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In November, 1619, a young French philosopher
secluded himself in an old farmhouse and performed
some experiments which were to influence the shape of
Western philosophy from that time through thepresent. It
is seldom remembered that Descartes' thought experi-
ments were really very simple. Withdrawing from the
busyness of the world and examining thought itself, he
was able to seehis relationship to the world in anew way.
But, what would havehappened if Descarteshad exam-

distinction? Is imagination lawful? Where do sensory
forms come from? By examining your relationship
with thesesensory forms created by the mind, you can
see through them to the formlessness beyond, that
emptiness which the mystics tell us is the Ground of
all Being, the formlessness from which the world of
forms arises. Like Descartes you can focus in on
thought itself and perform these experiments for
yourself. You may not change the course of Western
philosophy in theprocess, but you just might change
thecourse of your own life and how you relate to the
world around you.

ined thought from a mystical perspective?
This special issue of the Center Voice is devoted to a

chapter from Joel's forthcoming book, TheWayof Self
lessness, based on a series of talks given by Joel at the
Center. In this talk, From Form to Formlessness, he
discusses thought and the processes of thought. As he
weaves in the teachings of various mystics from different
traditions, it becomnes clear that Truth, the Ultimate
Reality, cannot be grasped through reason, concepts, or
thought. Yet thought, as limited as it may be, is something
which doesn't want to go away. It's always there accom-
panying each moment. Is there a way we can use our
thoughts to get at the reality underlying them? Joel
suggests some simple experiments for examining the
processes of your own thoughts in order to see for
yourself the extent of their influence and more impor-
tantly the relevance of their effects on your experience.

In the first part of his article Joel raises the following
questions: Are thoughts real? Are thoughts created or
discovered? What is imagination? Where do thoughts
come from and where do they go? Each question is
followed bya simple thought experiment anda discussion
afterwards. In the second part of his article Joel talks
about the world of sensory forms that thought produces.
Is this world real? Are sensory forms merely fornms of

We'd also like to announce the publication of a
new book by Joel, Through Death 's Gate, A Guide to
SelflessDying. After the loss of our fellow practitio-
ner and friend Bonnie Linn to cancer we all recog-
nized theneed for apractical book on how tousedeath
and dying as a spiritual opportunity. Joel rose to the
occasion and has written a guide to be used in prepar-
ing to face death in a spiritual way. It summarizes the
basic teachings on death and dying from the Great
Traditions and gives us practical as well as spiritual
guidance to help us pass through the Gate ofDeath as
selflessly and effortlessly as possible. See our Publi-
cation and Supply Catalog for more information.

Don't miss our Enlightenment Day Celebration on
Sunday, August 4th, honoring Joel's Enlighten-
ment and all those who have walked the mystic's
path. It's a good time to bring someone new to the
Center! We'll have a cold plate potuck and a
special talk by Joel on what the Center for Sacred
Sciences is all about.
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CENTER NEWS:Center For SacredSciences
Fall Retreat: The theme of our fall retreatwasIntegrating
Practices of the Day and Night. Several people attemptedall
night vigils, and Joel surprised us this time by waking us all
up in the middle of thenight to come into themeditation hall
for a session on impermanence. We practiced remaining
lucid in our dreams (not to mention our waking state as
well!) and being mindful of the differences betweenwak-
ing, dreaming, sleeping, dreamless sleep, and pondered the
age old mystic's question: how do you Really wake up!
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Fall1995 Retreat at CloudMountainThe Center for Sacred Sciences is a non-profit, tax-
exempt church dedicated to the creation and dissemina-
tion of a new Worldview based on the wisdom of
humanity's great spiritual teachers, butpresentedin forms
appropriate to our present scientific culture. Our pro-
grams draw on the teachings of the mystics of all tradi-
tions,as well astheevidence ofmoden physics. Among
the Center's curent offerings are SundayPrograms with
meditation and talk by Joel, meditation classes, retreats,
workshops and study groups. Joel also leads a weekly
Practitioners' Group for committed spiritual seekers,as
well as being available for indivicual spiritual consulta-
tion. The Center maintains an extensive lending library
ofbooks andtapes covering abroad spectrum ofspiritual,
psychological, and scientific subjects. Other thanasmall
stipend for our bookkeeper, the Centerhas no paid staf.
We rely entirely on volunteer labor to conduct our
programs, and on donations and membership dues to
meet operating expenses.

