
Praise for Painting the Sidewalk with Water

Joan’s latest book is wise, honest, down-to-earth and brave. 
Through a wider-than-average variety of dialog questions, it offers 
fascinating insights into the interplay between the absolute and the 
relative, the sublime and the everyday. As though to illustrate this, the 
book even contains a dialog about liberation that’s briefl y interrupted 
by a car crash! The book touches on several topics not often discussed 
in nondual circles, such as the benefi ts of various teaching styles, 
enlightenment and addiction, and enlightenment and one’s own 
humanity. What I like most about the book is the lack of dogmatism.

– Greg Goode, Standing As Awareness

This expression of the inexpressible mystery of being cannot be 
labeled. It is Zen, yet it is not. It is radical non-dualism and yet it is 
not. It has its own distinct fl avor. It is always direct and honest. It is 
a message from beyond the daily ups and downs of life, and yet it is 
fi rmly rooted in ordinary everyday experience. While pointing out the 
dreamlike nature of this world, Joan does not close her heart and eyes 
to its beauty and suffering.

– Leo Hartong, Awakening to the Dream and From Self to Self

Painting the Sidewalk is a brilliant compilation of Joan’s 
recent talks and dialogues. This book is delightfully human, entirely 
accessible and very enlightening. Using her ability to clearly explain 
the inexplicable, the Author points directly to the Truth of who you 
really are. Rich, revealing and readable. Highly recommended.

– Chuck Hillig, Enlightenment for Beginners, The Way IT Is, Look-
ing for God: Seeing the Whole in One, and Seeds for the Soul 

Joan’s teachings feel like splashes of cool and fresh water. This 
book elicits a rare intimacy.

– Jerry Katz, One: Essential Writings on Nonduality, and owner/
editor of Nonduality.com
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Neither the dharma world nor empty space is 
anything other than the painting of a picture.

   –Dogen

Consciousness itself is the greatest painter. The 
entire world is a picture. 

   –Nisargadatta Maharaj

If you cannot fi nd the Truth right where you 
are, where do you expect to fi nd it?

   –Dogen

If you need time to achieve something, it must 
be false. The real is always with you; you need 
not wait to be what you are. 

   –Nisargadatta Maharaj
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Notes on the Text 

This book is based on transcriptions of meetings I held between 2004 
and 2006, mostly in Chicago, along with material from email exchanges, 
conversations and talks about nonduality from 2004 to the present. 
The material does not always appear in chronological order. In some 
cases I have edited and expanded upon the original material, often 
combining material from several different talks or exchanges. I have, 
of course, changed the names of anyone whose questions or comments 
are included and made other minor changes in their stories to protect 
their privacy.

I usually begin meetings with a period of silence before we begin 
talking, and I often say a few words to introduce this silent time. I 
don’t think of this as meditation in any formal sense, but simply as 
an invitation to explore the timeless present moment. I’ve included a 
few of these “Invitations to Explore the Present Moment” in the text, 
but most of them have been omitted. After the silence, I typically give 
a talk, open the meeting up for questions and dialog, and fi nally end 
with another few minutes of silence. 

Any comments I make in this book about the teachings or views 
of other teachers are my own impressions and may not refl ect that per-
son’s intention or how anyone else sees and hears their teaching. Please 
look and listen for yourself. 

Joan Tollifson
Ashland, Oregon

June 2010



The Simplicity of What Is

This book points to the simplicity of what is, just as it is. Traffi c sounds, 
smell of coffee, the humming of the refrigerator, sensations in the body, 
these words unfolding in awareness – all of it the ever-changing, ever-
present boundlessness of Here / Now from which nothing stands apart. 
This boundlessness never arises, never ceases, and never stays the 
same. No matter what is appearing Here / Now, in Reality, nothing is 
lacking and nothing is broken because no thing actually exists in the 
way we think it does. Reality is undivided – seamless and whole. 

Naming this undivided wholeness (calling it wholeness, unic-
ity, Consciousness, awareness, the Self, the True Self, the One Mind, 
presence, Buddha Nature, emptiness, or any other name) is always 
potentially misleading because names create the mirage-like appear-
ance of something in particular (this but not that). And what we’re 
talking about is not something. It is everything and no-thing. Emptiness 
is what remains when all our ideas, words and beliefs about life drop 
away. It is not nothing in a nihilistic sense. It is everything, just as it is.

This wholeness or emptiness is not some abstract idea or mysti-
cal state of consciousness, but simply the undeniable actuality of this 
moment – the sounds of traffi c, the hum of machinery, the song of 
a bird, the knowingness that this is and that you are here. This bare 
being, this aware presence, this present experiencing requires no belief 
and cannot be doubted. It is undeniable and unavoidable. What can be 
doubted are all the ideas, interpretations, and stories about this. All our 
confusion and suffering is in this conceptual overlay, never in Reality 
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itself. This book is about seeing through the imaginary problem.
Words such as “enlightenment” or “awakening” point not to a 

one-time event that happened yesterday or that might happen tomor-
row. Enlightenment is only Here / Now. And it is not really an event in 
the usual sense, nor is it a personal achievement. It is the falling away 
(or transparency) of all beliefs and ideas, the popping of the imaginary 
(conceptual) bubble of encapsulation and separation, the recognition of 
oneself as no-thing and everything.

There is no way to achieve this boundlessness because it is all there 
is. Here / Now is ever-present in spite of whatever happens in the movie 
of waking life, never because of what happens. Here / Now is not any 
particular experience, but rather, it is the experiencing that is present as 
every experience. Boundlessness includes everything and depends on 
nothing. It is what remains when the whole universe dissolves – your 
face before your parents were born.

In case you might be tempted to imagine that I am in some way 
different from you, it is important that you know right from the out-
set that, as a person, I am absolutely and quintessentially human. I 
can be selfi sh, insensitive, controlling, opinionated, irritable, deluded, 
depressed, caught up in addictive habits, and generally fl awed. In the 
dream-like movie of waking life, “Joan” has not stabilized permanently 
in any special awakened state or permanently lost all concern for her 
story, her self-image, or her survival. Unlike some who claim that a line 
in the sand was forever crossed on a particular date in time, no such fi nal 
event has happened in Joan’s story. And, in fact, true enlightenment 
is not concerned at all with “me” being enlightened. Enlightenment 
is not the absence or banishment of all those “negative” experiences 
(depression, anxiety, addiction, anger, and so on), but rather, it is the 
recognition that none of this is personal and that none of it could be 
any different, in this moment, from exactly how it is. Enlightenment 
is the absence of the mirage-like “me” who needs the appearance to be 
any different from how it is. Enlightenment sees everything as unicity, 
and this seeing is always Now.

What is meant by “Now”? Any answer is too late. Any experience 
you can remember or describe is too late. Any notion of “being in the 
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Now” or “not being in the Now” is too late. All experiences and states 
come and go, and all coming and going (and all staying) is too late. 
“Now” points to an immediacy that does not come and go, a presence 
that is equally present in (and as) every experience, the seeing that can 
never see itself, the being here that is impossible to deny. Think about 
it, and you immediately fall into confusion. Try not to think, and you 
seemingly confi rm the imaginary problem. There is no way not to be 
here now. This is what you are. This is what is. This is all there is.

This (one, eternal, timeless) present moment is ever-present. 
What changes are the forms or the appearances that this formlessness 
takes (sensations, perceptions, experiences, thoughts, ideas, beliefs, 
stories – everything perceivable and conceivable – the whole movie of 
waking life – the tumbling shapes in the kaleidoscope). What never 
comes and never goes is the immediacy of Here / Now – this – the alive 
presence, the awareness, the boundless unicity that has no beginning 
and no end. The words are never quite right, and they can only point 
to a wordless reality that is right here, right now – immovable and 
all-inclusive.

