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Dedication

to my parents, who never spoke to me about most of the 
subjects in this book, but who somehow passed them on 
through their love.

to Diane, for being Diane. 

to our children, lucy and James, who somewhat to my sur-
prise and in spite of my efforts, have developed into vaguely 
normal, well-balanced human beings.

to my grandchildren olivia, Claudia and, of course,  
sebastian.

and especially to laura for acting as ‘secretary’ in Italy 
and who typed out most of this manuscript while I had 
the easy part of simply dictating it! Without her generosity, 
open-heartedness, unfailing support and love these letters 
would never have happened.
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- INTRODUCTION -

my dear sebastian,

I am sitting in a wonderful Italian resort overlooking the 
sea at santa maria sebastian di Castellabate and I decided, 
with considerable help and support from laura, to start 
on a series of letters to you to express some of the possible 
wisdom that I have accumulated over my sixty-seven years. 
that is not an arrogant or egotistical statement; it is simply 
a matter of fact that as one gets older one does accumulate 
some wisdom, whether by exploration of oneself or simply 
through the experiences of life. these can be happy or 
painful at times, but actually are always rather interesting.

nobody knows how long each person has upon this earth. 
one may think that one is in good health and everything is 
going swimmingly, but it does not stop the possibility that 
a disaster could strike at any time, as happens in so many 
places in the world. I hope my time on this earth will be a 
lot longer so that I can know you when you are older, but 
no one can predict how long one has and it is probably a 
blessing that that is so.

this series of letters is a distillation of the essence of 
my experiences on subjects which I hope you will find 
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interesting in due course. some you may not fully under-
stand until you are quite a bit older, but at least you will 
have them before you.

you may well ask, and no doubt your parents will, why 
these are letters to you rather than to your sisters olivia and 
Claudia. I hope what I have to say will be useful to them as 
well, but because I am a man what I say will inevitably have 
a male slant in the writing and may have more relevance to 
you than to them.

I should add one thing at the outset. there may or 
may not be some good advice in these letters. But nothing 
in them should be regarded as totally prescriptive. I have 
simply set things out as I see them. and some of what I 
have said may even, perish the thought, be wrong! so do 
not worry if you do not agree with any of what I say.

so to the letters. there is a generally held view that 
there are three aspects of knowledge: the spiritual, the 
emotional and the physical. In truth, I do not think one can 
make such a differentiation and I will come on to that in 
a later letter; but for the sake of practicality, I propose to 
start with the physical, then move on to the mind, then to 
the emotions, and end up with arguably the most important 
– the spiritual.

so let us make a start.

your loving Grandfather.
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- LeTTeR TweLve - 

PhilosoPhy and The sPiriTual search 

my dear sebastian,

In my last letter on religion we concluded that it was impor-
tant to consider the questions about the meaning of life and 
who we are. 

Whilst fatherhood may be an extremely rewarding and 
enriching experience, and a man’s employment may also 
give him some satisfaction, these may not be enough. and 
when these things no longer satisfy and there is an exis-
tential ache within him, he may turn to consider the great 
philosophical questions.

traditionally, there are three questions which provide 
the basis for the start of the search. these are: ‘Who am 
I?’ ‘Why am I here?’ and ‘What is my relationship to soci-
ety and to the creation?’ these are very deep questions and 
cannot be answered simply. However, as socrates said, ‘the 
unexamined life is not worth living’ and in this, my final let-
ter to you, I propose to consider these questions and to offer 
certain pointers.

the subject of philosophy is an ancient one and has 
existed in all cultures from time immemorial. a philos-
opher means, in the Greek, a lover of wisdom, and this 
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search, in my view, is the sole real function that a man has. 
Without this search he is simply playing with toys all his 
life or re-arranging the deckchairs on the titanic. 

When I was about twenty-one, I saw a poster on the 
underground, with the title ‘Philosophy’ which resonated 
within me, and I went along to the course in london and 
stayed there for thirty years. Initially the course was based 
upon the ideas of Gurdjieff and ouspensky and, if you only 
have time to read two books on these extraordinary philos-
ophers, read In Search of the Miraculous by P D ouspensky, 
which looks at the time he spent with Gurdjieff, and 
Meetings with Remarkable Men by G Gurdjieff, which charts 
his journey to discover the truth by visiting various teachers 
and gurus. Gurdjieff’s ideas were radical and revolution-
ary. He believed that man was fundamentally asleep even 
though apparently awake whilst carrying out his daily life. 

to quote briefly from ouspensky’s book, he reported 
Gurdjieff to have said:

‘all people think they can do, all people want to do, 
and the first question all people ask is what they can 
do. But actually nobody does anything and nobody 
can do anything. this is the first thing that must be 
understood. everything happens… and it happens 
in exactly the way rain falls as a result of a change of 
temperature in the higher regions of the atmosphere 
or the surrounding clouds, as snow melts under the 
rays of the sun, as dust rises with the wind.

man is a machine. all his deed, actions, words, 
thought, feelings, convictions, opinions, and habits 
are the results of external influences, external 
impressions. out of himself a man cannot produce 
a single thought, a single action. everything he says, 
does, thinks, feels – all this happens….

But no one will ever believe you if you tell him 
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he can do nothing. this is most offensive and the 
most unpleasant thing you can tell people. It is par-
ticularly unpleasant and offensive because it is the 
truth, and nobody wants to know the truth.’

strong stuff! I read this book one term after I joined the 
school of philosophy in 1966, and it had a profound effect 
on me; it was as though the scales had fallen from my eyes.

In In Search of the Miraculous, ouspensky is very taken 
by Gurdjieff’s teaching that there were higher levels of 
consciousness that could be attained through something 
called ‘self-remembering’. He decides that he will attempt 
to remember himself and be aware for a certain period 
of time as he sets off down a road. several hours later he 
has a slight feeling that he has forgotten something that he 
was supposed to remember, and wakes with a shock to the 
fact that he was supposed to remember himself. He traces 
back in his mind the journey that he took and remembers 
being aware of himself right up until the point that he 
went into a tobacconist and asked for some cigarettes. this 
also had a profound effect on me, as it really demonstrated 
the clear nature of sleeping man, but also the possibility of 
waking up to a different level of reality.

