he was stuck was that he had settled for identification with a revered role instead of offering simple honesty to his followers. 
Being ‘Hank’ was itself a sufficiently challenging role (as are all of our individually-named roles), without piggybacking the ‘Marc’ role on top of it. Hank’s disingenuous habitation of his ‘Marc’ role seemed to stifle the possibility of any further Hank-awakening. And of course tucked closely behind the ‘Marc’ role was Hank’s escapist sequential philandering with a few female members over the years. The energy drained in tending this invisible elephant-in-the-room certainly might have been better applied elsewhere at Calmswan. 

Once in a while you could catch Hank being ingenuous, with ‘Marc’ temporarily absent. Those were moments of real value, because at such times it was clear that Hank himself had experienced aspects of the ineffable, and at least at that moment truly wished to share his experience, while feeling no need to hide anything or to protect anything. 

Had Hank been less identified with his role of ‘Marc’ and less dependent upon it, and had he made it far clearer to the Membership that ‘Marc’ was but a role, Calmswan would have been a healthier place. 
Had there been no ‘Marc’-role at all, things would have been even better. But Calmswan was founded upon and dependent upon the ‘Marc’-role and the sustaining of the ‘Marc’-role. That remained the case even as ‘Marc’ became increasingly only a figurehead, with Belle quietly at the helm. 

Of course everything we do is a role, whether conscious or not. How refreshing when occasionally one meets a human being so centered and simple that all of his or her roles play lightly, even humorously, with no hint of identification or rigid ex cathedra posturing. 
The rub at Calmswan lay in Hank’s private need to pretend he was ‘Marc’ all the time, standing upon his small pedestal. Hank’s identification with the Marc-role role bred stasis at Calmswan, because there was nowhere further to go without first dropping that prime falsehood. But that would have been way too scary for the Membership. It is nearly impossible to let go of an ingrained falsehood that seems true because everyone around you constantly reinforces it. Isn’t that the whole problem with being human, in a nutshell?

Still, this is this because that is that. The Membership needed Hank to be ‘Marc,’ and ‘Marc’ needed the Membership. Who can say that some sort of mutual benefit did not outweigh the hornswoggling? There is no arguing with belief, or with the comfort of belief, or sometimes with even the usefulness of belief, along the way. Just don’t plan to clutch that feather forever. 

I felt empathy for Hank, and a certain respect for him as a well-meaning human being doing his best. But he never let me close enough to express those feelings. He simply could not, while still sustaining the ‘Marc’-role. 

54.  BUSINESS-AS-USUAL ON THE MUSIC TEAM          
Return to T.O.C.
For a full year before joining Calmswan I attended weekly preparatory meetings at a member’s home. We were introduced to some basic Gurdjieff concepts, and we learned simple techniques for becoming more present in the moment, techniques to be practiced throughout the week. After a year together, and after massive attrition in the group, those who remained were allowed to join Calmswan as full-fledged, dues-paying members and to participate at the actual Calmswan complex for the first time. I was assigned to the maintenance team. After four years on the maintenance team, I was placed on the music team as a pianist. 

Rank and file Calmswan members were encouraged to be bumps on a log—to pay dues, to show up on time, and to help with specific functions precisely as asked. At first, on the music team, I mostly just showed up, sat quietly with the others around the piano, and participated minimally—that is, if specifically invited. 

After a while I got tired of silently biting off the tip of my tongue in the face of the interminable talking about the music and the tension evident during the relatively small amount of actual piano playing. Politely, directly, and with gentle, self-deprecating humor, I began attempting to offer suggestions. 
Alas, the well-established and tightly managed music team protocol precluded my interjecting comment, much less demonstrating what I meant at the piano. I resorted to submitting in writing some of the concepts that interested me, so as not to step on business-as-usual around the piano. 

My written material did not sit well with Marc and the “experienced” musicians. Apparently it was harder to ignore than were my quickly stifled verbal interjections. I was careful always to direct all constructive comment first and foremost at myself, because truly it always applied there. Beyond that, the suggestions, while specific, were purposely generalized in their proposed application, certainly never naming any other particular individual. 

But the shoe must have fit. The “experienced” musicians took the written material personally, as if targeted and threatened. They were not targeted, save only in their own minds. They were included. They, and Marc, failed to understand the purity of my motives, and what might have become possible together. Was I wrong, in a supposedly inclusive, non-judgmental, and attentive setting such as Calmswan, to conceive of a utopian team effort wherein everyone took pleasure in the accomplishments of all others? I was merely requesting teamwork, via the single unguarded avenue of communication I could find.

With rare exceptions, Marc automatically aligned himself with the “experienced” musicians. He knew substantially less about music than he pretended, but he claimed to provide “guidance.” Although Marc knew what he liked and did not like, he had little clue about practical approaches to good musicianship.  For decades he had depended somewhat on the guidance of the “experienced” musicians in his musical decision-making. Although the self-appointed mentor of the music team, Marc never himself performed solo music at the piano because he became too nervous when he tried to do so.