Here / Now is not an idea or a concept, but a palpable reality. When 
we talk about “waking up” to it, or “being here now,” it can sound as if 
it is a special experience that is absent in one moment and then present 
in the next moment – a particular state of consciousness that can be 
attained or lost, something that comes and goes, and in a sense, that 
seems to be true. 

Whenever the focus of attention shifts from the mental story (“I’m 
a failure, I’ve wasted my life, this is miserable, what can I do to fi x 
this?”) to the aliveness of non-conceptual, present moment sensory 
awareness, there is an immediate sense of relief and freedom. Suffering 
disappears. Everything feels spacious and open, colors seem brighter, 
what is ordinary sparkles and reveals itself as extraordinary, beauty 
is visible everywhere, there is a felt-sense of love, joy and peace. But 
any experience of expansion and sparkle is always temporary. Thoughts, 
stories, neurochemical weather, unpleasant or contracted experiences 
inevitably show up. So at fi rst it seems as if Here / Now is a special state or 
a particular experience that comes and goes. And in the story of coming 
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and going, there seems to be this phantom “me” who goes back and 
forth between “being here now” and “not being here now,” or between 
“getting it” and “losing it,” or between “certainty” and “doubt.”

But what actually comes and goes are the thoughts, stories, ideas, 
experiences, sensations, perceptions – the forms that appear and dis-
appear Here / Now, including both the expanded experience of “being 
here now” and the contracted experience of being “lost in thoughts.” 
Here / Now isn’t actually an experience. It is the experiencing that is 
equally present as every experience. Here / Now is beginningless and 
endless. And there is no one apart from this ever-present boundlessness 
who can fi nd it or lose it – that “me” character is nothing but thoughts, 
stories, sensations, and images appearing Here / Now. 

Yes, this boundlessness may seem invisible or absent, apparently 
obscured by the thoughts, stories, dramas and ideas that so easily cap-
ture the attention and fi ll the screen of awareness. Consciousness, by 
nature, seems to be a thinking, exploring, searching, wanting, grasp-
ing, story-telling, dreaming, drama-loving, imagination-producer. 
Again and again, thoughts spin their hypnotic webs, movies appear, 
attention becomes absorbed in drama. But this only seems problematic 
within the drama, from the perspective of the mirage-like separate self, 
and only if there is the mistaken idea that there should or could be a 
permanent experience of expansion. 

From the vantage point of unicity, nothing is a problem. Only from 
the vantage point of the fragmentary (and always imaginary) separate 
self does the need arise to banish some experiences and acquire oth-
ers. One of the more sophisticated dramas that consciousness produces 
is “me” trying to step out of “my story,” the character trying to free 
itself from itself. This is like a mirage trying to eliminate a mirage, or a 
phantom trying to pull itself up by its own imaginary bootstraps, or a 
dog chasing its own tail. 

But whenever resistance and the search for improvement stops, 
what remains is peace. When all belief and all grasping for answers 
ends, doubt and uncertainty vanish. When thought stops, all suffering 
ends. But this relative peace is always temporary. The suffering and 
the doubt may all come back a moment later if the grasping and the 
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seeking resume, and there is no one who can control this coming and 
going of thoughts, movies and imaginary dramas. In fact, the attempt 
to control it only lends it a sense of reality and importance. All of this is 
bothersome only if there is a need for it to be otherwise or if it is taken 
personally. When it is recognized that everything is unicity, that unicity 
is all there is, then nothing is really a problem.

But if you reference unicity as a particular experience and then 
search for it, you immediately make it into an object and confi rm the 
story of separation and lack. If you try to hold onto any particular state 
of consciousness, it immediately seems to vanish. It is like trying to 
hold onto a handful of water or air. Experiences come and go, clear ones 
and cloudy ones, but Here / Now is ever-present.

The mind typically imagines enlightenment to be some special 
state that a person attains. It is sometimes said that there is no coming 
back from enlightenment, and the mind interprets this to mean that a 
person one day crosses an imaginary fi nish line and enters a special 
“enlightened state” of infi nite duration. This “enlightened person” is 
then imagined to be forever after permanently established in something 
called “unicity” or “oneness” or “the Now,” and this is conceived of as 
a perpetual experience, a permanent state, or a fi nal understanding 
that never again lapses or disappears for that person. 

But actually, the word enlightenment points to recognizing the 
mirage-like nature of the separate person who would enter some special 
state and then stay there forever after. Enlightenment points to realizing 
that the only eternity is now, that time is only a way of conceptualizing. 
There is no such thing as “forever after” or an experience of infi nite 
duration – there is only timeless presence. Nothing is excluded from 
unicity. Even seeking, doubting and pretending to be a separate person 
are all nothing but unicity. No one attains unicity because the one who 
would attain it is nothing but a mirage, and the mirage is nothing but 
the unicity it seeks. There is no person, in reality, who is enlightened 
or unenlightened. There is only this infi nite, ever-present Here / Now, 
even if it appears otherwise. Sometimes enlightenment shows up and 
sometimes delusion shows up. None of it is personal. Unicity includes 
it all, the light and the dark. Being is undeniable and unavoidable even 
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when thoughts are running wild and movies are playing in the mind. 
What seemingly obscures this simple beingness is what the physi-

cist David Bohm once beautifully called neurochemical smog. Hinduism 
calls it Maya, Buddhism calls it samsara, Christianity calls it sin (liter-
ally “missing the mark”). This smog is the dream-like drama centering 
around the imaginary “me” and “the story of my life” – the illusory 
sense of separation and encapsulation – all of it a kind of mirage created 
by unexamined thoughts, concepts, ideas, stories and beliefs, and also 
by neurochemistry, genetics, conditioning and who knows what forces 
of nature and nurture. It is this conceptual smog that Zen and Advaita 
and nonduality aim to expose and clear away, revealing the jewel that 
has actually never been absent.

The joke is that there is really nothing substantial to expose or 
clear away. The smog is a mirage, not a real obstacle. It is an imaginary 
problem. It has no actual substance. What solution is needed to an 
imaginary problem? The mind keeps desperately seeking solutions, but 
any solution it undertakes only confi rms the apparent reality of both 
the imaginary problem and the mirage-like entity who seemingly has 
the problem. 

Even the smog is revealed to be none other than the jewel. Bound-
less unicity shows up disguised as smog and mirages. Nirvana and 
samsara are not two, everything is one inseparable whole, and nothing 
can be pulled apart from everything else. Every relative experience 
always contains its opposite. Opposites appear together and defi ne each 
other. Clarity and smog, expansion and contraction, enlightenment 
and delusion – you cannot have one polarity without the other. The 
manifestation requires contrast in order to appear at all. But nothing is 
actually separate from anything else. There is diversity and variation, 
but not separation. There are no independent parts and no individual 
owners.

Here / Now is the placeless place, the timeless presence, the form-
lessness appearing as ever-changing forms. This seamless unicity is not 
something complicated, exotic and hard to get. It is inescapable and 
impossible to avoid. What makes this so apparently hard to get is how 
simple it is, how obvious, how effortless. Here / Now is present in spite 
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of whatever experience shows up, never because of any experience. 
This boundlessness is prior to every experience; it is what remains 
when every experience is gone; it is what every experience is. This 
boundless unicity is causeless and depends on nothing. It requires no 
shift, no transformation, no understanding, no fi guring things out, no 
attainment, no special experience or state, no “being here now,” no 
becoming in order to be.

There are many shifts that can happen in the story, in the dream-
like movie of waking life, in the appearance. There is the shift from 
smog to clarity, from compulsive thinking to “being here now,” from 
contraction to expansion, from tension to relaxation. There is the shift 
from the story of being a separate person encapsulated inside a body-
mind to knowing oneself as the boundless awareness that includes the 
bodymind but is not bound by it. There is the ahh-ha moment when 
you see that clinging to the absolute is also duality. But it always takes 
thought, memory and imagination to conjure up the story of something 
or someone that is shifting and the story of before and after. Here / Now, 
there is no-thing to shift and nowhere to go. All shifts are conceptual 
stories that happen within the dream-like movie of waking life, and 
every movie is nothing other than unicity appearing as movement. 
There is no possibility of “you” shifting in or out of unicity because 
there is no “you” apart from unicity – there is only unicity. The jewel is 
never really lost.