Retreatants: (top row from left) Gene Gibbs, Merry Song, Tom
McFarlane, Thomas Reinhart, Therese Engelmann, Katie Geiser,
AnitaRunyan, Barbara Dewey, (middle row) Mike Taylor, JimZajac,
David Cunningham, GraceSchneiders, Todd Corbet, Mora Dewey.
(bottom row) Fred Chambers, Clivonne Corbett, Joel, John
Richardson, Ann Mizera.

W.8th
PLEASE

PARKHERE W. Broadway

3 w.10th
960 Palo Alto Talk: Joel will be traveling to Palo Alto again

this spring (May 30-June 2) to deliver a series of talks. If
you would like to attend, or for more information, contact
Sita deLeeuw at (415) 857-1321.

W. 11th

Meetings: 960 Fillmore St., Eugene

Center Voice is published twice yearly, spring and
fall, by Center for Sacred Sciences. Meeting ad-
dress: 960 Fillmore St. Phone: (541) 345-0102.
Submissions or letters to the editor should be sent to
the editor's attention: 1430 Willamette St. #164,
Eugene, OR97401- 4049.

Next Issue: With several members of our Practitioner' s
Group either in, or just returned from, India, and all the
other traveling for spiritual purposes thathasbeen going on
lately, we thought we would devote our next issue of the
Center Voice to their pilgrimages. What does this ancient
ritual mean on the spiritual path, and how can it shape our
lives and practice?

© 1995 Center for Sacred Sciences.

(Center News continued on page 15)
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FROM FORM TO FORMLESSNESS
BY JOEL

intellect, through reason, through
thought--through any of those ways
thatwe normally think ofas "knowing"
in our culture. Instead, it is arrived at
through someother way--through what
he calls a divine disclosure."

INTRODUCTION: and it contemplates only the
Simple One, then the soul's na-
ked being finds thenaked, form-
less being of the divine unity.

In the Tao TeChing, Lao Tzu wites:

When your discernment

Are you capable
penetrates to the four quarters So, according to Meister Eckhart,

the reason we can't know the "Divine
Being" by thought is because the Di-
vineBeingisformless.And you'll find
this same teaching in all of the other
Great Traditions as well. Lao Tzu calls
the Tao an uncarved block"that is, a
block which has not yet been formed
into anything. Shankara,another Hindu
sage, says: "There is but one Reality-
changeless, formless and absolute."6
Buddhists insist that the ultimate na-
ture ofReality is sunyata, whichmeans
"empty"- not in the sense of being a
vacuum, butrather in thesense ofbeing
empty ofany sort ofsubstanceor form

of not knowinganything?

Now that sounds pretty weird,

According toBuddhists,knowledge
ofUltimate Reality cannotbe commu-
nicated even by the Buddha's own
teachings, for asthe Lankavatara Sutra
says:

doesn't it? On the one hand, Lao Tzu
seemsto be talking about some kind of
very profound understanding, one
which "penetrates to the fourquarters"
of thecoSmos--whichisanotherway of
saying the whole ofReality. But, at the
same time, he says that in order to
attain this understandingyoumust "not
know anything." Whatdoes thatmean?

These teachings are only a fin-
ger pointing toward Noble
Wisdom..They are intended for
the consideration and guidance
of the discriminating minds of
all people, but they are not the
Truth itself, which can only be
self-realized within one's own

Maybe ifwe lookatwhatmystics of
other traditions have to say about this,
it'll shedsome light on it forus. In the
Hindu Upanishads, we find this pas-
sageabout the ultimate nature of Real-

deepest consciousness.*
of its own.Aren't all these mystics saying the But thoughts are forms, aren't they?same thing? Ultimate Reality can be

known, but not by words, not by rea-
son, not by concepts, not by thoughts.
It can only be attained through a "dis-
cernment," an "awakening," a divine
disclosure," a 'self-realization"-or, as
we would say,Gnosis.So, if you want
to know Ultimate Reality--the Ulti-
mate Truth of this whole cosmos--and
more importantly, the Truth of your
own situation in it-who you are;where
you came from; whereyou are going-