The “experienced” musicians regularly told Marc whatever they thought he wanted them to say, and to some extent they were able to manipulate him in that manner. They also got to play more often that way. Hank’s pedestrian musical standards, and his protection at all costs of the status quo and of the ‘Marc’ role, was primarily what kept the music-making at Calmswan from becoming what it might have.  

Belle liked music, but she knew little of what went on within the music team. She did not usually concern herself with that, beyond expecting to have competent Movements accompanists available. The music team was Marc’s gig.

The most “experienced” music team members were no doubt lovely people at home and at work, sensitive spouses, patient parents, valued employees, and so forth. In their roles as members of the music team, they were a smug and complacent lot. They tolerated the newer music team members, but only just. Each time we got to play meant one less opportunity for them to play. 

Particularly at important events, certain “experienced” amateur musicians of unspectacular musical accomplishment always attempted to glom onto the lion’s share of the playing. They were thoroughly identified with their roles as Calmswan musicians, and they continually exhibited the need to validate themselves through their roles. Marc allowed this, valuing ‘time-served’ over musical accomplishment, apparently because the former was easier for him to quantify. Most of the time (but not always) I just watched, and let them have at it. Life is too short to sweat the small stuff, and it was mildly interesting to watch it all play out.    

Music team? We were more a team when temporarily assigned to help in the kitchen. Sharing information about the washing and drying of pots and pans came more naturally than did productive interaction with each other anywhere near a piano. Unfortunately, the single music team member who might have helped all of us amateur musicians, and who might have restored partial sanity, was not around much because of conflicting professional musical commitments.

How wonderful it would have been to achieve healthy and even loving unanimity among us musicians, each of us respecting our mutual differences, and each taking no personal offense at any strongly felt but gently expressed desire for experiment and sharing toward serving the highest in our music-making together.

I felt bad about the whole situation, but in my better moments I took nothing personally. Being on the music team was a superb workshop in dispassion, even if it appeared I had partially created that opportunity myself! 
I loved playing the music at Calmswan. It was a way to give back to the Membership something from the heart, beyond words. It was a way to share my gratitude that music is possible, that momentary transcendence is possible, along the way.
55.  MARC’S MUSICAL MACHINATIONS          
Return to T.O.C.
The scenarios and games that Marc continually arranged and then always denied having crafted (mostly around music, in my own experience) became ever more obvious and tiresome. Marc considered himself a master of manipulation toward helping a member separate Self from self, attention from emotion. Sometimes his efforts were just plain funny, which is not to say I didn’t appreciate that he was trying as best he knew how. However, he always seemed to enjoy his machinations rather a lot, and never once did he cop to having set anything up!
 

Game 1:

Return to T.O.C.
At one seven-day Work Period, by the fifth day not a single newer musician had been asked to play during the regular presentation of music at the end of each day. The senior (non-musician) members-in-charge of the Work Period, under Marc and Belle’s guidance, took note. After first enquiring of us newer musician whether we knew why we were not playing (we did not know), they finally asked the “experienced” musicians to grant us that privilege.

Then, in typical fashion, Marc jumped in, likely having orchestrated the whole thing. On an hour’s notice he and Belle auditioned us newer musicians at a command performance. Two or three senior (non-musician) members-in-charge also attended. The “experienced” music team members were there, too, but they did not play. 

Later that day, we newer musicians were officially presented to the Membership, who for many months had already heard our playing from time to time. An ad hoc recital was scheduled for that very afternoon, interrupting the plans and normal functioning of all the other work teams. After the recital Marc claimed repeatedly to us still-confused newer musicians, “I had nothing to do with keeping you from playing earlier this week, but if I had, things couldn’t have turned out better.” 

In fact, none of the three of us ‘newer’ musicians really believed him, even after he cranked up his charisma full force for a little while, and then departed. “But how did the whole thing make you feel?” asked my musical mentor, the professional musician, who had apparently obtained a degree of awakening. “Cheaply manipulated, imperfectly duped, and a little disgusted,” I replied. Of course, Self did watch self as that was being said. 

Game 2:

Return to T.O.C.
A minute or two before the beginning of a Movements class, I sat down at the front of the hall next to Marc, near the piano. We awaited the arrival of that same professional musician-member, who was both my mentor in Movements accompanying and the principal pianist for that class. Atypically, he was not yet at the piano. 
Marc greeted me pleasantly. “How are you,” he asked. “How can I answer?” I smiled. “I don’t even know who I am.” This was the standard sort of greeting between us at the time, and a congenial one. 

 

Immediately after I sat down, Marc turned toward me, and said, “You don’t get to play nearly as often as you should. It would be good for you to get to play more often, don’t you think?" “Well, perhaps,” I replied vaguely. The warning bells were already faintly sounding. “I wonder where he [my pianist-mentor] is,” mused Marc, aloud. “He should be here by now. You should probably get ready to play.”