In the simplicity of what is, there is inhaling and exhaling, 
expanding and contracting, dying and being born, dreaming and wak-
ing up, clearing and clouding, and there is no owner of any of this 
who could shift or stabilize or identify with one side of the gestalt and 
banish the other. The shifting tides are not personal. All of it is simply 
weather – the tumbling shapes in the kaleidoscope endlessly reforming. 

Seeking wholeness (or enlightenment, or the present moment) “out 
there” in the future only makes it seem far away and elusive. The search 
seemingly confi rms the illusion of separation and lack. And trying to 
stop seeking is only a new form of seeking, seeking the end of seeking. 
Trying to escape from the movie is only another scene in the movie, 
as is any apparent escape or any enlightenment event that appears to 
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happen to the character. From the perspective of the character in the 
movie, this sounds like very bad news – a truly hopeless situation. But 
the whole situation is imaginary. 

In reality, you are not this mirage character trapped in a movie. 
You are the boundless awareness beholding the movie, the beingness 
of the whole appearance, the unicity from which nothing stands apart. 
As awareness, as unicity, you are already free, regardless of what is 
appearing in the movie. The scenes in the movie are always chang-
ing; experiences and states come and go. Liberation is realizing that 
there is nothing outside unicity. Unicity is all there is. It includes all 
experiences, not just the ones we like. True freedom is not a constant 
experience of happiness and expansion, but rather, true freedom is not 
needing any particular experience to come or go. Of course, within the 
movie of waking life, the character has preferences and tries to fi nd 
solutions for apparent problems – the character may meditate or stop 
meditating, it may take an anti-depressant or drink whiskey or watch 
television or go into therapy or rush off to another satsang – it may 
even appear to be writing or reading this book.

Unicity, appearing as Joan, is writing this book, which is nothing 
but unicity. This book is an ever-changing appearance, and unicity, 
appearing as you, is reading it. No two readers will read the same 
book, and no one reader can read the same book twice. A book (or a 
reader) is like a river. It doesn’t hold still. This moment is utterly unique 
and will never be repeated. Already it is gone. And yet, Here / Now is 
ever-present.

Sometimes this play of life feels terrible. Sometimes it seems hys-
terically funny. Sometimes it is exquisitely beautiful. Sometimes it is 
heartbreaking. I’ve noticed that when the need to fi gure it all out drops 
away, beauty and joy emerge. There is a waking up to the miracle of 
green leaves dancing in the wind and sunlight glistening on wet pave-
ment. It needs no explanation, no ultimate meaning, no larger purpose, 
no grand solution. 

Whether there is clarity or smog, pain or pleasure, enlightenment 
or delusion, nothing real is ever being hurt, for every appearance is 
nothing but a momentary shape of unicity forming and dissolving. 
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Clarity and smog follow each other like night and day, and unicity 
includes it all. Everything is as it is, including the desire to change it! 
There seems to be a naturally arising interest here in seeing through 
the smog and recognizing the jewel. No one manufactured this interest. 
It is happening by itself, effortlessly, in the same way that everything 
is happening. 

Clarity sees everything as the jewel, and this clear seeing is 
unconditional love or enlightenment. But unicity is ever-present with 
or without clarity. Unicity depends upon nothing and includes every-
thing. The “you” who seems to shift between clarity and confusion is 
a mirage, and the dividing lines between enlightenment and delusion 
are porous and imaginary. The One Self, which is the boundlessness of 
Here / Now, has no other – no inside and no outside – no before and no 
after.

Whatever we say is never quite right. The writings and talks in this 
book sometimes point to a shift from conceptual thought to awareness, 
and sometimes they point beyond all shifts to what never needs any 
shift. Sometimes the perspective is radical and absolute, sometimes it is 
more relative and practical. What is said in one talk may seem to totally 
contradict what was said in another. You may be tempted to think that 
one is “right” and the other “wrong,” or that one is a “higher” truth 
and the other a “lower” one. But unicity includes it all. Every moment 
offers a unique and totally new expression of boundlessness, and any 
place you land and try to set up camp is never the whole truth. Libera-
tion is freedom from fi xation.

It’s very easy for the mind to make something out of nothing, to 
form new beliefs and then to identify with those beliefs and cling to 
them for a sense of security. This is what the mind habitually does. It’s 
easy to become dogmatic, to stop listening or get defensive if we hear 
something that threatens or contradicts our beliefs. It’s easy to fall into 
confl ict over words, often without really even hearing what is being 
said. Buddhism, Advaita, and radical nonduality are not immune from 
this kind of dogmatism and fundamentalism. None of us are. I fi nd it in 
myself. So, is it possible to hold all our ideas lightly and to be open to 
seeing something new and unexpected?
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Words, analogies and pointers frequently get used in different 
ways by different authors, or even by the same author in different 
moments. This can lead to a great deal of confusion, misunderstanding 
and unnecessary disagreement. Words such as “awareness,” “con-
sciousness,” “being,” “I,” and “emptiness,” are especially vulnerable 
to this kind of confusion because what they point to can never be 
objectifi ed, and on top of that, these words all get used in different (and 
even opposite) ways. In one place, we may read that Ultimate Reality is 
“prior to consciousness,” and in another place, “consciousness” is used 
synonymously with Ultimate Reality. Are they saying different things, 
or are they saying exactly the same thing in different words? Likewise, 
common analogies such as mirrors, waves and movie screens can be 
used in different ways to clarify different aspects of reality. 

In pointing to what is, I use many different words. Some of these 
same words (e.g., “consciousness,” “I,” or “here”) may also be used to 
mean something much more limited. In one sentence, the words “I” or 
“you” may refer to Joan Tollifson or John Doe, and in another sentence, 
those same words might refer to boundless awareness or unicity, our 
True Nature. Likewise, the word “here” may sometimes refer to Chi-
cago or my living room, and in another sentence, the same word may 
point to boundless awareness, impersonal presence – the One Reality. 
Sometimes, I use capital letters to convey the sense of Ultimate Reality, 
but not always.

Sometimes an author or a teacher speaks as the One Reality, and 
the word “I” then refers to this absolute boundlessness that has no 
opposite and no other. In the next sentence, the same author may speak 
as the personal self, and then the word “I” now refers to the person, Joe 
Blow or Jane Doe. “I” as unicity have no problem with anything, but 
“I” as Joan have a problem with all kinds of things. All of this can be 
quite confusing. It is very helpful to remember that confusion is always 
about words and ideas, never about reality itself. Reality is simple. It 
is what requires no belief, what cannot be doubted. The complication 
is always in thoughts and ideas about this undeniable presence. The 
problem is always imaginary.
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Even though this book aims to expose the separate self as a kind 
of mirage, it is virtually impossible to speak or write fl uidly and natu-
rally without using personal pronouns or without at times sounding 
dualistic to the literal or dogmatic mind that wants to pick apart each 
sentence. So, if you can, when reading this or any other book, try not 
to get stuck on the words, or on arguing over different maps of the 
same territory. Any map is only a tentative abstraction of the territory. 
It is to the territory itself (what I call the actuality, suchness, or bare fact 
of the present moment) that the words in this book are always pointing. 

These words are never intended as dogma or fi nal truth, but rather, 
as invitations to look and listen, to question, to see and discover for 
oneself. Maybe in reading this book, the interest will arise to wonder 
what happens when all words and concepts and ideas fall away. What 
remains? That is where the juice and the aliveness is. And, of course, 
paradoxically, this aliveness is also present as words and concepts and 
ideas! We’re not trying to banish all thinking and conceptualizing. 
Everything has its place.