What is so powerful about these books is that they 
radically shake up one’s ideas about the nature of reality. 
there is a delightful story that Gurdjieff tells in Meetings 
with Remarkable Men where he and his companions have 
gone to meet a sufi sheik and are having dinner with him. 
Gurdjieff at that time espoused the idea of chewing until 
his food turned to liquid in his mouth. Inevitably he took 
much longer to eat than anyone else at the dinner. the sufi 
master looked at him and asked him why he was eating 
in this fashion. Gurdjieff said that at this point, and I am 
not quoting, ‘I really pitied the sufi for his pitiful lack of 
understanding and knowledge. We had come all this way, 
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and this man did not even know the simple principles of 
eating’. Gurdjieff explained what he was doing and why. 
the sufi master looked at him and made some comment to 
the effect, ‘may the saints preserve those who think they 
know and know nothing.’ He said, ‘you are young, and it is 
important at your age that you eat food which is as solid as 
possible. the stomach is a muscle and if you give it no work 
to do it will atrophy and you will have trouble in your old 
age with your digestion.’ Gurdjieff said that he was totally 
shattered by this remark and suddenly realised that not only 
were his ideas about eating one hundred and eighty degrees 
round the wrong way, but that everything else he held to 
be true was also one hundred and eighty degrees round the 
wrong way.

many things and ideas are just as illusory, such as a 
mirage in a desert. It was not so long ago that people thought 
that the earth was the centre of the universe and the sun 
revolved around it. Indeed psychologically we still think 
that. We talk about sunrise and sunset. It appears that the 
sun rises and sets, but this is caused by the movement of the 
earth around the sun. so it is in philosophy – things are not 
always what they seem. 

this will remind you never to be seduced into beliefs, 
however beguiling, without thorough investigation. It is 
well worth looking at the works of Gurdjieff and ouspensky 
and I am sure you will find them very rewarding. as I say, 
the early years in the school of philosophy were based on 
these teachings and in learning to apply them in practice we 
had to carry out things like decorating and digging. What 
one could see was that these tasks very quickly provoked a 
resistance in the mind, but that this could be transcended. 
on one occasion I was part of a team that had to push 
wheel-barrows of heavy clay from one site to another. It 
was after lunch, hot, and everything was very sleepy. It was 
the last thing any of us wanted to do. one of the Gurdjieff 
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exercises involved putting one’s attention where the work-
ing surfaces met and if things were heavy to double the 
speed, so I pulled myself together and placed my attention 
just on the point where the wheel of the wheel-barrow met 
the ground. an extremely odd thing seemed to happen and 
the barrow almost went off by itself. there was unlimited 
energy available and I started overtaking other people with 
my barrow. Unfortunately, the idea came into mind, ‘so 
this is what they meant’ and at that point it was lost; but it 
was a good example of how the conditions one finds oneself 
in can be transcended with the right key.

the Gurdjieff-ouspensky work was like a preparatory 
stage for me, an exploration of what was going on in myself. 
subsequent consideration turned towards the eastern 
teaching of non-duality.

as I have said, this is a very deep subject matter and not 
something that can be dealt with simply in a letter, but let 
us take a closer look at the question of ‘Who am I?’. 

When a baby emerges from the womb, it appears to have 
little understanding of the world into which it has arrived. 
all it appears to be interested in is food and sleep. But always 
remember that one of the most important lessons you can 
learn is that appearances can be deceptive. When you look 
into a baby’s eyes there is tremendous depth of being there, 
and this needs to alert us to a great truth that the baby is 
very close to the Garden of eden by simply resting in Being. 
as the child develops, this sense of Being inevitably gets 
covered over with a sense of separate identity. In fact, this 
is only an apparent cover and belief, but it is very powerful. 
the child takes himself to be a separate individual and there 
is a forgetting of his true nature. 

I recall someone telling me that when she was a child 
she remembered this pure state of Being very clearly, but 
as the sense of separate identity took hold she used to play 
a game of switching between one and the other, until one 
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night she could no longer go back to the state of Being, and 
cried bitterly all night. there seems to be a certain inevi-
tability about this situation, so it is not worth bemoaning 
our lot. But rather we should consider how to get back to 
the ‘Garden’. of course, this is a poetic way of looking at 
things, because one of the most important aspects of the 
spiritual search is to consider whether we have ever left the 
Garden or Being. In my view, this is one of the great defects 
of religion which implies that you are a little sinner and 
need religion in order to be saved. this is a simplistic view 
and sets up a duality between a big God and ‘little me the 
sinner’ who needs to be saved.

so if we accept that an imagined sense of separate 
identity occurs at some point in our lives, usually in child-
hood, then what can be done about it? It should be clearly 
understood that the vast majority of people are unaware of 
any other possibility, as they are so strongly identified with 
the belief that they have a separate identity; the conviction 
is that they are their name, their sex, their function, their 
thoughts, their family and a host of other things which enter 
their consciousness during the day and even at night in their 
dreams. they think that is who they are.

so one of the important functions of a man is to really 
come to grips with this idea of ‘Who am I?’ and the nature 
of the attachment to the sense of an individual self with a 
separate identity. that is a very easy statement to make but 
one which may (or may not) require a lifetime of self-ex-
amination. It also has to be said that the majority of people 
are not that interested in this exploration. What seems to 
happen is that in one’s teenage years these questions arise 
and are quite important, but they are very quickly covered 
over with the need to be educated, to go to university and 
inevitably to get a job. once one gets married and has a 
mortgage there seems to be even less time to explore such 
issues. so my advice would be to you, if you are interested 
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in these things, to pursue them at an early age. It is time 
well spent.

the philosophical or spiritual approach that I have 
found most useful and which appears to me to get clos-
est to the truth, is that of advaita – ‘non-duality’. advaita 
means ‘not two’ and is expressed in this way because one 
cannot describe Unity or Being in words – it just is. If we 
consider the analogy of the ocean and a wave, it appears 
that a wave has a separate individuality; it may be powerful 
like a tsunami and do a lot of damage, or it might be small 
and drift into the shore, but the point is that it appears 
to be separate, at that moment, from the ocean. When 
we look at this more closely, it is obvious that the wave is 
nothing other than the ocean and simply appears to have a 
separate existence of its own. the ocean, of course, repre-
sents pure Being, or what some people call Consciousness 
or awareness – there are many names, but the principle is 
always the same. In exactly the same way, the individual 
takes himself to have a separate identity and to be a person 
when, in fact, he is pure Being, is always pure Being, and 
will never be anything other than pure Being.