 

Twenty seconds before the class actually started, my mentor entered the Movements Hall. Atypically, he passed by us both without any greeting, without even looking at us, proceeding directly to the piano. He sat down and played for the entire hour-long class, never once turning, during the pauses, to confer with me about which accompaniments I might play, as was his usual custom.  
 

Marc remained seated next to me for the duration of the class. As the hour progressed, it became clear that the earlier faint Marc-alarm had rung true. I was being manipulated 'for my own good.' I pretended not to notice. As was my custom, I followed my breath and sensed my body while observing the class. Admittedly, I was more continuously present than usual as I watched Marc, my mentor, the class and myself with interest to see what might, or might not, unfold. 

 

After the class ended, I purposely remained seated next to Marc and engaged him in some polite small talk, pretending I’d not noticed anything out of the ordinary. Marc joined in pleasantly enough. As our conversation continued, my mentor got up from the piano and passed by us silently. He looked at us without smiling, appearing hesitant and ill at ease. I felt a little guilty that I had enjoyed the game and had even benefited from it by becoming a little more present for its duration, while my mentor—a tremendously sincere and sensitive soul and a superb musician conscripted by Marc for a cheap charade—appeared uncomfortable. 

 

A week later, I mentioned off-handedly to Marc that I had enjoyed being a protagonist in his little morality play about identified piano playing. “Pardon me?” responded Marc. “You know, last Tuesday when you directed your ad hoc production around my role as a beginning Movements accompanist.” Marc continued to play dumb. “Specifically," I began, ...and recounted to Marc an outline of the events as above. 

 

Trapped, Marc assumed the expression of a small child caught with his hand in the cookie jar, holding his head down a little, with a guilty smile. “Maybe so and maybe not; I’m not saying. If you ask me, I won’t tell you.” So juvenile, and so typical of Marc. Why not ‘fess up, and then productively review what was done, why it was done, and how to work with it? That is how Gurdjieff worked on identification at the Prieuré. 

 

It took me several months on the music team to figure out that Marc's devious machinations were meant to elicit an emotional reaction from me and/or other less “experienced” musicians, toward separation of Self from self. At first I just couldn’t figure out what craziness he and the senior musicians were up to, in part because genuine selfishness on the part of the senior musicians was also in the picture. But soon the machinations became so plain that my only reaction would be to note that Marc was at it again. For some reason, the “experienced” musicians seemed not to require Marc’s emotional stimulation in such a manner, at least in his estimation. 

 

A week before Marc booted me out of Calmswan, I calmly and quietly told him exactly all of this. I told him that in my experience he often misperceived situations and acted within them from personality, making incorrect judgments, and setting up his little games for less than the purest of reasons, enjoying them way too much. He was not pleased.  

So it went with Marc’s machinations at Calmswan, which always he denied, often incorporating the “…if I had” phrase, or, “If I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.” His little productions were intended to force stronger self-observation through purposely manufactured or purposely enhanced interpersonal conflict involving unfairness. The intent was to force an emotionally exasperated separation of the Observer from the experience, leading to some glimmer of recognition of the truth of who “I” really am (at least for now), as an observer. 

Once you had figured out Marc’s modus operandi, you could see it coming a country mile away, and it was more amusing than effectual. But I never understood Marc's rationale for his stonewalling after each little game he had set up. Gurdjieff one afternoon unfairly insulted his musician-follower, Thomas de Hartmann, calling him “balda” (“dull,” or “stupid”). That evening, Gurdjieff said, “So, Thoma, today you got something.” Then ensued conversation about emotion and self-observation. The game and its results were to be productively reviewed together, rather than flatly denied by the instigator.*

In stark contrast, Marc just mounted his manipulative little dramas and then always pretended he hadn’t. As I watched him operate this way again and again, I began to sense that he took rather a lot of personal pleasure in his machinations. He showed the same sort of glee when, near the end of our association, he sidled up to me in private conversation and claimed, sotto voce, to be hypnotizing the Membership en masse during Sunday morning sittings. Walter Mitty strikes again.

Actually, I do think many long-term members had become charismatized, if not hypnotized. 

__________________________________________

* Thomas and Olga de Hartmann, “Our Life with Mr. Gurdjieff” 

56.  GRATITUDE AND BEMUSEMENT          
Return to T.O.C.
 

It is relatively easy to write about the psychology and foibles of a human organization. It is less easy to describe the benefits of Calmswan. Calmswan’s credo, behind all of the Gurdjieff jargon, was really just this: “Explore your freedom to silently direct and prolong your attention, while noticing that you are doing so. See where that practice leads.” 

This is not terribly hard to do, but it can be extremely hard to remember to do. Reminders are a big help, and Calmswan provided reminders. Despite the inevitable sticking points one encounters as a human among humans in a human organization, and also because of them, gratitude is the only appropriate response to such help.