In reality, no separate individuals actually exist in the way we 
think. Boundlessness is appearing as seemingly separate individuals 
like the ocean is appearing as waves. In everyone who attends my meet-
ings, I meet only myself. There is no other. I don’t think of myself – the 
Joan character, that is – as a teacher, but more as a friend and fellow-
traveler. Even though Joan may be giving talks and responding to 
questions, there is only ever unicity exploring and realizing itself. 
This boundless unicity is the true “I” to which every apparent indi-
vidual refers – the One Self. It is from this One Reality that this book 
(and every book) emerges, and it is to that One Reality that this book 
points. There is nowhere you can point that is not the One Reality. 
This One Reality is not other than the coffee cup in your hand, the 
cloud fl oating across the blue sky, or the biting of your fi ngernails. 
  



The Movie of Waking Life

Invitation to Explore the Present Moment: 

We’ll start as always by sitting quietly. For those of you who are here 
for the fi rst time, you can sit in any position that’s comfortable. I’d 
recommend sitting in a way that feels relaxed and open and grounded, 
but any position is okay. If you prefer, you can lie on the fl oor or stand 
up. You can have your eyes open or closed or whatever you like. You 
can look around the room or out the window if you want. You don’t 
have to sit motionlessly, you can move. We’re not doing anything other 
than simply being here, present and aware. And actually, you can’t not 
be present and aware, so this is absolutely effortless and simple. 

Many of you have done some kind of meditation in the past, and 
maybe you still do. But for right now, I would invite you to drop all 
ideas about meditation and simply be here without a method or a prac-
tice of any kind, without any attempt to do something special. This 
silence is simply a space to enjoy and explore the ever-changing present 
moment, just as it is. Being silent isn’t “better” or “more spiritual” than 
talking, it’s just different. Silence may reveal things that words tend to 
conceal (and vice versa). 

You don’t need to get into any special state, or have some “spiri-
tual” experience, or make something happen, or get rid of anything that 
shows up here. There’s nothing to do but simply being here. Hearing the 
whooshing of the traffi c, feeling sensations in the body, breathing…
maybe seeing the thoughts that pop up as thoughts, noticing how they 
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generate mental movies in the imagination…seeing how insubstantial 
these thoughts and stories are…seeing how insubstantial everything 
is – the whole movie of waking life – all of it a fl eeting appearance with-
out substance. 

Here / Now accepts everything and sticks to nothing. Everything 
is allowed to be here in this vast space of awareness. You don’t have to 
“do” this allowing – it’s not some kind of spiritual practice. This allow-
ing is the very nature of awareness. The bird song, the honking horn, 
the tightness in your jaw, the passing thoughts, a moment of resistance 
or restlessness, a moment of expansion or joy, the breathing – there’s 
space here for everything. Nothing needs to be different in any way 
from exactly how it is. It’s all one wondrous, ever-changing, ever-
present whole. 

The Talk: 

This movie of waking life is a fascinating phenomenon. How every 
morning, mysteriously and unbidden, it appears – this movie with “me” 
as the main character. And then when we fall asleep at night, equally 
mysteriously, this whole world disappears, and for awhile we have other 
movies called dreams, and then there is deep sleep, where everything 
perceivable and conceivable disappears completely – including even 
any sense of awareness or presence. It all vanishes and no one is left to 
know or care that it has vanished. And out of this total absence, dreams 
appear, and then the movie of waking life. 

Sometimes, when we wake up from sleep, we have to scramble for 
just a second (and sometimes more) to remember who we are, where we 
are, what we’re doing. It happens every morning, but usually it goes by 
so quickly that we don’t notice. But sometimes it takes awhile longer to 
remember. We wake up with no idea of who or where we are, and we 
can feel the brain scrambling to get re-oriented. And then eventually it 
all comes back to us: Ah, yes, I’m So-and-So, I’m a doctor or a lawyer 
or a homeless drunk or whatever the role is, and this is my wife next 
to me, or my husband, or my lover, or my empty bed, and within a 
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few seconds, we have reincarnated as this character in “the story of 
my life.” Oh yes, I’m a failure, I’m miserable and depressed. Or, oh yes, 
I’m happily married and rolling in money. Or, my child is fl unking out 
of school – what can I do? Or, oh my God, I’m devastated, my partner 
of forty years died three days ago. There’s a brief moment before we 
remember these things, a moment when we are simply present as aware-
ness itself. Impersonal awareness. But then we remember the partner 
who is absent and dead and gone for good, and grief fl oods the body. 
Tears well up in our eyes. The movie of waking life has begun.

And this movie seems to have layers. There is the simplest layer, 
which is pure perception: sounds, colors, shapes, sensations. This, too, 
is like a movie in the sense that it is an appearance in awareness that 
comes and goes. But pure perception is the least problematic layer, for 
it is without storyline or self. Pure nondual experiencing is the world 
that other animals and human babies presumably experience. It can 
include pain, but not suffering. It is nonconceptual sensory awareness 
and spontaneous action without fore-thought, after-thought or self-
refl ective commentary. 

And then there are the other layers on top of this primary layer, 
movies inside of movies. Many times every day (or every hour, or every 
minute) during the movie of waking life, we seem to leave the world 
of pure perception and become absorbed in a secondary movie created 
by thinking, daydreaming, remembering, or fantasizing – this is the 
world of conceptualization and imagination. Actually, “we” don’t leave 
one movie or become absorbed in another, that in itself is one of the 
conceptual imaginings. More accurately, this secondary movie appears 
in awareness and seems to obscure or overshadow the world of pure 
perception and sensation. That sensory world is still there, still being 
dimly registered, but the focus of attention shifts to this imaginary 
secondary layer. 

This secondary layer involves suffering, by which I mean the sto-
ries and ideas that are spun around simple pain. This suffering might 
include the fear of future pain or the memory of past pain, or something 
more psychological such as feeling “put down” or “unloved.” Suddenly 
consciousness is lost in thoughts, memories, fantasies and projections, 
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re-playing the memory of some past event or imagining some future 
event, going back over what happened yesterday, churning around in 
thoughts about world events, trying desperately to have some spiritual 
experience or fi gure out the nature of the universe. [the humidifi er 
gurgles and Joan imitates the sound] Glug glug glug glug. Back to the 
movie of pure perception!

The movie of waking life has yet another layer that happens when 
our character turns on the television, goes to the theater, or opens a 
novel. Suddenly, we fi nd ourselves in a whole different drama, perhaps 
in another country, another galaxy, or another century. And then that 
movie ends, and we are back in the movie of “real life.” 

Movies inside movies inside movies. Basically, everything per-
ceivable and conceivable is a movie – which means that everything 
(including you and me and this meeting) is a dream-like appearance in 
consciousness without objective or inherent reality. Nothing exists “out 
there” in some fi xed and substantial way as we think it does.

The central underlying narrative running through all the “real 
life” movies is the story of “me,” the main character, a fascinating story 
which is always being refi ned and revised. It’s a story about how I was 
born into this world, how I grew up, the circumstances of my childhood, 
all the things that have happened to me, my various traits – positive 
and negative – and all the possible endings to this movie. Of course, 
we don’t really want an ending! So we may have another movie about 
“what’s next” after death. Heaven, hell, reincarnation, whatever it 
might be.

The smallest thing can set a new movie rolling that might play for 
hours, or days, or even years. You get a letter saying that your book has 
just been accepted for publication, and instantly you can be absorbed 
in a wonderful movie about success and happiness. Or you can get a 
very different letter saying that your book has been rejected – it’s not 
what anybody needs to read. I did get a letter like that once. I got 
both of those letters actually. And it was fascinating to see on both 
occasions what was set in motion by simply looking at a sheet of paper 
with little black squiggles on it. A story of success and happiness and 
being somebody who was worth something in one case, and a story of 
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failure and worthlessness in the other. Amazing! So it’s “the story of 
me” movie with its ever-revising past and its various possible future 
continuations – some of them scary and some of them wonderful. 