so all that is happening is Being expressing itself as 
the separate identity – sebastian, or a tree, or thoughts, or 
depression, or anything else. Just as a tree is an expression of 
Being, we also are expressions of Being but take ourselves to 
be separate bits of Being, resulting in pain and an apparent 
desire to go back to Being, which actually we have never left 
in the first place!

this understanding that, say, anger is not something that 
needs to be wrestled with or criticised or even changed, as 
it is simply Being expressing itself or arising as anger, can be 
one of the most intelligent approaches to the various prob-
lems that seem to afflict us throughout our life.

this does not mean, for example, that you are never 
consumed by grief if, say, someone close to you dies. you 
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may be, and there are many misunderstandings about this, 
that the liberated man never experiences such emotions. 
the grief may well arise and consume you, but the under-
standing that this is just what is happening – Being express-
ing itself as grief, for where else can it come from? – can 
only be helpful, along with the recognition that there will 
be a certain natural measure to it.

another simple analogy is that an ornament made out 
of gold can be in many different forms, but ultimately can 
always be melted down into gold again. What people see, 
however, is usually just the form, and not what is really 
there – the gold.

many philosophers use the analogy of the dream-
ing state in bed at night where, say, one dreams of being 
chased by a tiger. the tiger is getting closer and you run 
harder; you are actually sweating because it seems so real. 
suddenly, just as the tiger is about to pounce, you wake up. 
Was the dream real? It certainly had an effect, because you 
are sweating, but upon awakening there is a tremendous 
relief and possibly laughter at the absurdity of the dream. 
so what I am suggesting is, in exactly the same way, this life 
appears to be real and we are constantly assailed by ‘tigers’ 
of one sort or another, but maybe the reality is that this is a 
kind of dream as well.

We are like a student going to the guru to ask his advice 
about a dream we had last night. ‘I had this dream and in it 
I couldn’t decide whether to marry Jane or Jenny and it was 
an impossible decision.’ 

the guru says “Don’t you realise that it was just a 
dream? no decision is required.” 

‘ah, right’ says the student, ‘thank you so much. that is 
all very clear now… but do you think I should marry Jane 
or Jenny?’ 

Plato considers this in The Republic with his famous 
analogy of the shadows on the wall of the cave. you can 
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read it for yourself, but I prefer to update it in relation 
to a cinema screen in a cinema where people have been 
chained to their seats since childhood. Various films are 
shown to them, some are tragedies which cause them 
to weep, others comedies which cause them to laugh. 
Because they know nothing else they take what they see 
on the screen to be the reality. Plato asks what would hap-
pen if they are released from their chair. If they are taken 
out of the cinema or cave in bright sunlight, they would 
be blinded after years of being into the dark, and consider 
that the person releasing them was trying to injure them 
in some way. so they have to be brought out at night and 
gradually accustom themselves to the reality of the world 
outside until eventually they can see the world by the light 
of the sun. and what a different world it will be from the 
images they have seen on the cinema screen. so maybe, 
this so-called world of reality is simply a dream that one 
can wake up to, so we may see things as they really are. 
that is what the pursuit of philosophy or spirituality is 
all about.

sri nisargadatta maharaj said:

 ‘there is no need of a way out [of the dream]! 
Don’t you see that a way out is also a part of the 
dream? all you have to do is see the dream as 
dream. the very idea of going beyond the dream 
is illusory. Why go anywhere? Just realize that you 
are dreaming a dream you call the world, and stop 
looking for ways out. the problem is not the dream. 
your problem is that you like one part of your 
dream and not another. love all, or none of it, and 
stop complaining. When you have seen the dream 
as a dream, you have done all that needs be done.’

so, if there is a unity or oneness and everything is just 
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Being, why do we not experience it in this way if it is 
our birthright? this is the question that philosophy and 
spirituality try to resolve. the unity that exists is not 
seen because of the conviction in the belief that ‘I’ am 
a separate identity. this produces the experience of a 
subject-object, relationship; there is ‘me’, the subject, 
looking at an object which inevitably creates a sense of 
duality, but as Jean Klein used to say, there is no sub-
ject-object relationship and these merge when one rests in 
Being. It appears that there is a ‘listener’ and something 
listened to, but in fact there is only the activity of listen-
ing. What arises because of the sense of separate identity 
is the belief in a subject-object relationship which does 
not actually exist. there is an assumption that, because 
there is listening, there needs to be a listener, but see if 
this is actually so.

as to the reasons why there is this forgetting and iden-
tification with the separate identity, this is hard to fathom. 
In the Indian tradition it is described as maya – illusion. 
there is a famous analogy about the snake and the rope. In 
the corner of a room, what is seen is a snake and fear arises. 
But on closer examination it is seen to be just a rope. the 
snake never existed, but it had a powerful effect. Was it 
real or unreal? at one moment it was real and caused fear. 
But when really seen, it never existed. this is the nature 
of illusion.

one beautiful examination of forgetting and identifi-
cation is by marcel marceau, the French master of mime. 
Have a look at his sketch the maskmaker. you can see an 
old version on youtube.