One of the aphorisms on the wall of Gurdjieff’s Prieuré Study House read:

“You are here having realized that you have only yourself chiefly to contend with. Therefore, thank those who give you the opportunity.”

It is important to recognize and to appreciate all of the positive roles played by Belle and Marc over a thirty year period. For starters, it was no small accomplishment to hold together Calmswan and its various functions for that period of time, as some members came and went and others became veritable fixtures of the place.  

No person is fully defined by only the worst or best thing he has ever done. Marc and Belle were indeed fully human. At times it must have been daunting and onerous to have to continue at all costs (ay, there’s the rub) to maintain their roles, upon which members had become dependent, and which members wished continually to look up to and to rely upon. A fairly stupendous undertaking.  
As the reader may have discerned by now, my disappointment with Belle and with Marc had not to do with their humanity, but with their long-term stonewalling, at significant cost to Calmswan, about the inevitable glitches in their humanity. 
While I think I understood their rationale, I did not respect it. I did not believe that their choice came from anywhere at all nigh unto the higher realms of man’s possible conscious evolution, with which they claimed some familiarity, and to which they kept on trying to point us. But all of this is not to say I did not respect their humanity, or their struggles, or their attempts to help others. 
I do not know bad people, I only know myself. I see no saints nor sinners, only living beings.

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj  

At Calmswan’s extended Work Periods (sometimes called “Intensives”) of about three to seven days, for the first couple of days one often felt a private buildup of resistance and negativity before it would morph into an energized openness that allowed for further possibilities. This rather ineffable shift was directly related to paying attention to NOW side-by-side with like-minded others. 
At the Work Periods, members partook daily in sittings, Movements classes, hushed mealtimes, formal group discussions, and various “team” activities. Teams included maintenance, wood shop, groundskeeping, housekeeping, bookkeeping, food preparation, sewing, writing, music, and others. While all team activities were useful and important to the Organization, the primary and universal task behind each of them was that of watching oneself do whatever there was to do next, or rather NOW, while sustaining awareness of the watching, as it went on.

There were times when the rigid infrastructure at Calmswan emulated a still point. Against a still point it is possible to observe oneself more clearly. That was Calmswan at its best. 

More often the infrastructure offered only stiff points, sticking points, around which to watch oneself improvise a dance. There was much to learn in that mode, too. By working in a group, self-observation becomes more objective. Furthermore some exercises, some literal and figurative ‘dances,’ are possible only within a group context. Comes to mind Buber’s classic book, “I and Thou”, the Zen concept “This is this because that is that”, and the Zen concept of the intrinsic “suchness” of everything when the senses are allowed to operate dispassionately.   
The Gurdjieff Work at Calmswan was a valid path toward awakening, although cumbersome and seemingly unproductive as administered there. However, the productiveness of any ongoing personal process can be almost impossible to define and measure. Calmswan dealt sincerely in the universal human potential (whether or not Gurdjieff himself believed in that universality) that is addressed more rigorously in Zen and more subtly in Hindu meditation. Arguably, Calmswan was the right spiritual path for those who joined, and for as long as they stayed. See “The Needs of Members of Religious Cults,”  p. 215
57.  THE FUTURE OF CALMSWAN      
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On a sparsely attended summertime Sunday Workday, when I happened to be the only pianist there, Marc told me that a very prominent Gurdjieff Foundation personage, a Frenchman, had just died after a period of illness. “Should we select somber music, then, for today?” I asked. “No,” replied Marc, “I feel that it is a very good thing to die, when it is time. He is better off now, and I am happy for him.”

Marc was at that time in his later seventies; his wife Belle was in her very early sixties. Not long before, Marc had recovered from a serious bladder cancer operation. Although in recent years he had stopped smoking, he struggled with chronic bronchitis. I appreciated Marc’s reply.
It has always intrigued me how uncomfortable most healthy people become verbally and in their body language during any direct discussion that admits to the mortality of a person presently viable and standing before them. My own family has evinced discomfort on occasions when I’ve spoken in pragmatic terms, as the eldest sibling, about my inevitable death and about my rather relaxed attitude toward it. “But we expect to have you around for a long time,” they always say, quickly steering the conversation to more routine matters.    
When Marc dies—if in fact he dies before the significantly younger Belle, Belle will be perfectly able to continue operating Calmswan as she did while I was there, without changing much of anything in her routine. Marc will be immediately canonized, and members will speak often of feeling his essence around the place. But in fact his nuts and bolts contribution to operations was minimal or non-existent, at least during my sojourn. 
Belle’s own continued presence will itself keep Marc’s memory alive, and she will continue to derive power-by-association from his memory, as she did earlier from his charismatic corporeal presence. I would expect both Marc’s chair at the head table in the dining hall and his sitting pillows (or chair) in the Movements Hall to be maintained unoccupied and somehow tastefully decorated, right next to Belle’s. 
Should Belle die before Marc, all bets are off. While I was a member, Marc did nothing but show up and perform certain cut-and-dried liturgical functions, ‘lead’ small group meetings gruffly, laconically, and circularly, and accept the adoration of members—either publicly or in private talks with male members. Sometimes he would talk semi-privately with female members too, but by the time I left never, ever behind a closed door!  
Beyond those basic functions, Marc also spent a good deal of time with the musicians. But Marc’s touted musical ‘guidance’ was grossly overrated. It actually limited what might otherwise have been accomplished in the absence of his autocratic and verbose delivery of insubstantial musical concepts and ancillary anecdotes. 
In addition Hank/Marc never even knew the schedule on any given day at Calmswan. Hank’s ‘Marc’ role just ran automatically, never assuming any responsibility beyond keeping its own charisma fully stoked. Hank seemed completely uninterested in helping to maintain or enhance the workings of Calmswan. He seemed to consider it sufficient that he was ‘Marc’ and that he kept showing up. 
It would behoove Belle to groom a successor to herself, but at the same time it would be very much against her controlling nature to do so. The successor should not be anyone of established standing within the esoteric circle at Calmswan, simply because no one within that circle has ever been allowed to conceive of themselves as other than greatly subordinate to their Leaders, and dependent upon them—to an extent both unrecognized and unhealthy.