If we take up meditation or come to meetings like these, we may 
start to notice all these mental movies, these stories and fantasies. And 
then, before we know it, there’s a new movie, in which our character 
is trying to wake up from movies. And yet any awakening that we can 
imagine, remember or experience turns out to be only another scene in 
another movie. 

The meditation movie is all about “me” trying to “be present” 
and “be here now” and “be aware” and not get lost in thought. In this 
movie, the “me” character is seemingly going back and forth between 
spacious awareness and obsessive thinking. This “me” hopes to wake 
up from movies once and for all and become an enlightened “no-self.” 

The Advaita movie is rooted in the hope that “I” can realize myself 
as “pure awareness,” or “the noumenon,” or “the Self,” or as that which 
is “prior to consciousness.” In this movie, the “me” character hopes 
to realize that “everything is just a dream” and transcend this whole 
earthly mess once and for all, so that when that letter comes saying, 
“Nobody needs to read your stupid book,” it won’t bother “me” at all. 
“I” will be pure consciousness, undisturbed by anything. 

This whole spiritual adventure of waking up from the movies may 
seem very real, very serious, very important. We may think that this 
“me” who is trying to wake up from the movies is the real “me.” We 
can see that the “me” who worries about getting my book published 
is an illusion – but this “me” who’s trying to wake up from that illu-
sion – that “me,” we imagine, is real.

But is it real, this mirage-like self who seems to be thinking my 
thoughts, making my choices, living my life, or else observing it all 
as a detached witness? How substantial are any of these movies, even 
the primary movie of non-conceptual perceptions and sensations? Even 
that bottom-line sense of awareness or impersonal presence, the bare 
knowingness that “I am” and “This is,” even that vanishes every night 
in deep sleep. Could even that be an appearance in the movie? What is 
real? What is real in this moment here and now? 
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Let’s consider the reality of this morning, say between 7 and 9 
a.m., before we got to this meeting. Where is all of that now? Whatever 
was happening then, the whole world that seemed to exist so vividly 
at 8 a.m., the movie that was playing then – where is that now? There 
may be a memory trace that can be summoned up, but that memory 
seems rather vague and hazy compared to the vividness of this present 
reality right now. Memory is a kind of abstraction. It’s not the same 
as the actuality of 8 a.m. – that is totally gone. And then, right now, 
where is that memory trace that was here just a second ago – where 
has it gone? 

If we start to look closely into all the things that seem so solid, we 
don’t fi nd solidity. We don’t fi nd substance. We don’t fi nd continuity 
in any form. We know this scientifi cally. If we watched this table here 
with speeded-up, time-lapse photography over many centuries, we 
would see that the table is disintegrating in front of our eyes. We know 
that if we had a very powerful electron microscope, and we zeroed in 
on this table, we would fi nd mostly empty space and no solid boundary 
line between the table and the objects on the table. We would fi nd 
thoroughgoing fl ux and particles that magically turn into waves. No 
table has ever been found outside of consciousness, and physicists have 
discovered that the act of observation changes what is being observed. 
Nevertheless, the illusion that the table is separate and solid and “out 
there” as some kind of persisting and continuous objective reality is 
very convincing. 

We may have some idea that if only we would have this great 
awakening experience, then this table would magically dissolve into 
thin air and we would see through the world of appearances. It would 
be like taking psychedelics or something. But that’s another fantasy 
movie. We may even remember taking a mind-expanding drug or being 
on a meditation retreat in India and having some fantastic experience 
of Oneness. But where is that experience now? In retrospect, our whole 
trip to India and every magnifi cent or mundane experience were all a 
kind of movie, an appearance that has completely vanished.

Any form – whether it is a “person,” a “chair,” a “thought,” a 
“movie,” or anything else we can name – any apparent form is like a 
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whirlpool or a river – it’s not really a solid, separate, continuous thing. 
That appearance of solidity and continuity is an illusion, like a mirage. 
Any form is, in reality, an ever-changing process inseparable from 
everything else. There is diversity and variation in reality, but not 
separation. Reality is seamless and formless. 

It’s one thing to adopt a philosophical belief that there’s no self, but 
we can see this for ourselves by giving close attention to the actuality 
of this present moment. When we do this, we discover that the solidity, 
the boundaries and the continuity aren’t really there. No “me” apart 
from everything else can actually be found. 

Meditation, in the best sense, is this kind of direct, fi rsthand 
exploration. Of course, once it gets called “meditation” and turned into 
a formal and methodical system, it can easily become a hindrance. But 
the heart of intelligent meditation is really nothing more than paying 
attention. It’s simply a way of exploring the actuality of this present 
moment, as we do at the beginning of our meetings. The value of this 
kind of non-conceptual, meditative exploration is that, instead of just 
having an idea that “the table is not solid” or that “Buddhism and 
Advaita both say there’s no self, so it must be true,” instead of believing 
this stuff, meditative inquiry is a way of actually investigating – looking 
and listening and seeing directly for oneself. 

I’ve heard that there’s not a single cell in this body that was here 
a decade ago. They have all been replaced during that period of time. 
Subatomic particles are dancing around, energy is moving, forms are 
continuously breaking down and reforming – there’s actually no-thing 
here now that was here when I was fi ve years old. There’s no “me” 
who went from being fi ve to being fi fty-six. And that fi ve-year-old’s 
world – where are the 1940s, the 1950s, the 1960s, the whole 20th cen-
tury? There are some memory traces which are notoriously unreliable, 
mutable and vague, a few old photographs, but where is that fi ve-year-
old? She’s completely gone, and her world is completely gone as well. 

Impermanence is scary if we think that things (including this 
bodymind and everything I love) are impermanent. But when we 
see that impermanence is so complete and so thoroughgoing that no-
thing forms in the fi rst place to be impermanent, then there is no more 
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impermanence. There is only unicity. Buddhism calls it emptiness. 
Advaita calls it the Self. We could also call it boundlessness, ground-
lessness, seamlessness, no-thing-ness, or the present moment. 

[sound of dog barking outside which Joan imitates] Woof-woof-
woof!  Hearing that sound happens effortlessly. Once we get into some 
deliberate practice of “meditation,” then we start thinking we have to 
do listening. We have to do awareness, but awareness is actually natu-
ral – it’s happening by itself the same way everything is happening, 
effortlessly. Even effort is happening effortlessly.

Is there somebody or something that hears the dog bark? Or is 
that “listener” a mental image, an idea? We have lots of ideas about 
what is hearing that sound – we can think that it’s “me” or “the brain” 
or “the ears” or  “consciousness.” But in our immediate direct experi-
ence, is there a listener apart from the listening, a hearer apart from the 
hearing? There’s simply woof-woof-woof, isn’t there? No separation – no 
subject, no object, just woof-woof-woof. Without words, there’s really 
no separation between awareness and the content of awareness, or 
between form and emptiness. Woof-woof-woof! Just this. 

To the mind, “nothing” sounds really scary, “There’s nothing, 
oooo, scary…” [laughter] Or, “There’s no me. Oh no! I’m nobody!” It 
doesn’t sound good to the mind. But when there’s simply woof-woof-
woof, or the emptiness of deep sleep, it’s very relaxing, a big relief, 
quite delightful. 