We see marceau at work preparing various masks, 
which he proceeds to try on. you can uncannily see the 
masks. He changes from one mask to another at fast speed. 
at one particularly stupid and egotistical mask he finds he 
cannot remove it. He tries desperately to do so to no avail. 
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He runs around the stage, his body writhing in despair with 
this silly expression on his face. eventually he does manage 
to pull the mask off, and his relief and repose as he comes 
back to his self is palpable. He will not make the same mis-
take again.

all this is very subtle stuff to deal with, and the goal of 
the philosophic or spiritual search is usually described as 
liberation, self-realisation or enlightenment. In liberation, 
there is recognition that only unity exists, but of course 
there is no person there to recognise this! 

this has been construed in the past as a mystical state 
requiring long hours of seeking, meditation and discussion. 
But you should always question this assumption; if what you 
are is simply Being or Consciousness, then you have always 
been that, are that at all times and can therefore always 
connect and be that. What you cannot have is a sense of 
separate identity and the recognition that all is Being. 

many philosophers would argue that the barrier between 
the sense of separate identity and Being is the ego, and that 
the ego has to go before enlightenment can dawn. this is 
another assumption, which needs to be questioned rigor-
ously. one needs to see, as we have said, that everything 
that arises in this creation is an expression of Being, for it 
cannot be anything else, as everything is Being. so in unity, 
questions of ‘good and bad’ do not arise because whatever 
has arisen is perfect and could not have been any other way. 
thus, even if there is a sense of ego and of separate iden-
tity, so what? this is what has manifested and should be 
respected as an expression of Being. 

the only effect of wrestling with the sense of sep-
arate identity and trying to remove the ego is simply to 
strengthen them, because you give more consciousness to 
them. Indeed becoming a seeker can strengthen the sense 
of separate identity and is a very effective way of hijacking 
liberation! Who is it that is seeking?
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as it said on a bookmark I saw – “always seeking. stop, 
ask yourself ‘What am I avoiding?’”

so let the ego and the sense of separate identity be, and 
they will diminish their hold over you. there is nothing 
wrong, per se, with the ego and it performs a useful func-
tion for the man in his daily life. What is unhelpful is if it 
appears to take over. 

Put simply, if you take the statement ‘I am’ – that might 
be considered to be resting in pure Being. If you say ‘I am 
a man’ that is already a more limited view. If you then say 
‘I am a clever man’, you have a description of the fall of 
man. It is not even that any of this is wrong, but simply 
that as a result of identification more emphasis has gone on 
the ‘clever man’ rather than staying with the ‘I am’. you 
change the sentence by adding ‘clever’ and pass sentence 
on yourself!

there are many practices on the spiritual path which 
are supposed to assist in stilling the mind and to help one 
come to a sense of self and Being. But even these need to 
be handled with care and with a clear understanding that, 
for example, the nature of the mind is to be active, and that 
sitting down to meditate with the goal of stilling the mind, 
as we have said before, will only add consciousness to the 
activity and create a duality. you also need to be careful 
that in any spiritual practices, such as meditation, you are 
not looking for anything, such as liberation, because that 
will only strengthen the sense of ‘me and my meditation’.

on this subject there is an interesting quote from 
Karlfried Graf Durckheim:

‘the aim of practice is not to develop an attitude 
which allows a man to acquire a state of harmony 
and peace wherein nothing can ever trouble him. 
on the contrary, practice should teach him to let 
himself be assaulted, perturbed, moved, to dare to 
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let go his futile hankering after harmony, surcease 
from pain, and a comfortable life in order that he 
may discover, in doing battle with the forces that 
oppose him, that which awaits him beyond the 
world of opposites. the first necessity is that we 
should have the courage to face life, and to encoun-
ter all that is most perilous in the world. When this 
is possible, meditation itself becomes the means by 
which we accept and welcome the demons which 
arise from the unconscious – a process very dif-
ferent from the practice of concentration on some 
object as a protection against such forces.’

Just as it is a dreamed character that seeks enlightenment 
– as ridiculous as an actor on the stage believing he is the 
part he is playing – so what function can the practice of 
self-remembering have? It can make one increasingly aware 
of one’s surroundings, but ultimately the problem remains 
the same. the person who is trying to remember them-
selves is the cause of the problem, and self-remembering 
may simply strengthen the sense of separate identity rather 
than weaken it. It is a ‘me’ that desires to remember itself.

the dreamed character Fred wants to get enlightened 
and wake up. But how can a dreamed character have any 
volition when he doesn’t really exist? and of course the 
problem is compounded by the fact that the dreamed char-
acter Fred not only wants to wake up but to remain Fred 
and be enlightened! the dreamed character is on another 
impossible journey whilst thinking he is undertaking a val-
uable spiritual exercise.

We do not need to add anything to Being, and indeed we 
cannot. If anything is to happen, and of course this is only 
an analogy, because everything is perfect as it is, it is that we 
need to let go of ideas, beliefs and the way we see things, to 
simply come to this fundamental sense of Being, which in 
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fact we have never left. the superficial stillness of the mind 
that meditation can bring may only be a state, which we will 
have to come out of at a certain point. Pure Being is not a 
state. It is something that you can never come out of because 
it is what you truly are at all times and all there is. 

to return for a moment to my journey, I spent more 
than thirty years in the school of philosophy and was 
very happy there. I tutored students in the first year for 
a long time, and was in a senior group in the school and 
attended a very interesting law Group which considered 
things like natural justice and law, and Plato. everything 
was going swimmingly until one day I picked up a book in 
the school’s bookshop entitled, Be Who You Are by Jean 
Klein. reading this book hit me with some force and, by 
coincidence, I discovered that Jean was giving some lec-
tures in london, which I attended. I was hugely impressed 
by his presence and what he was saying. He was clearly an 
enlightened man, and I had never met one before, despite 
reading many books on people like ramana maharshi, 
ramakrishna and Paramahansa yogananda. Jean only 
came to england every six months or so, so I contin-
ued in the school, because both approaches related to 
non-duality. 

after a while, though, it became apparent that what 
I had thought was merely a subtle difference in approach 
was in actual fact quite a chasm. the school’s approach was 
more of the ‘progressive’ kind. In other words, one needed 
to purify the mind and Being by action in service of others, 
study, reflection and meditation, which would hopefully at 
some point in the future eventually lead to enlightenment. 
Jean’s approach was the ‘direct’ approach, which simply 
recognised that nothing needed to be achieved because one 
was always pure Being, had always been pure Being and 
always would be pure Being. this was a very relaxing and 
deeply satisfying message. after much internal conflict and 



124

letters to my grandson

discussion with Jean, it became clear to me that the direct 
approach was more in tune with what I felt and that to 
remain in the school would actually be counter-productive. 
It was not a decision I took lightly and not an easy one to 
make, but I was genuinely interested in the pursuit of truth 
and liberation.

my time with Jean only involved seeing him occasion-
ally when he was in london or on retreats world-wide, but 
they provided some of the happiest times on the spiritual 
path, and it was very clear to me that what he said came 
from a deep well of Being and was not from just a theoret-
ical approach, however soundly based. If you are interested 
in what he had to say, I would urge you to have a look at 
the few DVD’s that are available and, of course, to read his 
conversations in the books which I have listed. 