Whether you're thinking in images, or
symbols, or in abstract concepts--or
your mind is just chattering aimlessly
away--it all involves the creation of
some sort of mental forms. So, the
reason thought is incapable ofgrasping
Ultimate Reality, is that thought is
formand form cannotget hold of form-
lessness. In fact, in a certain sense,
form actually hidesformlessness. If
you're trying to see white light, but
you're always wearing coloredglasses-
well, you're never going to see the
white light, are you? You may be look-
ing right at the light, but you still won't
be able to see its whiteness, because the
light will take on whatever color your
glasses are. It's the same when you're
trying toapprehendthe formlessnature
ofUltimate Reality. If you're always
looking forformlessnessthrough form,
how are you ever going tosee formless-

ity, which they call Brahman:

Hecomesto the thought of those
who know him beyond thought,
not to those who imagine he can
be attained by thought...He is
known in theecstasy ofan awak-
ening which opens the door of
lifeetermal"2

So, Brahman, the Ultimate Reality,
cannot be known by thought. It can be
known in some sense, but not by
thought. For some mysterious reason,
it can only be known beyond thought,

-you have to transcend thought.
But why should that be? Why can't

thought grasp Ultimate Reality? The
Christianmystic,Meister Eckhart,givesthrough an “ecstasy of awakening."

Ibn Arabi, one of the great Sufi us a clue:
mystics, writes that Mystical Knowl-

The divine being is equal to
nothing, and in it there is neither
image nor form...[(Therefore]
When the soul..contemplates
what consists ofimages, whether
that be an angel's image or its
own, there is for the soul some-
thing lacking. Even if the soul
contemplates God..the soul
lackssomething.But if all im-
agesare detached from the soul,

edge:

cannotbe arrived at by the intel-
lect by means of any rational
thoughtprocess, for this kind of
perception comes only by di- ness?
vine disclosure...3 The trouble is, it's very hard to get

beyond thought. One way is to stop the
mind completely and empty it of all
images and thoughts. This is what
Patanjali's yoga is all about. Yoga is

So, here it is again: Ibn Arabi is
claiming that knowledge of Ultimate
Reality cannot be grasped through the
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the restriction of the fluctuations ofthe
mind""--that's how he defines it. But
this isn'tsoeasytodo.Try itand you'll
see. Just stop thinking about anything.
Don't let any thoughts at all arise. It
soundssimple, but in practice it's very
difficult--especially if you're ahouse-
holder--because it takes a lot of time
meditating to develop the kind of in-
tense concentration needed to attain
this state. Not only have you got to shut
out all thought fromconsciousness,but
all objects, whatsoever. This state is
called samprajnata samadhi, which
means samadhi with support." But
even this isn't the end. Even this isn't

something-anything that's fairly con-
crete. Now, ask yourself: Is the thought
I am thinking real? By that Imean,
doesthe thought exist objectively "out
there" someplace?--like you might
think astoneexists '"out there." Or, is it
purely imaginary? Does it have any
existence apart from your mind, from
consciousness?...Okay, nowopenyour
eyes, and tell us what you saw.

andemptiness is form." In other words,
there's noreal distinctionbetween form
andformlessness,so if you Realize the
True Nature ofone, you automatically
Realize the True Nature of the other.

So, let's try it. Let's contemplate
forms--or at least make a start--so that
you cangetsome idea of what it might
be like to actually practice this in your
own lives. And since there are somany
kinds of forms, let's first divide them
into some broad categories so we can
proceed in a more systematic fashion.
In our own culture it's customary to
make abig distinction betweensensory
forms and mental forms. So let's cal
anything thatappears in one of the five
sense fields--the fields of sight, sound,
touch, taste, or smell-a sensory form.
And let's call everythingelse--memo-
ries, images, concepts, mental chatter,
and so on--thought forms.