Belle’s understudy would have to be a very special person, a man or woman with leadership skills, but one who would also be genuinely simple enough and selfless enough to quietly support Belle and the Membership for an extended indefinite period, without becoming lost in Belle’s shadow. 
The understudy should have deep and ongoing personal experience in self-observation and dispassion. Expertise at teaching Movements would be useful, at least in an ideal world. Unfortunately, an understudy with such expertise would be at risk of threatening Belle’s strong self-image as the final arbiter of Movements at Calmswan. 
Of greater importance would be the understudy’s ability to simply get along with Belle without threatening her, while establishing a direct line of open and friendly accessibility with the Membership—with Belle’s approval at every step, of course. After Belle’s death, others with strong experience in teaching Movements could readily be attracted to Calmswan. 
When Belle dies (presumably after Marc), it will be difficult for the Membership to transfer their long-cultivated allegiance to another leader. But this will be made easier if the new leader has for some time been in residence, broadly respected by the Members, fully accessible to them, and obviously approved by Belle. 

The option to grow into a true Brotherhood without a sternly controlling autocratic leader would be there, too. But it took the other nearby Gurdjieff group many difficult years to approach that happy state. In large part this was because it, too, had grown immensely dependent upon its own single Autocrat before she died. 
However, in the very difficulty of transition lies the possibility for productive change. Unsettling transitions are like that. Out of necessity it might become possible for the Calmswan Membership to experience a more personally responsible “Arousing of Thought” than was cultivated under the leadership style of their dearly departed founding Autocrats.  
Gurdjieff, by his own public admission just before his death, felt he was leaving his followers in “…a fine mess.” Earlier he had lightly designated at least one or two successors, but apparently he had never done so officially in front of all of his followers at once, and nothing came of it. Gurdjieff himself certainly had no understudy or any interest in establishing a Gurdjieff ‘Tradition’ without himself directly in control. The single curious exception was his hope for a burgeoning global influence from future dissemination of Beelzebub’s Tales. 
In any case everything that begins inevitably ends, be it birth in death, or traditional stasis in change. Along the way, organizations may remain viable a bit longer by morphing into something rather different from what their founders and conservators ever envisioned, for better or for worse. The Calmswan I knew was incapable of such flexibility, but it might yet occur at a point of difficult transition, somewhere along the road toward oblivion that we and all of our institutions tread.
The future of Calmswan? Who knows? It would make a superb Bed and Breakfast and/or Convention Center, with lots of free parking and acres of lovely forested cross-country ski trails. 
Well, that is, until the sun, during its death throes, envelops everything. Good lord, who then will we all be? By then, will our descendents have finally internalized the “inexhaustible source of new knowledge and inspiration” (-J. G. Bennett) represented by that ancient revered Twentieth Century book, Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson?
 58.  A TIME AND A SEASON            
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Having neatly excised a dangerous member who failed miserably at becoming charismatised, Hank may now breathe more easily inside the cloistered walls of Calmswan. Marc’s comfortable stasis is secure. The dangerous member continues to wish the very best to Hank/Marc, to Belle, to all at Calmswan, to the swans, and even to the foxes. 
What possible reason could there be not to? Every entity listed above innocently did the best they could day after day, given nature, nurture, and identification to whatever degree. That’s how things work. And Calmswan was in one way or another a useful facility for all whose nature and nurture led them to innocently choose to associate with it.  
There is a tinge of sadness to my memories of Calmswan. Perhaps I should have been a more passive member, as were most. Instead I attempted to help proactively in an area in which I had some experience. I offered potentially useful approaches to Calmswan’s music and to the musical accompaniment of its dancing (the Gurdjieff “Movements”).  These proven approaches were spurned as “not in the Tradition.”
While my motives felt genuine to me, I do not know enough to state unequivocally that they were not selfish. Obviously I did not appear to others as I did to myself, and I am eminently capable of self-deceit. Almost certainly I attempted too much too soon. It is entirely possible that my intensity was misconstrued as attack. However, “A Course in Miracles” says, of Calmswan members as much as of anyone else, “If I defend myself I am attacked.”