For example, he said:

‘the root of all desires is the one desire: to come 
home, to be at peace. there may be a moment in 
life when our compensatory activities, the accu-
mulation of money, learning and objects, leaves 
us feeling deeply apathetic. this can motivate 
us towards the search for our real nature beyond 
appearances. We may find ourselves asking, ‘Why 
am I here? What is life? Who am I?’ sooner or later 
any intelligent person asks these questions. What 
you are looking for is what you already are, not 
what you will become. What you already are is the 
answer and the source of the question. In this lies 
its power of transformation. It is a present actual 
fact. looking to become something is completely 
conceptual, merely an idea. the seeker will discover 
that he is what he seeks and that what he seeks is 
the source of the inquiry.’
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after his death I really felt no need to engage in any more 
spiritual search. Indeed, the very act of seeking and being 
a seeker, as ramesh Balsekar pointed out to me in a letter, 
fuelled the problem area that one was trying to get rid of, 
namely, the sense of separate identity. I went for several 
years without any external direction save for reading the 
occasional book on the subject.

Incidentally if you do find a teacher or guru, don’t give 
your power away to him or her. there is a terrific tendency 
to think they are ‘God’ and superhuman. even if they are 
liberated, they will still have human tendencies and the 
ego can still be there along with some ‘faults’. It is what 
they say that is important. as Jean Klein used to say, “a 
teacher that makes you more dependent on the teacher is 
not a true teacher. the real teacher gives you your free-
dom.’ remember to stay centred in yourself and to trust 
your intuition.

some people make the mistake of thinking that because 
the teacher or guru has certain qualities or characteristics 
that if they imitate them it will lead to realisation. they 
may think they lack these qualities and that acquiring them 
must be important because the teacher demonstrates them, 
and he is realised. so they may seek to copy their teacher’s 
way of speaking, or if the teacher is very still they think 
that this is a prerequisite to realisation, and that if they are 
very still it will help. But the teacher’s attributes and qual-
ities had nothing to do with his realisation. Just be yourself 
– there is nothing to acquire.

one book which impressed me enormously was The 
Open Secret by tony Parsons, not least because here was 
someone who was clearly liberated and was english as well! 
I started attending his talks and what he had to say had a 
profound effect on me. His approach was not dissimilar 
from Jean’s, but he was even more direct in the sense that 
absolutely nothing was necessary to realise self; the error 
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lies in the deluded conviction first, that there is an individ-
ual, and secondly, that this individual has something lacking 
which needs to be found or realised. He kept saying, ‘all 
there is, is this.’.

He also said that the thing we most long for is our own 
absence, and that is also the thing we most fear.

It would not be appropriate in this letter to go into 
too much consideration of these teachings which are truly 
sublime, and if you are interested you must discover this 
for yourself. I can only provide pointers to you, and would 
heartily recommend that you consider anything by tony 
Parsons, particularly The Open Secret and Nothing Being 
Everything. you might also look at the books I have listed 
in the appendix by nathan Gill, richard sylvester, John 
Wheeler and Jeff Foster.

I still have affection for the school of philosophy which 
provided a wonderful education for me. also your mother 
and Uncle James, initially, were educated at the schools 
which were an off-shoot of the school of philosophy. But, 
ultimately, each man’s journey is his own business, and he 
has to take these important steps by himself irrespective 
of the traditions and thought-patterns with which he has 
grown up or been educated.

although this sounds as though what is required here is 
a momentous decision, you will find that, and this applies 
to all aspects of life and not just the spiritual search, things 
seem to fall into place at the right time. as Jean used to say, 
‘you don’t find the Guru – the Guru finds you’. this Guru 
may not necessarily arise in the shape of a physical form; 
it could be something that you read, an event, or anything 
that reminds you of your true self. the readiness is all. 

I want to touch briefly on two subjects which cause 
some debate – that of past lifetimes and reincarnation, and 
the question of free will. I would counsel you not to get 
too involved with endless discussions on these subjects. the 
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argument for reincarnation and karma is that it explains 
how some people can be born into propitious surroundings, 
for example being born in england rather than as a starving 
child in africa, and that the reason for this was that they 
did good deeds in a previous life. or how could mozart 
have such a knowledge of music at such an early age unless 
he brought it with him from a previous life?

such ideas, which are very prevalent in many cultures, 
may or may not be true, I’m not certain, but they again 
merely reinforce the idea of a separate identity journeying 
in time through countless embodiments until achieving 
enlightenment. they may seem very reasonable and just. 
But as the direct approach points out, ‘you’ were always 
Being, always are Being and always will be Being, so what 
is it that reincarnates? If the self is not born and does not 
die, and that is what you are, the question of reincarnation 
becomes somewhat redundant. as tony Parsons said, rather 
tellingly, ‘Have you noticed how everyone who remembers 
a past life was always a Queen in egypt and never a maid or 
a slave?!’

the question of free will is equally difficult to grasp. 
It appears that we have free will to decide our actions, 
but if man is asleep does he really make choices or does 
everything just happen to him? In a dream it can appear 
that one is choosing to go to the left or to the right, but 
actually it is all a dream. so maybe it is the same in our 
waking state and the appearance of free will is an illusion. 
Wayne liquorman gives a lovely analogy of being on a car 
ride at a fair, which is on a track. you turn the wheel to the 
left at the junction, and the car goes to the left. at the next 
junction you turn the wheel to the right, and the car goes 
to the right. at the next junction you turn the wheel to the 
left, but the car goes to the right. you think ‘Wait a minute, 
I must be doing something wrong. I turned the wheel to the 
left but the car went to the right. I need to go to car driving 
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school to understand more.’ and so you do, only to have 
a friend telephone you after a couple of days to say “I’ve 
found a much better car driving school than the one you are 
going to…”. and so it goes on and on!