Student: My teddy bear.
Joel: So, was the teddy bear real or

imaginary?
Student: It was a real teddy bear

that I was remembering.
Joel: Yes, but the memory-was

that real? Did it exist apart from your
mind in anyway?

Gnosis.
In order to attain Gnosis, it is not

enough merely to experience astate of
formlessness. You have to discern,"
or "awaken to," or “Realize" its sig-
nificance-that this formlessness is the
ultimate nature of everything, includ-
ing formn. This is what Gnosis is all
about. Patanjali calls it asamprajnata
samadhi-"samadhi withoutsupport"-
because it doesn't depend on any par-
ticular state. You could say it's the
Realization of the State of all states.
So, if you don't attain this Realization,
this Gnosis, you may have a very sub-
lime, very blissful experience,buteven-
tually it will fade-as allexperiences
must-and then you'll be right back
where you started from--lost in form.

But there'sanotherwayto go which
combinesmeditationwith inquiry. Dif-
ferent traditions have different names
for it, butwe call it contemplation. To
reallypracticecontemplation right you
also have to develop some degree of
meditative stability, but you don'thave
tobecomean Olympic champion. You
just need enough stability to be able to
focus on one object--or a series of
objects--for a period of time without

Student: It's out there in theworld.
I can go back to my room and it'd be
there.

Joel: This is what we have to be
very careful of. This is how thought
often deceives us. We confuse what we
are thinking about with the thought
itself. Your teddybearmay or maynot
be in your room, but the memory of the
teddy bear, where is that?

PART I: THOUGHT FORMS

So let's begin with an investigation
of thought forms. Let's ask the ques-
tion: What is thought? Now, usually,
when people try to answer this ques-
tion, rightaway theystart thinkingabout
thought. But all that will everproduce
is more thought-thoughts thinking
aboutthoughts. Of course, we'll have
to usethoughts in the form of words to
communicate--to try to describe to each
other what we're experiencing--but
what we're really interested in here is
conducting an empirical investigation.
We want to try to get some direct
insight into the nature of thought as it
appears in our own experience. And the
way we're going to do this is to conduct
some contemplative experiments. I'm
going to ask all of you to become
scientists of thesacred,using your own
minds as laboratories. My role will
simply be that of an instructor. I'll
suggestsome things to think about, and
ask you some questions, but you have
to rely on your ownexperience to guide

Student: In my brain.
Joel: Can you see it there in your

brain? Close your eyes and look again.
Can you see your brain?

Student: No, but that's where
memories are stored.

Joel: How do you know that? How
do you know memories are stored in
your brain?
Student: Iread itsomewhere,in a

sciencearticle I think..
Joel: So this knowledge you have

is, itself, just a thought, right? Imean,
you didn't experience it directly. You
didn't actually see that memory of a
teddy bear pop out of your brain and
then go back in there--or, did you?

Student: No.
Joel: This is what relying on your

own experience is all about. You are
your own authority in this kind of in-
quiry. Don't take anybody else'sword
for it. Close your eyes again, and re-
member your teddy bear. What you're
experiencing right now--thatmemory-
does it exist objectively, outside of
your mind--or is it imaginary?

distraction.
Theway contemplation differs from

Patanjali's yoga is that, instead of sup-
pressing form, it actuallymakesuse of
form to lead you to formlessness. This
is possible because, ultimately, form
and formlessness are not two separate
modes of being. Ultimately, as the
Buddhists say, "form is emptiness,

you to the truth.

Experiment #1
Are Thoughts Real?

Okay, let's begin with the first ex-
periment. Close your eyesand think of
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Student: It's imaginary.
Joel: Anyone have a different ex-

perience? Anyone see something that

Student: I guess I was really think-
ing about horses-in-general.

Student: How do we know if it's
already present unless you tell us what
it is?Joel: Have you ever seen horses-

in-general?"was real and not imaginary? Joel: Well, if you were in a mu-
seum, for example, with say twenty
objects on display, then Imight askyou
to look around and see what was there
before I pointed out one of those ob-
jects in particular. In a case like that,
you'd probably say the object was al-
ready present before I pointed it out,
wouldn't you?