Now, of course, as soon as I say that, it can set off another movie: 
“She says it’s relaxing and delightful. Have I experienced that delight 
and relaxation? I’m not sure if I have. She’s probably more delighted 
and relaxed than I am. I feel tense and unhappy. I must not be getting 
it yet.” And then we start trying to get it, trying to be delighted, and 
evaluating whether we’re as delighted or as relaxed as somebody else. 
Pretty soon we start building up this mythology about the person who 
said that – she’s walking around delighted and relaxed and blissfully 
happy all the time. And if this person has been dead for a few decades 
or a few centuries, then these stories can get better and better. “She 
never had a bad moment. She was Pure Delight. One, long, happy, 
unwavering celebration.” 
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Or maybe we have a glimpse of how simple and effortless it all is. 
But then a split second later the thinking mind takes delivery of this 
insight and personalizes it (“I am awake!”), or makes it into a new ide-
ology (“Nothing exists!”), or thinks about it (“What exactly does this 
insight do for me? How can I be sure it’s true?”), and then immediately, 
suffering re-appears. And we think, “I feel rotten. Where’s the beef? 
Maybe I lost it. Maybe I didn’t really get it after all.” 

It’s amazing to see how these movies – stories, worlds, uni-
verses – appear out of nowhere. The other day, I was sitting in this 
living room, and I had earlier that day just fi nished cleaning out my 
mother’s apartment, and there was a great sadness that came sud-
denly, that hollow, empty feeling, and a story about, “What’s left? My 
mother is dead and gone forever. I’m all alone. I’m becoming an old 
woman.” Accompanying the thoughts, there were mental pictures fl oat-
ing through the mind, pictures of my mother’s empty apartment, my 
mother’s face, the thought that I would never see that face again. Sad-
ness and grief fi lled me. And then, out of the blue, there was a seeing of 
this whole story as a story, a waking up from the apparent reality and 
seriousness of it. Suddenly, there was the realization, “Oh, it’s nothing! 
Nothing is missing, nothing is happening.” I began laughing. There 
was a huge rush of joy and delight. I wasn’t trying to have that shift; it 
happened spontaneously by itself. 

And I’m not sharing this story – this movie – in order to suggest 
that delight could or should be our perpetual state of mind. Because 
there is no up without down. Nothing can appear without polarity and 
contrast. So if you are trying to be in any particular state “all of the 
time,” it’s a setup for disappointment because no state or experience 
lasts. What comes will go eventually. And what goes can always come 
again. Whatever state is showing up is only a scene in the movie of 
waking life. It’s not happening to anybody, it’s not anybody’s fault. It 
has no inherent or fi xed reality.

There’s a very popular story that you are responsible for your 
life. If you are angry, that’s your fault, and you have to do something 
about it. If you are depressed, there’s something wrong with you, and 
you have to fi x that. Depression means something about you – you’re 
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spiritually not very advanced, you’re not meditating enough. That way 
of thinking has been conditioned into us. But more and more, science 
is fi nding that there is no executive in the brain, that “the self” is a 
process and not a thing, and that so many things that have been treated 
as psychological, spiritual or moral maladies and blamed on the phan-
tom executive are actually the result of uncontrollable neurochemistry, 
genetics, brain patterns, injuries, hormones, social conditioning, and 
other factors of nature and nurture. 

The movie of waking life includes every possible experience, and 
from our human point of view, there are defi nitely many, many trou-
bling things that happen. Earthquakes, fl oods, tsunamis, genocides, 
rapes, crush videos, snuff fi lms, children being sold into prostitution 
and slavery. The list goes on and on. But where is this all happening? 
If you say “in Africa” or “in Chicago,” then where is Africa or Chicago 
happening? How real is any of it if you see it from the subatomic level or 
from a distant galaxy light years away – or maybe from the point of view 
of an earthworm or a virus? How real is the whole human drama then? 
Who or what is experiencing it all? Is it anything other than a momen-
tary appearance? Is anything real ever being damaged or destroyed?

These questions may feel very threatening, and it’s interesting to 
investigate what exactly is being threatened. If we really look closely 
at this present moment, we see that everything that happens is indeed 
very much like a movie or a dream, that it is all vanishing as soon as it 
appears, that it disappears whenever we stop paying attention to it or 
thinking about it. How real is it? 

Something is here, yes. That’s undeniable. But if you look, you can 
see how ephemeral it all is, how everything changes, including our 
opinions and our memories. Isn’t it fascinating how different people 
look at what is supposedly “the same situation” or “the same person” 
or “the same movie” and see something completely and totally differ-
ent from each other? Maybe that’s because they’re not really looking 
at “the same thing” at all – maybe there is no single objective reality 
“out there” behind the appearance. Maybe there are only infi nite 
appearances, movies within movies, multiple movies all playing simul-
taneously, all of it happening Here / Now. 
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To see that it is all a dream-like appearance with no inherent 
reality is freedom. Not the freedom to do whatever you want, but the 
freedom that wants nothing other than exactly what is. Seeing how 
ephemeral it all is doesn’t mean we won’t act or respond to things that 
upset us. As a character in the movie, we do whatever we are moved 
by life to do. Some people meditate, some become aid workers, some 
commit murder. Some care deeply, some don’t. We do what we do, and 
we cannot do otherwise. All our desires, inclinations, interests, abili-
ties, actions, thoughts, and impulses come from the totality, not from 
some phantom individual agent. Our next breath, our next heartbeat, 
our next thought – where does it come from? Can you fi nd a source? It 
simply appears – and none of it could be any other way than exactly 
how it is. Everything is one seamless whole.

When you think of the world as a collection of separate objects, 
and you think these objects actually exist “out there” separate from 
you, and you think that you have to fi gure it all out and control it – this 
is delusion. This is suffering. 

When you see the world as it really is, as one seamless whole, this 
is unconditional love. You see perfection even in what appears to be 
imperfection. You see unicity and not separation. Every cloud, every 
fl ower, every leaf, every car, every piece of trash, every dictator, every 
bigot, every wife beater, every child molester – wherever you look, you 
see the One Self.

You’re not at war with anything. You’re not fi ghting desperately 
for your rights or your survival or feeling outraged by all the injustices 
of life, at least not in the same way. Even if you are doing aid work in 
Africa, running a shelter for battered women, marching for equality, or 
getting child molesters off the streets, it is all happening without the 
expectation of a cure. You see the wholeness that is ever-present. You 
know that the movie is a movie. You know that there is something prior 
to the movie, at the heart of every apparent form, that is boundless and 
seamless and causeless. 

Participant (P):  The “Me on My Way to Enlightenment” movie is 
pervasive in many spiritual groups. Lots of us in this room have been 
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caught up in this story and some of us still are. I was duped by this 
story for years. 

Joan (J):  I’m sensing a new movie: “Poor Me, I Was Duped.”  [Humidifi er 
gurgles and Joan imitates the sound] Glug glug glug [laughter]. 

P:  I’ve been duped. That might last for a few hours today.

J:  It’s an entertaining movie. Nothing wrong with it. But is there really 
someone who has been duped? Where is the whole past right now?

P:  Thankfully gone. It’s seems like when I was a child, I knew this. I 
would go out and play in the sun and ignore all the strategies to grow 
up. It seems like there was more presence then. 

J:  Yes, in childhood we haven’t yet been –

P:  Duped.

J: The conditioning hasn’t gotten very far yet. Self-refl ective, 
conceptual thought isn’t that developed yet. When I was a little girl, 
my mother used to give me a pail of water and a paintbrush, so that I 
could paint on the sidewalk. I’d paint these paintings on the sidewalk 
with water, and they would disappear in a matter of minutes, but that 
didn’t matter because what I was enjoying was the joy of doing it. 
And then at another point in my life, I was an art major – and I was 
seriously questioning whether it was worth going on as an artist given 
that I wasn’t as good as Picasso or Michelangelo. It wasn’t all about the 
joy of doing it anymore; that had been overlaid with something else 
having to do with evaluation, comparison, success, failure, identity, 
and so on.