If you are interested in this subject, I can recommend a 
book called From Here to Here by Gary Crowley, which very 
simply examines the subject of apparent free will. 

one of my favourite approaches to spirituality is Zen. 
the Zen approach goes beyond the mind, and recognises 
that the mind is responsible for a lot of confusion, leading 
to an apparent inability to simply ‘be’. I cannot recommend 
too highly a book called Zen Flesh, Zen Bones by Paul reps. 
the stories within the book explain the complete essence 
of Zen in a very simple way. the difference between the 
Western approach to philosophy and the eastern can be 
demonstrated by asking a westerner, ‘What is a rose?’ He 
will say, ‘It is a beautiful plant which has x number of pet-
als, thorns, and has a beautiful smell.’ If you were to ask a 
Japanese person, ‘What is a rose?’ he might simply smile 
and say, ‘ah, rose!’ the first is a description of a rose, the 
second is unity with the rose. many problems arise in the 
West through an over-use of the mind in thinking that 
describing something is knowing it. It is not. 

We try to resolve things with the mind, rather than sim-
ply being. and this applies as well to the spiritual search. 
overuse of the mind results in a contraction, causing, 
amongst other things, stress. talking something through 
with the mind may be helpful, but does not necessarily 
resolve the matter. as John Wheeler says ‘you may see a 
mirage as a mirage, but still have no water. there is more to 
this than negating the false, which is not the same as finding 
the true.’ 

We in the West need to rest more in Being, rather than 
Doing, or as nathan Gill suggests – pause thought, and rest 
as awareness.
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Where does the wrong view, the error reside? Clearly 
not in the mind, because otherwise we could change it, but 
we do spend a lot of time trying to find the solution with 
the mind. the error seems to reside at an energetic level, 
but actually nothing needs to change. the view that one 
needs to go to more meetings or read more books in order 
to understand this keeps one in the position of a seeker.

We cannot bring enlightenment about by any method, 
practice or anything else, because it is not in our hands. you 
cannot pull yourself up by your own bootstraps. the pro-
gressive path of meditation and study etc can lead to greater 
clarity but can also strengthen the sense of a separate iden-
tity trying to become enlightened, albeit at a very subtle 
level. this is the path of becoming, rather than being. It 
could go on forever. more study, more clarity etc. But you 
cannot become what you already are. If we could do some-
thing about it, would many people not have achieved it 
by now?

But we cannot seem to stop seeking. We are like the 
bird in the cage that wants to be free without realising 
that the door to the cage is already open. this leads to the 
conundrum of trying to open a locked box when the key 
is inside!

If you go to an art gallery you will see many people 
looking at paintings and you will hear comments such as, 
‘Isn’t that beautiful’ or ‘I love that view of the countryside’ 
etc. these are descriptions of the painting and the spectator 
has not truly entered the being of the painting and allowed 
it to act upon him or her. In fact, you will note that in much 
of our life, we do not actually allow the experience simply 
‘to be’ but prefer to describe it in our mind, even while it 
is taking place. this causes a separation and conflict within 
which is not helpful. 

For example, one of the many misconceptions of 
the spiritual life is that one should become a ‘detached’ 
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observer of life, because one is not the body, or the mind 
or the emotions and that this would, in some way, help 
one to get back to the final observer, i.e. the self. this is 
a misconception, and only creates a duality of an observer 
and something observed. as Jean Klein put it very simply, 
‘there is no observer; there is nothing observed; there is 
only observing.’ From this stand- point one is completely in 
a non-dual, unified place. From any other, however fine, it is 
a dualistic place. as most of our suffering and unhappiness 
comes from our sense of separation, even though we may 
be engaged in a spiritual search, this is something which is 
very important to understand.

Just as an aside, lest there be any doubt about this, it 
does not mean that you can pretend to act from some 
unified approach and when, say, your mother asks you to 
do something you refuse to be ‘bound’ by the role of ‘son’ 
because you think that everything is pure Being. the use 
of some teachings, such as ‘neti, neti – not this, not this’, can 
create a misunderstanding which still resides in a dualistic 
approach. the roles in the various relationships that we 
encounter in our lives arise very naturally and can be played 
out lightly and without much concern. the problems only 
arise when there is an attachment or identification to the 
roles, or someone tries to impose upon you their idea of how 
you should be behaving. this causes endless problems and 
much unhappiness. ‘When with mother, act like son’. this 
does not require any conscious thinking, but simply happens 
spontaneously and with a lightness and fluidity.

the Zen approach simply allows one to be, to recog-
nise that all is Being. even when one is identified with a 
situation there can be the recognition that everything is 
perfect, as it is, even when it does not appear to be, and 
that everything cannot happen in any other way than it has 
done. recognition of this brings deep relaxation and still-
ness. note that I do not say relaxation and stillness for ‘you’, 
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for that would still be for the separate identity and would 
be dualistic.

all there is, is Being. Being can either be unmanifest 
without attributes, or manifest with attributes, when it 
expresses itself as everything which appears in this crea-
tion. either way, it is still pure Being, and that is all there 
is. nothing being everything. Have a look at the beautiful 
statement by tony Parsons on this in the appendix under his 
name. or as nathan Gill describes it – there is awareness, 
and the contents of awareness. they are not different.

so I hope it will now be seen that the question ‘Who 
am I?’ is not one to which you can find an answer. the 
answer is in the question. there can never be a verbal 
answer or explanation. the verbal answer to ‘Who am 
I?’ is ‘pure Being’, but until this is realised it is only of  
academic significance.

We have been sold a story about the enlightened man 
being in bliss all the time. maybe it is not like that. It seems 
we try and bring heaven down to earth because there is dis-
content and frustration with our lives and with the present 
moment. We find it boring or troublesome. so we escape, 
maybe by going on a spiritual search, which, of course, might 
be useful, but may still result in avoidance of the real issue.

there is quite a degree of self-absorption in the spiritual 
search. the ‘me’ searches for ultimate satisfaction because 
of its restlessness and its belief that there is something to 
gain, having been evicted from wholeness and the ‘Garden’; 
but this only gives added strength to the ‘unworthy me’. It 
thinks it is doing good work and getting closer to liberation, 
but it is actually a good way of hiding from the unity of 
everything and all it does is maintain the sense of separate 
identity, albeit with a golden halo around it. and the joke is 
that whilst the ‘me’ is seeking its fulfilment, there is a fail-
ure to recognise that what it is looking for, although appear-
ing to be hidden, is actually already there in everything, 
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being everything – in the walls, the carpets and even 
other people!