Anotherstudent: I'm not surewhat Student: I've seen a horse.
youmeanby real" or imaginary." Joel: But have you ever seen the

category ofhorse?Joel: Right now I'm using these
terms mnore or less as they're com-
monly used in our culture. When we
say to somebody, "Oh, that's not real,
that's just in your mind, that's imagi-
nary"--we usually mean that what that
person is experiencing is a purely sub-
jectivephenomenonwhich doesn'texist
apart from consciousness. For instance,
mostpeople in this culture look at their
dreamsas being purely imaginary. If
someonedreamsabout the Land of Oz,
they don't think that Oz continues to
exist “out there" someplacewhen they
stopdreaming aboutit. But ifthey go to
LosAngelesand then comeback, they'll
usually say, "Yes, Los Angeles is still
there, even though I'm not currently

Student: No.
Joel: What is the category ofhorse?

It's a thought-form, isn't it?-some-
thing imaginary.

Another student: In a way, aren't
you taking for granted that thought is
not real? I mean, just because I open
myeyesand I'm not imagining it any-
more, that doesn't mean it's not there.
IfI closemyeyesagain,sometimes I
see the same image. So, am I just
becoming aware of something that's
beenthere all along, or am I creating it
new each time?

Student: Yes.
Joel: So, look around your mind

nowandthen later you candecide if the
object I am about to suggest was al-
ready present before I suggested it.

Okay, here's whatI want you to
think about. Think about your mother 's
face. Try to see it in your mind as
vividly as possible, and then let it

Joel: What do you think? go...Was anybody able to do that?
Student: I'm notsure. I can't really

say if it's somethingmy mind is form-
ing, or if it's something it's discover-

Student:Yes, I saw it pretty clearly.
Joel: And was it there before I

experiencing it." asked you to think about it?
Another student: But we do expe-

riencedreams,so, inaway they're real,
Student: No,I didn'tseeit untilthe

moment you said, "Think about your
ing.

Joel: Wonderful! You're begin-
ning to ask the same kinds of questions
Plato did! And these are exactly the
kinds ofquestions I'm trying to getyou
to ask for yourselves. We take our
thoughts so much for granted-this
whole process that goes on continually
inside our minds, that exercises such
dominance over our lives--but we never
bother to investigate, first hand, what
thoughts actually are. Wejust slavishly
believe everything that they tell us--
especially about ourselves and the
world. But what are thoughts, them-
selves?--that's what we're trying to

too. mother's face."
Joel: Good point. Sometimes we

use not real" to mean that something
never had any kind of existence at all.
Forexample, Imight say thatI dreamed
of Oz when actually I didn't. In that
case, I'd be lying. The drearm never
happened, never appeared in any way.
But that's not what I mean. I'm not
saying that dreams, thoughts, memo-
ries don't appear in consciousness--
obviously they do. What I'm asking is
whether these things exist inherently,
in their own right, or are they simply
creationsof themind?--which ispart of

Joel: Anybody else?
Another student: I had the same

experience he did.
Joel: Did anybody have a different

experience?
Another student: Well, I couldsee

my mother's face, but in a sense it's
always therebecause I cansee it pretty
muchanytime I want to. AllI have to
do is start thinking about her.

Joel: Ah, but that's precisely my
point. You have to "do something" to
make itappear. It's not like anobject in
amuseum which justsits there, whether
you're looking at it or not.

investigate, here.
So, let'sdo just that. Let's look into

your question about whether we dis-
cover our thoughts or createthem? And
to do this, let's try anotherexperiment.

what I mean by “imaginary."
Student: Yes, I guessso.Another student: I saw a horse, and

I can't think of a horse not being real
because it exists even when you're not

Joel: And, that's also part of what
Imean by saying something is "imagi-
nary." It requires some sort of-what
would we call it?--an "act of imagina-
tion" to bring it into consciousness.
Normally, we don't think thatwehave
to imagine this cup, for example, to
bring it intoconsciousness.We may
have to direct ouT eyes to it, but we
don't have to imagine it, right?

thinking about it.
Experiment #2
Are Thoughts

Created or Discovered?