There is a catch-22 inherent in following any path toward awakening. As one begins to recognize the selfish constriction and compulsive projections of one’s private worldview, all Cartesian bets are off. It becomes obvious that everything is structured in Consciousness, including even one’s working assumption of Cartesian linearity. 
In the Gurdjieff Work it is said that one cannot see beyond one’s own level. A part of that catch-22 is that those who infer that they are operating from above your level need never prove it, because you would be unable to apprehend their proof, i. e., “If I told you, how would you know?” 

For whatever reason, my efforts to be useful on Calmswan’s “music team” were not blessed with the sort of success that attends “the means gathering around sattva(the most refined of the three gunas, or mental states),” as Hindu meditators like to say. 

As time went on it became apparent that most of what interested me about attention to precisely timed physical motion in the piano playing and dance at Calmswan was anathema to others there of greater influence and greater calcification than I. 
Stupidity and selfishness are the only evil.
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

For everything there is a time and a season. The Tao aligns events in the only manner that can be, at the only moment for it to be so. Everything causes everything else, which may be to say that nothing causes anything. I felt this inchoately but strongly as I watched the dance of my separation from Calmswan in 2004. I feel the same about the alignments that led to my joining Calmswan in 1996. As I came to Calmswan, I discovered that I was previously acquainted with eight individuals who were already members, utterly unbeknownst to me. 

At my booting-out ceremony, I was moved and saddened to recognize that one peripheral observer, watching in shock, was the person who had provided the venue for a full year for my very first (off-campus) group meetings, beginning back in the fall of 1996. My life changed for the better because of her initial weekly hospitality, as she opened her home to strangers for the sake of the Gurdjieff Work. Her hospitality to my nascent Work Group extended even throughout the summer and early fall of the following year, until we were first allowed to convene for weekly meetings at Calmswan proper, to become dues-paying members, to attend the Workdays and Work Periods there, and to participate in Movements classes. 
With lovely irony, her husband by her subsequent marriage served as one of Marc's three chosen minions during my expulsion. A strangely synchronous rounding, but that sort of thing is evident all the time if you are watching. Everything in this realm is projected by dreams within consciousness, and is interconnected by varying degrees of attention. There is not much more to say in that regard. Well, except for: 

Be aware that whatever happens, happens to you, by you, through you; that you are the creator, enjoyer and destroyer of all you perceive and you will not be afraid. Unafraid, you will not be unhappy, nor will you seek happiness. 

             -Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

 

At Calmswan it was the subtle and simple things that meant much, and the protocols and infrastructure that meant less. A quiet glance, a smile, a shared acknowledgment between one seeking life and another, the blending of energies on the Movements floor, the honest group discussions of our individual work on attention week to week—all of this was of significant value. I'm grateful to each Calmswan member, to Marc and Belle, and to the swans and the foxes. A part of my heart will be with Calmswan always.  

 

Good lord, did you actually read the whole thing?    
[Nope.]      
Tweak/chortle!  {;-)> 

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

Through the unknown, unremembered gate

When the last of earth left to discover

Is that which was the beginning;

At the source of the longest river

The voice of the hidden waterfall

And the children in the apple-tree

Not known, because not looked for

But heard, half-heard, in the stillness

Between two waves of the sea.

Quick now, here, now, always—

A condition of complete simplicity

(Costing not less than everything)

And all shall be well and

All manner of thing shall be well

When the tongues of flame are in-folded

Into the crowned knot of fire

And the fire and the rose are one.

-T.S. Eliot, from “Four Quartets,” "Little Gidding" (emphasis mine)

59.  A FEW LOOSE ENDS 
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Nisargadatta, A Course in Miracles, and Sartre
“Do not try to know the truth, for knowledge by the mind is not true knowledge. But you can know what is not true, which is enough to liberate you from the false. The idea that you know what is true is dangerous, for it keeps you imprisoned in the mind. It is when you do not know that you are free to investigate. And there can be no salvation without investigation, because non-investigation is the main cause of bondage.”
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
“There is only imagination. It has absorbed you so completely that you just cannot grasp how far from reality you have wandered. No doubt imagination is richly creative. Universe upon universe are built on it. Yet they are all in space and time, past and future, which just don't exist.”
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
“I have never wanted to live seriously. I’ve been able to put on a show—to know pathos, and anguish, and joy. But never, never have I known seriousness. My whole life has been just a game: sometimes long and tedious, sometimes in bad taste—but a game.”
-Jean-Paul Sartre
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Here, Now, Always

Glistening 
Gems from thin air
Sparkling, 
In each a world reflected.