When the seeker has been seeking for some time he 
thinks that through spiritual practices he is getting closer 
to liberation. He is convinced that his hard work has earned 
him his liberation. But all that happens is a strengthen-
ing of the ‘me’. His ‘me’ is very aware, or he understands 
non-duality with absolute clarity. sadly, the only outcome 
is a stronger ‘me’ who has absolute clarity.

another problem area which may arise is when you see 
some failing in yourself. It doesn’t matter what it is; let us 
say you feel inferior to other people. there is a desire for 
freedom from this bondage to ease the pain. so naturally 
you may think, ‘how can I free myself from this? maybe 
I should go to a psychotherapist to explore my feelings of 
inadequacy.’ now there is nothing wrong with this. It is a 
very reasonable approach to take and will probably make 
you feel more comfortable about yourself. But is it getting 
to the root cause of the problem? 

 you may see people who seem very self-assured 
because of the type of education they may have had or due 
to the status they have achieved in the world; they may 
have learnt how to present themselves in a secure or even 
superior fashion to others. this may make you feel even 
more inferior. But are they really feeling secure or is this 
an act and a presentation? Inwardly, they may be very inse-
cure and still not know who they really are. there are two 
aspects to this pseudo identity; it may be either positive 
with ‘additions’ giving rise to a confident sense of oneself, or 
it may be negative with an impression of ‘lack’ giving rise to 
a sense of inferiority.

 But if we take ‘one’ as a base value, whether there is 
a plus three or a minus three, both differences from ‘one’ 
are the same amount, whether superior or inferior. so we 
need to see that the resolution is in coming back to the base 
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value of ‘one’, rather than attempting to play around with 
the surplus or the deficiency.

there may well be the belief that the feeling of inferior-
ity is a problem and it needs to be changed; it is preventing 
my liberation, my freedom or my performance in the world. 
If I can just get rid of this feeling then I will be free, able to 
function correctly, to rediscover the sense of being whole 
and at home with myself, and be ready for liberation. 

the belief that if I can just correct some defect then 
all will be well is a common one. We think that if we can 
just get rid of it then the future will be different. But this 
is a never-ending path, because what will inevitably arise is 
some other difficulty. It is like an onion that needs to have 
several layers peeled off to get to the centre of the problem. 
each time you peel off another layer you think you have got 
to the root of the problem but you haven’t – there is still 
further to go and it can seem endless. there is no future 
moment when everything will be in place and perfect; there 
is only the present.

What needs to be seen is that everything is perfect as it 
is. the sense of inferiority is perfect and does not need to 
change. the simplest way to ‘improve’ the situation is to go 
to the root of the problem, not to do a little light pruning. 
this root is the sense of separate identity, positive or nega-
tive, which permeates everything. 

 as we have said, the very entity that seeks to undo 
the false identity is itself a mirage, the same false identity 
yearning to be free. there is a two way trap here. If you 
say Fred wants to get rid of his complex you give conscious-
ness to the complex, and you give consciousness to the 
separate identity of Fred. not quite what one was seeking! 
the solution is to see that everything that manifests arises 
from Being and is an expression of that, including the com-
plex, including Fred, and is perfect as it is. nothing needs 
to change.
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sometimes you can enter a phase in your life where you 
feel that you are in the desert, sometimes called the dark 
night of the soul. tony Parsons says we may come to a sense 
of sublime hopelessness! 

the first lines of Dante’s Divine Comedy are:
‘In the middle of the journey of our life 
I found myself in a dark wood, 
for the straight way was lost.’ 

It can be very unpleasant as it feels that everything may bore 
you and nothing really has any importance or significance. 
It usually occurs where there is a desire to remain in con-
trol, to know what is happening, and not surrender to the 
present where everything is new and fresh. Incidentally, we 
have a strong desire to act from ‘knowing’ rather than ‘not 
knowing’; to act from what appears to be the sure ground of 
knowledge which has been accumulated in the past, but is 
actually rather stale. to act from the unknown is not easy, 
because it seems scary, but it is full of new potential. 

you just have to ride this period out – observe it, it will 
change. and maybe be spontaneous – go for a drive or a 
long walk, or hug a tree! everything comes to pass. But it 
is certainly not pleasant. Pascal, the philosopher, said that 
all man’s problems arise from his inability to sit quietly by 
himself alone in a room.

But from that hopelessness may come a relaxation and a 
giving up. Do read Herman Hesse’s masterpiece Siddhartha, 
which deals with the search, the hopelessness and the ques-
tion of liberation so beautifully.

as to the other two questions that I mentioned at the 
beginning of this letter ‘What is this creation?’ and ‘What 
is my relationship to it?’ I hope that you will now read-
ily see that these questions are not so difficult as may be 
assumed. the creation, magnificent as it is, is both real and 
unreal – what it really is, is simply an expression of Being, 
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like everything else. this is not to diminish its infinite gran-
deur in any way, but for me it puts it into perspective.

the question of our relationship to it is slightly erro-
neous because for there to be a relationship there have to 
be two. as you are Being, expressing itself as ‘sebastian’ 
and the creation is Being, expressing itself as creation, no 
question of relationship can arise.

It is inevitable that, as we get older and we become more 
aware of our mortality, we have regrets about the past – of 
things left undone, of things which we have done which we 
should not have done, or which we think could have been 
done better – but I would assure you that all this is futile, 
because it could not have been any other way than it was.

old age gets a bad press now because everybody wants 
to appear young, but as epicurus, the 4th century philoso-
pher said:

“It is not the young man who should be considered 
fortunate, but the old man who has lived well, 
because the young man in his prime wanders much 
by chance, vacillating in his beliefs, while the old 
man has docked in the harbour, having safeguarded 
his true happiness.”

and when it comes to the time of one’s death, you might 
like to have a look at the moving manner and description of 
the death of socrates as set out by Plato in Phaedo:

“When Crito heard, he signaled to the slave who 
was standing by. the boy went out, and returned 
after a few moments with the man who was to 
administer the poison which he brought ready 
mixed in a cup. When socrates saw him, he said, 
‘now, good sir, you understand these things. What 
must I do?’ 
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‘Just drink it and walk around until your legs 
begin to feel heavy, then lie down. It will soon act.’ 
With that he offered socrates the cup. 

the latter took it quite cheerfully without a 
tremor, with no change of colour or expression. He 
just gave the man his stolid look, and asked, ‘How 
say you, is it permissible to pledge this drink to 
anyone? may I?’ 

the answer came, ‘We allow reasonable time in 
which to drink it.’ 