One minute you’re enjoying the feel of a brushstroke, the joy of 
water darkening the cement, the excitement of a shape, and then the 
next minute you’ve grown up and you’re in a world where you’re get-
ting letters saying, “No one needs to read a book like this.” And it 
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starts when we’re very little actually, when our parents are praising us 
or criticizing us. We begin working not for the pure joy of it, as we did 
originally, but now we do it in order to get approval and recognition 
and a gold star. And then it’s a Pulitzer Prize or an Oscar. Or in spiritual 
circles, it might be dharma transmission or a certifi cate of enlighten-
ment. That natural, childlike sense of playfulness and curiosity and 
enjoying the simplicity of being gets overshadowed by this attempt to 
make something out of “me,” to make “me” into a successful me or an 
enlightened me. 

All of this happens out of infi nite causes and conditions. And in 
the moment it happens, it could not be otherwise. It’s all a dream-like 
appearance, a story: “Me Seeking Approval,” “Me Getting Dharma 
Transmission,” “Me and My Big Awakening.” But we begin to notice 
that it doesn’t work. There’s never enough approval or enough success.

P:  Is it something to do with putting a result into the doing?

J:  Yes, it’s putting a result into the picture, and also putting a “me” into 
it. There is no “me” in painting the sidewalk with water – there’s simply 
the joy of movement and shapes and dark cement and gesture. The pure 
joy of that. There’s no thought about some fi nal result or whether I’m as 
good as Picasso or whether my work will be shown in some prestigious 
art museum or approved by the critics or sold for millions of dollars. 
And there’s no thought of wanting “my” painting (and “me”) to endure 
forever. The fact that it all evaporates is no problem. There’s only the 
joy of painting. 

P:  So does suffering imply a “me”?

J:  I would say so. But the me is only a thought, a mirage. There never 
really is a me. It’s always an illusion. And there is no “me” who has this 
illusion. That’s part of the illusion. Thought inserts an agent into the 
picture who isn’t really there, and then we have blame and shame and 
guilt and retribution and all that stuff that keeps us fi ghting wars and 
beating ourselves up. 
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If, by suffering, we simply mean things happening that are hurt-
ful, then there can certainly be suffering without a “me.” The tsunami 
or the earthquake will come whether there’s a sense of me or not. And 
on a certain level you can call that suffering – people losing their chil-
dren, their homes, their livelihoods. But if we say that suffering is what 
the mind does with all of that after the fact, then suffering requires the 
mirage of a sufferer. Animals have pain, but humans suffer from their 
pain in a whole different way, because humans can remember the past 
and imagine the future.

P:  Right away I want to fi nd out how to avoid that. Oh, man.

J:  So, there was just a seeing of that desire to avoid suffering as it 
came up. Beautiful!  But then instantly thought slips a sense of agency 
into the picture and passes judgment on the phantom agent it has just 
created. When you said, “Oh man,” it was like “you” had screwed up by 
wanting to avoid suffering. It had a feel of despair and discouragement 
and self-blame. Right? [participant nods] But all of these thoughts 
happen automatically. The fi rst layer: “How can I avoid suffering?” 
And then the secondary layer taking delivery of the fi rst layer, taking 
it personally, and passing judgment on the phantom thinker: “Oh, man. 
I screwed up again. What a loser I am.” It’s all a bunch of conditioned, 
impersonal thoughts arising out of infi nite causes and conditions, all of 
it nothing but a dream-like appearance, a scene in the movie of waking 
life, gone in an instant. But it seems personal because at the center of 
every story is the core idea that “I” am somehow doing all this. I am 
responsible for all this. It’s happening to me. It’s my problem. And it 
all seems very serious and real. People commit suicide over stories as 
fl imsy as this.

P:  This is why animals and children do not seem to suffer so much.

J:  Yes, they recover much more quickly. A child will cry if you take 
his toy, but three minutes later, he’s totally forgotten. Where an adult 
could nurse that story of “What you took from me” for decades! So, 
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yes, animals and babies suffer much less. They are more in the moment, 
less absorbed in stories. They stick with the facts.

But there is a positive side, obviously, to our adult human capacity 
for complex thinking, memory and story-telling. It allows us to have 
empathy and compassion, it takes us to the moon and gives us great 
art, it puts us at the very top of the food chain. And maybe we’re learn-
ing in the course of evolution to use these abilities more wisely. Who 
knows? That’s another story, as is evolution, as is the Big Bang, all of 
it appearing in this dream-like movie of waking life that mysteriously 
started rolling this morning. Actually, even “this morning” is a story. 

P:  Staying with pain might help to diminish strategies because avoiding 
pain is a motive for strategies.

J:  Yes, to the degree that we can stay with pain as pure sensation, there 
will be less suffering than if we get caught up in a story about “When 
will this end? What if it gets worse? This might kill me. I can’t take it.” 
But there’s no “me” who can make that happen. 

And, in fact, some strategizing is quite helpful and important. It’s 
useful if you’re feeling chest pain to be able to remember your history 
of heart disease and to have the thought that it might be a heart attack 
and to be able to strategize how to get help. It’s only that there’s no 
one at the helm actually doing all that. It’s all arising out of the whole 
universe. 

Meditation can offer certain strategies that may be helpful, like 
if you’re feeling depressed, there’s the possibility of fully being with 
the feelings and experiencing them as pure sensation, and seeing the 
thoughts as thoughts. And maybe that’s a useful strategy within the 
dream. But what often gets missed in the meditation world is that 
there’s no one doing any of that, and so the illusion gets reinforced that 
“I” have to do that, and “by gosh, I did it wrong again,” and all of that. 
And if meditation is motivated by the desire for a future result, then 
instantly it becomes suffering again, because if you’re paying attention 
to the sensations of depression or pain so that they will go away, then 
you’re not really paying attention. You’re actually focused on something 
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else – an outcome – and you’re engaged in trying to avoid the actuality. 
So it gets very subtle. 

When the mirage of the “me” who seemingly has a problem is 
absent, then whatever happens is no longer problematic. It is simply 
sensations, appearances, passing forms, like the tumbling shapes in a 
kaleidoscope. None of it means anything. It may be unpleasant or pain-
ful, but the one who wants to control it or cure it or do something with 
it is absent. 

When contracted experiences show up, I fi nd there is no need any-
more to do anything at all with them – they’re part of the passing show. 
Whatever doing or undoing shows up in response to them (relaxing, 
sitting quietly, paying attention to the sensations, distracting myself, 
whatever it is) all happens by itself, effortlessly. 

P:  In Buddhism there’s a lot of encouragement to try harder, at least the 
version I was in was that way, and that message is not useful for me. I 
end up just beating myself up a lot. 

J:  Yes, trying harder assumes that something is lacking, and it 
encourages you to take that imaginary lack personally. 

P:  I feel very stuck in the I-story. I know there’s no self, but I still feel 
like there is. And I keep trying to see that there isn’t.

J:  There’s no “I” who is stuck in the I-story, that’s part of the story. 
There is a functional sense of being a particular body that you need 
in order to survive – proprioception or whatever. That won’t go away. 
There are many misunderstandings fl oating around about what is 
meant by “no self,” as if this were some special, magical experience to 
be had. “No self” is simply the ever-present Here / Now within which 
everything appears, including all the sensations, thoughts and stories 
that form the mirage of separation, encapsulation, and agency that we 
think of as the self.  But if you simply notice your actual experience right 
now, where is this self? Isn’t there simply a vast fi eld of aware presence 
showing up as all kinds of sensations – visual, auditory, somatic, and 
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so forth? Where are the boundaries? Where is the one in control? This 
is utterly simple. This ever-present Here / Now is so obvious, so clear, 
so all-encompassing, that it’s easy to seemingly overlook. Actually, it’s 
impossible to overlook. It’s all there is. 

P:  How can you keep that mirage from happening? By getting drunk?