Blind footfalls' stolid passage, 
Beaded wet innocence splattered,
Dark puddles left behind.

Miracle unnoticed, 
Suchness ignored. 

All is simple; 
By inattention made difficult.
Soon evanesces morning dew 
Hiding nowhere, everywhere. 
Secret soft resting. 

Till whispers the morrow's dawn 
of possibility afresh,
 and of its need for you.

Linked from Chapter 34, THE REAL REASON:
Explaining “an undefined task”   
Return to Chapter 34
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At Calmswan, a member would sometimes verbally contract with either Marc or Belle to undertake an “individual task.” A “task” was a practice or function tailor-made to help a particular member grow as a student of the Gurdjieff Work at Calmswan. The evaluation of the member’s need, and the choice of an appropriate task, was made by the Group Leaders (the title assumed by Marc and Belle, as co-leaders of a Gurdjieff Group). Undertaking a task was a serious matter, not to be spoken of save with the Group Leaders.

As a part of his litany of reasons for getting rid of me, Marc reminded me that I had not immediately accepted the mysterious task Belle had proposed to me by email, once upon a time, shortly before she and Marc embarked together on a lengthy cross-country automobile trip. Marc told me also that years earlier I had failed to accept a task from him as well, although I had no recollection of that. 

Belle’s email had proposed that she assign me a task, but she did not identify what it would be. However, she warned “If you agree to receive the [undefined] task and don't do it, it could harm your future work.” I took Belle's warning seriously. I did not wish to jump precipitously at an unknown task and its potential downside. At that time I expected to remain in the Gurdjieff Work at Calmswan indefinitely, or even lifelong. 

 

I replied to Belle’s email to that effect. I told her that the style and manner of her presentation made me feel like the protagonist in a fairy tale (which perhaps we all are, already). I made it politely clear that despite my respect for her own sincere work toward higher attention, I had not found reason to automatically trust all of her perceptions and choices, or Marc’s. 

In large part my uncertainty was based upon recognition, as a musician, of Marc and Belle’s limited grasp and closed-mindedness concerning efficacious approaches, accepted elsewhere, to the teaching and practice of Gurdjieff’s “Sacred Dances” (“Movements”), and to the study and performance of the Gurdjieff/de Hartmann piano music. Both were important aspects of the Gurdjieff Work at Calmswan, but both were stifled by stiff local tradition.  

Belle did not reply, and she and Marc embarked on their trip. Several days later, I emailed her again, asking that we meet face to face when she got back. Belle replied by email, “The window of opportunity for the individual task has closed.” Alas, she had not earlier mentioned that parameter.

Return to Chapter 34
Below, linked from Chapter 56, GRATITUDE AND BEMUSEMENT: 

 Return to end of Chapter 56


Excerpted from http://www.religious.freeola.com/cults.htm 
“The Needs of Members of Religious Cults” 

Return to T.O.C.
Return to page 205 
The table below, “A SUMMARY OF NEEDS AND WHAT LIES BEHIND THEM” simply dares to speak of conditions endemic to being human. Such conditions are often deleteriously overcompensated personally and socially. Such conditions are to be respected compassionately when seen in oneself and in ‘others.’ They are best utilized as their own impetus for change—including the possibility of change by seeking awakening within a Gurdjieff Group: 
“Having been a cult member (Gurdjieff School*) for 14 years the following perspective on the needs of members is offered:  I believe people join a group to have their needs met. These needs may be recognized by the individual but it is more likely they are not. A common feeling on meeting a sympathetic group is that "this is exactly right", "this is what I have been looking for" and feeling no doubt about that. This is because subconsciously, the individual senses that a lot, if not most of their needs can be met within the group. 

“This can be a very emotional moment. Interest in being anywhere else or doing anything else ceases. At last, what has been so desperately needed has been found. The more unmet needs a person has, the more powerful the attraction and adherence to the group. 

“The needs listed below were either observed in myself or clearly expressed in others:”
“A Summary of Needs and What Lies Behind Them:”
	Self improvement
	Person feels deficient compared with others

	Self knowledge
	Feel confused. Don't know themselves

	Self understanding
	Don't understand why they are as they are

	Want to make a difference in life
	Feel ineffective

	A sense of purpose
	Feel purposeless

	A sense of direction
	Feel aimless

	Meaning
	Life seems meaningless

	Answers to questions
	Why am I here?

	A better way of living
	Current way of life is unsatisfactory: job, housing, relationships

	The companionship of like-minded people
	Lonely

	A structured way of life
	An unstructured life of doubt, uncertainty and insecurity

	Personal guidance
	Don't know what to do with themselves and feel there is no-one they can ask who they have confidence in. Looking for someone to tell them what to do.