‘I understand’, he said, ‘we can and must pray 
to the gods that our sojourn on earth will continue 
happy beyond the grave. this is my prayer, and 
may it come to pass.’ With these words, he stoically 
drank the potion, quite readily and cheerfully. Up 
till this moment most of us were able with some 
decency to hold back our tears, but when we saw 
him drinking the poison to the last drop, we could 
restrain ourselves no longer. In spite of myself, the 
tears came in floods, so that I covered my face and 
wept – not for him, but at my own misfortune at 
losing such a man as my friend. Crito, even before 
me, rose and went out when he could check his 
tears no longer. 

apollodorus was already steadily weeping, 
and by drying his eyes, crying again and sobbing, 
he affected everyone present except for socrates 
himself. 

He said, ‘you are strange fellows; what is wrong 
with you? I sent the women away for this very 
purpose, to stop their creating such a scene. I have 
heard that one should die in silence. so please be 
quiet and keep control of yourselves.’ these words 
made us ashamed, and we stopped crying. 
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socrates walked around until he said that his 
legs were becoming heavy, when he lay on his back, 
as the attendant instructed. this fellow felt him, 
and then a moment later examined his feet and legs 
again. squeezing a foot hard, he asked him if he felt 
anything. socrates said that he did not. He did the 
same to his calves and, going higher, showed us that 
he was becoming cold and stiff. then he felt him a 
last time and said that when the poison reached the 
heart he would be gone. 

as the chill sensation got to his waist, socrates 
uncovered his head (he had put something over it) 
and said his last words: ‘Crito, we owe a cock to 
asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.’ 

‘of course’, said Crito. ‘Do you want to say 
anything else?’ 

‘there was no reply to this question, but after a 
while he gave a slight stir, and the attendant uncov-
ered him and examined his eyes. then Crito saw 
that he was dead, he closed his mouth and eyelids. 

this was the end of our friend, the best, 
wisest and most upright man of any that I have 
ever known”.

asclepius was the god of healing, so socrates last words 
may imply that the sacrifice of the cock was to give thanks 
to the god, and that maybe death is a form of healing.

It is only natural that one should fear death, but as Peter 
Pan said, ‘to die would be an awfully big adventure’. I see 
little point in being afraid of that which is inevitable and 
which every person must experience. as we have discussed 
previously, the self is not born and does not die, so this is 
only an appearance and an illusion. When a glass of sea 
water is held over the ocean and the glass is broken, the sea 
water simply merges back into the ocean. the sea water in 
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the glass and the sea water in the ocean have never been any 
different – all is simply Being.

as it says in the preface to the eesha Upanishad:

‘that is perfect. this is perfect. Perfect comes from 
perfect. take perfect from perfect, the remainder is 
perfect.’ 

the Zen master asked:

“Who binds you?”
the seeker of liberty said, “no one binds me.”
the Zen master said, “then why seek liberation?” 

Ikkyu:

 ‘I’d like to help you, but unfortunately in Zen we 
don’t have anything.’

Ching-yuan said:

‘Before I had studied Zen for thirty years, I saw 
mountains as mountains, and waters as waters.

 
When I arrived at a more intimate knowledge, I 
came to the point where I saw that mountains are 
not mountains, and waters are not waters. 

 
But now that I have got its very substance I am 
at rest.

 
For it’s just that I see mountains once again as 
mountains, and waters once again as waters.’

Basho said:

‘sitting quietly, doing nothing, spring comes, and 
the grass grows, by itself.’ 

the Zen master said to his students:
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“now listen to me with the greatest attention. I will 
reveal to you the great secret of original spirit. this 
is the most important thing ever said in its regard…
Here it is: there is no secret about original spirit.”

and finally to end with, another sublime story from Zen 
Flesh, Zen Bones which sums it all up:

‘subhuti was Buddha’s disciple. He was able to 
understand the potency of emptiness, the viewpoint 
that nothing exists except in its relationship of 
subjectivity and objectivity.

one day subhuti, in a mood of sublime emptiness, 
was sitting under a tree. Flowers began to fall 
about him.

“We are praising you for your discourse on empti-
ness,” the gods whispered to him.

“But I have not spoken of emptiness,” said subhuti.

“you have not spoken of emptiness, we have not 
heard emptiness,” responded the gods. “this is the 
true emptiness.” and blossoms showered upon 
subhuti as rain.’

and so, my dear sebastian, I hope this letter, and the earlier 
ones, have shown you why socrates said, ‘the unexamined 
life is not worth living’. 

eventually you will realise that you are that thing which 
you have sought and which in fact you have never left. you 
will not need to be dependent on teachers or gurus, how-
ever truthful they are. you will not need to be dependent 
on scriptures or refer to spiritual books to sustain you. they 
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will be like second-hand knowledge. you will have grad-
uated from the preparatory schools you attended and can 
speak freely from yourself without reference to what this 
guru or that guru has said.

 as the ancient saying goes, you use a thorn to remove a 
thorn, but then you throw both thorns away. you will not 
need mentally to refer to what a wise man said before you 
are able to act or speak – you will just act from your self. 
and you will understand that liberation is not some exalted 
state, but nothing less than what you already are. What you 
are liberated from is simply the belief that you are an indi-
vidual and a separate entity. When it is clearly seen that this 
is so, by no one, then that is liberation. 

there can be no finer undertaking for a man than to 
engage with this subject, sometimes if necessary to wrestle 
with his questions, fears and doubts, and ultimately to real-
ise that everything is perfect as it is, unified and whole, and 
is just Being. It is all unconditional love, but this can only be 
fully recognised when the ‘you’ is no longer there. 

I hope that you, and any others who may read these let-
ters, will discover this truth, together with the peace and 
happiness which is your true birthright, and which in truth 
you have never left. the rest is silence.

your loving Grandfather.