J:  Yes, that works really well. Let me tell you. [laughter] I highly 
recommend that. It really clears everything right up. [laughter] Look, 
the mirage doesn’t need to go away; it’s only a mirage. The functional 
sense of being a particular bodymind appears when needed, but upon 
investigation, no separate, independent, continuous self is actually 
found. Nothing needs to be any different from how it is. 

P:  Investigating has been really helpful to me in dealing with my 
patterns that come up. But then I notice I want a result. It is still habitual 
for me to think of following a program to get someplace.

J:  We can’t really try not to try. Well, we can. It happens. Trying 
not to try. But it doesn’t work. It’s like you can’t make yourself go 
to sleep, or you can’t make yourself relax, so the only thing that can 
really happen is noticing how you are tensing up, seeing the strategies 
and seeing through them. But you can’t even make this seeing happen. 
And whether this seeing happens or not, whether there is trying, or 
trying not to try, or totally relaxing, or whatever is happening, it’s 
all a dream-like happening. It makes no difference for what you truly 
are – for unicity. It makes an apparent difference in the movie, from 
the perspective of the character, but from the perspective of unicity, it 
makes no difference. No one is in control of what movie plays or doesn’t 
play or what happens in the movie. The character is not in control, 
thought is not in control, awareness is not in control, even unicity is 
not in control. The character is not in control because the character 
is a mirage. Thought is not in control because thought is an effect of 
causes and conditions. Awareness is not in control because awareness 
is like a mirror – it beholds and accepts everything just as it is, without 
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judgment and without any desire to change it in any way. Unicity is not 
in control because control takes two, the controller and the controlled, 
and unicity is undivided. Control or the absence of control are both 
stories in the movie, and movies only seem to be a problem in the 
movies. In deep sleep, all our problems disappear completely.

P: There is a sense of progress, of improvement or becoming more 
awake over time. It seems that I am more aware, more awake, more 
present than I used to be.

J:  Right, there’s a story in this movie of waking life that this organism 
went from being a tiny microscopic thing to being a much larger thing 
that got a college degree and then found a job. Or it went from being 
drunk all the time to sobering up and getting into meditation. And 
all of that can be labeled “progress.” And relatively speaking, maybe 
it is progress. But to come up with all that in the fi rst place requires 
memory and imagination – thought has to conjure up this story with 
this mirage-like entity at the center of it who is progressing. It’s like 
the whirlpool or the river again – there’s really no “me” there who goes 
from being drunk to being sober. There’s some pattern maybe, like the 
whirlpool or the river, that we’re calling “Joan” or “Joan’s life,” but 
whether we call it progress or not is very relative to how we’re looking 
at it, whether we think Joan is going in a good direction or a bad 
direction. And even though, in the story, I’ve been traveling along for 
fi fty-some years, have I gotten anywhere? I am right Here. I’ve always 
been right here, not meaning in this living room, but Here / Now in 
this one eternal present moment. So have I gotten anywhere? Only by 
going into this movie story, this imaginary narrative, can we conjure 
up a story in which there is an enduring “somebody” who seems to 
have gotten somewhere. Relatively speaking, it may be a so-called “true 
story,” but when we look closely, in the truest sense, it’s all fi ction. 
Nothing really happened.

P:  Could you say, “I’m more here than I used to be” ?
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J:  [laughter] That’s a good one!

P:  So there’s no possible way that progress makes any sense?

J:  Well, it makes sense in the context of the story. Relatively speaking, 
in the context of the story, you can be dead drunk every day, and then 
you can sober up. You can become more awake to the present moment 
than you used to be, less hypnotized by ideas and beliefs. And you can 
call that progress. But you have to go into memory and imagination 
to conjure all that up, to separate out all the elements and give them 
continuity, to conceptualize cause and effect, to imagine the persisting 
entity at the center of it all evolving over time. Time itself is a mental 
construction. Our story of progress is like a painting in water on the 
cement – it evaporates in an instant. 

So have I gotten anywhere? What are we actually talking about?
In this instant – without thought – where is the movie of progress 

or the one who seems to be progressing? 
What is this “I” that seems to progress or regress? It’s a bunch of 

sensations and mental images and memories and stories, isn’t it? And 
what is seeing all of that? What is aware of the character and the drama? 
If we try to locate or see this undeniable awareness, what do we fi nd?

[long silence] 

We fi nd nothing we can grasp. We fi nd only an absence appearing 
as everything. When we turn attention backwards to see what is see-
ing, we fi nd nothing and we fi nd everything! The true “I” to which we 
all refer turns out to be another word for everything or nothing. This 
presence or absence is nothing objective that we can grasp. And yet, it 
is showing up as this whole appearance. But it is not limited to any par-
ticular thing, nor is it encapsulated inside the character in the movie of 
waking life. It is here prior to this appearance, and it is what remains 
when this appearance vanishes into thin air. It is what Here / Now is. 
The words are just words. But this [Joan gestures to include everything] 
is not a word or an idea.
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P:  Could you say something like, “Presence is more real than it used 
to be”?

J:  That’s a good book title. [laughter]

P:  Presence happens more frequently.

J:  Does presence happen more frequently, or does delusion happen less 
frequently or more transparently? And is there really a “before” and 
an “after” to be more or less? All of that requires the imagination of 
time – before and after – and the imagination of more or less, frequently 
or infrequently, but reality is timeless, always now. It never comes or 
goes. 

P:  If time is of the imagination, space is as well.

J:  Right, exactly. It’s a way of conceptualizing. In fact, everything 
appears right here at zero distance. But I have the idea that “you” are 
“over there” on the other side of the room and that the planet Jupiter 
is millions of miles away. It’s like looking at a painting – the surface is 
actually fl at, but we see (or imagine) depth. This instant (Here / Now) is 
timeless and spaceless. It has no duration and no location.

P:  I’m working on getting rid of progress.

J:  That should fi nally get you somewhere. [laughter] One of the 
wonderful things about having these meetings is that we can all see 
ourselves in everybody else. We have our different unique patterns, 
but the basic ingredients are very similar for all of us. 

P:  We are all whirl and pool. [laughter]

Another P:  In Feldenkrais lessons, the instructions often include 
checking out where you are when you begin, and where you are when 
you end, and noting changes in order to help the brain process the 
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change. We can use this information in some way.  

J:  Yes, nothing that is being said here is intended to deny the importance 
or usefulness of memory, thought, the ability to compare and contrast 
and evaluate, or anything else that we humans appear to do in the 
movie of waking life, including Feldenkrais lessons, yoga, meditation 
and coming to meetings like this one. It all is as it is – one seamless 
whole. This is defi nitely not about disparaging memory or thinking.

If we didn’t have memory, we’d have a big problem. Alzheimer’s 
can be quite terrifying and certainly disabling. So there is a functional 
importance to having memory, and it is undoubtedly crucial to any 
kind of learning, and that’s fi ne. And relatively speaking, within the 
movie of waking life, we can learn to refi ne and improve our ability to 
do all kinds of things, from throwing a baseball, to speaking a foreign 
language, to seeing through thoughts and “being here now” – and that’s 
all part of the show. But no one is in control of any of it.

Whatever happens is very ephemeral when you look closely. It’s 
all like painting the sidewalk with water. In a moment, the painting 
evaporates. In a moment, a whole lifetime evaporates!  To do Felden-
krais lessons and notice changes in the body is as delightful as painting 
the sidewalk with water. Both are fun. And both will evaporate. The 
body will evaporate. And that doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth playing 
the game. The worthiness is in the joy of the moment, the aliveness 
here and now, not some permanent or future result. Every result, every 
achievement evaporates.

And speaking of evaporating, we’re at the end of our time, but 
before we end, let’s take a couple of minutes to sit quietly in silence. 

Where are the last two hours and everything that was said? It has 
all evaporated hasn’t it? How real was it? What remains? 