	A sense of self worth
	Feel under-valued

	To be of service in ways which are meaningful to them
	Feel useless and unnecessary

	To feel optimistic
	Disillusioned; have suffered many setbacks

	To love and be loved
	Poor relationship experiences

	To be recognized and accepted
	Receive little attention from others. Feel rejected

	To feel special
	Feel inadequate and unacknowledged

	Power and control
	Feel powerless; at the mercy of others and circumstances

	To be influential
	Feel overlooked; nobody listens

	To travel, explore and have new experiences
	Leading a dull life with few opportunities for change

	Learn new skills
	Low self esteem


“These wide ranging needs suggest the reasons why people are attracted to a group and their reason for staying. Often it is so hard to leave because the follower is held hostage by their own needs. 

“The follower has already learnt that outside the group their needs are not met so there is little attraction to leaving. If a person is to be encouraged to leave they have to identify their needs and know that these needs can be met, not in a way that others think they should, but in a way that feels right for them. 

“People stay even when they begin to have an idea that all is not well, because the group has become the only place which meets their deepest needs and longings.”
Based upon my Calmswan experience, I largely agree with the above, and with the italicized paragraph below. 

* “Though Gurdjieff groups may consider themselves different from cults and call themselves "schools", they may evolve into cults and bad things can happen in them. At the same time, many people who join derive great benefit, especially in the early years. The following quotations from former members confirm this: "the (cult) was the biggest and most unusual event to happen to us", "the most intensely concentrated educational experience of my life", "the (cult) experience was special despite all the baggage that came with it", "a time of accelerated learning. I would not change a hair of it." 
A Final Word: Nisargadatta, with a Dash of Pema Chodron and A Course in Miracles
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"The seeker is he who is in search of himself. Soon he discovers that his own body he cannot be. Once the conviction "I am not the body" becomes so well grounded that he can no longer feel, think and act for and behalf of the body, he will easily discover that he is the universal being, knowing, acting; that in him and through him the entire universe is real, conscious and alive. This is the heart of the problem. Either you are body-conscious and a slave of circumstances, or you are the universal consciousness itself - and in full control of every event. Yet consciousness, individual or universal, is not my true abode; I am not in it, it is not mine, there is no "me" in it. I am beyond, though it is not easy to explain how one can be neither conscious nor unconscious, but just beyond. I cannot say that I am in God or I am God; God is the universal light and love, the universal witness: I am beyond the universal even." 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

 


"The discovery of truth is in the discernment of the false. You can know what is not. What is - you can only be. Knowledge is relative to the known. In a way, it is the counterpart of ignorance. Where ignorance is not, where is the need of knowledge? By themselves, neither ignorance nor knowledge has being. They are only states of mind, which again is but an appearance of movement in consciousness." 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

“To know that the known cannot be me or mine, is liberation. Freedom from self-identification with a set of memories and habits, the state of wonder at the infinite reaches of the being, its inexhaustible creativity and total transcendence, the absolute fearlessness born from the realization of the illusoriness and transiency of every mode of consciousness - flow from a deep and inexhaustible source. To know the source as source and appearance as appearance, and oneself as the source only is self-realization.”  

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

“You must find your own way. Unless you find it yourself, it will not be your own way and will take you nowhere. Earnestly live your truth as you have found it, act on the little you have understood. It is earnestness that will take you through, not cleverness – your own or another's.”  

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

 

 

Try to be, only to be. The all-important word is "try". Allow enough time daily for sitting quietly and trying, just trying, to go beyond the personality with its addictions and obsessions. Don't ask how, it cannot be explained. You just keep on trying until you succeed. If you persevere, there can be no failure. What matters supremely is sincerity, earnestness; you must really have had surfeit of being the person you are; now see the urgent need of being free of this unnecessary self-identification with a bundle of memories and habits. This steady resistance against the unnecessary is the secret of success. 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

 

 

“Having realized that I am with and yet beyond the world, I became free from all desire and fear. I did not reason out that I should be free, I found myself free, unexpectedly, without the least effort.” 

-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

 

“This course does not aim at teaching the meaning of love, for that is beyond what can be taught. It does aim, however, at removing the blocks to the awareness of love’s presence, which is your natural inheritance.”

-A Course in Miracles 
“Consider. The world in which you live, who else knows about it? Within the prison of your world appears a man who tells you that the world of painful contradictions, which you have created, is neither continuous nor permanent and is based on a misapprehension. He pleads with you to get out of it. You got into it by forgetting what you are, and you will get out of it by knowing yourself as you are. There is no reality in it. It cannot last.”
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

“The world has only as much power over you as you give it. Rebel. Go beyond duality.”
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj

"If we learn to open our hearts, anyone, including the people who 

drive us crazy, can be our teacher."
               –Pema Chodron is a nom de plume of Robert B. Laird

Finally, a rationale for the approach of the Gurdjieff Work (wherever found in purest form):

             “Unless you make tremendous efforts, you will not be
             convinced that effort will take you nowhere. The self 
             is so self-confident that unless it is totally discouraged 
             it will not give up. Mere verbal conviction is not enough. 
             Hard facts alone can show the absolute nothingness 
             of the self-image.”
-Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
                                                      FINIS
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