Joel: Where does the horse exist?
Student: Inmymind. But the horse

has a life of its own and it would still
existeven ifI wasn't thinkingabout it.

Joel: It would? When you stop
thinking about the horse will it still be
running around in your mind some-

Okay, close your eyes again. Now,
I'm going tosuggestsomething for you
to think about. But before I do, I want
you to take a moment to investigate
whether what I'm going to ask you toplace? Student: Yes.
think about is already present.
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looking for is a way to describe it, so
we can communicate. So, let's call this
the "power of imagination." That
doesn't mean we're positing anymeta-
physical entity. We're just trying to
deseribe this experiential fact that
thoughts, memories, images do, indeed,
appearand disappearin consciousness-
and for the time being we're calling
this the "power of imagination." So
let's look into this more closely.

mind, which you posit to exist some-
where--but have you ever experienced

Joel: But what is this thing we 're
callingan act ofimagination?"Imean,
how does this happen? How do we
create these thoughts and mental im-
ages? Let's look at this more closely.

it directly?
Student: I'm not sure what you

mean...
Joel: I had a teacher once, Stephen

Holler, who had aJungian background,
and he used to say, "The one thing
about the unconscious is it can never be
conscious. We can never be conscious
of theunconscious."Theminutewe're
conscious of the unconscious it's no
longer unconsciousby definition, right?
But to get back to what you did experi-
ence--a mountain and a tree--do you
know how they came into your mind?

Student: No, they were just what I

Experiment #3:
What Is Imagination?

Close your eyes again, and think of
something--anything you want, as long
as it's fairly vivid. Now, let thatthought
go and think of something else. Now,
watch carefully as you let the second
thought go and think of the first one
again. What I'm trying to get you to
observe here is how the mind produces
these thoughts, these images...Okay,
open your eyes and tell us what you

Can we say anything else about
these thought forms which thepower of
imagination creates? I mean, what are
thoughts, anyway?

Student: Words.
Joel: Well, it's true most of our

thinking takes place in words. All day
long there's astreamof words running
through our minds. But can we think
withoutwords? Or, to put it differently,
is this "power of imagination'" simply
the power of speaking to ourselves, or
is it something greater, more inclu-

happened to think of.
found out. Maybe this is

something different, but it seemed like
Another student:

Student: I thought ofher teddybear
and then I thought of his horse and it it wasause of will.
was just like switching attention.

Joel: Well, switching attention is
certainly part of this process, but does
attention actually create the object? Is
attention the hand that holds the paint

Joel: Good observation. But what
is "will"? Is itthesameas imagination?
Do we will our thoughts or do they just
spontaneously appear? sive?

Student: I've had some dreams
where there really are no words to

Another student: I think I under-
stand what you're getting at in the way
that Nikolai Tesla would have visions
of information coming to him for his
inventions. He was out walking one
day, andhe lookedup at the sun,and all
of asudden it just came to him how he
could create alternating current, and he
just dropped down and drew it right
there in the earth. He wasn't thinking

brush?
Student: The actual attention-the

shifting--was how I went from one to
another. I couldn't say attention cre-

describe it.
Joel: Good example. Sometimes

you experience things in dreamswhich
you just can't express in words, be-
cause they're completely new. No one
has ever experienced them before, so
our language hasn't developed any

ates it.
Another student: I thought of a

mountain that I like to climb, and then
I thought of an apple tree in my back-
yard. The more attentionI gave to
them, the stronger and clearer they got.

Joel: The way we normally use the
word attention, there has to be some-
thing there to direct your attention to.
How did you create the mountain in the

words to express them.
about it, it just came to him. Student: Sometimes, in a relation-

ship, I start thinking about how I'm
feeling, and it gets very complicated.
Sometimes I don't think there's any
way I'm going to be able to put my

Joel: This is actually quite com-
mon for scientistsandartists. I think it
was Beethoven who described himself
as God's secretary. God played the
music in his mind, he said, and he just
wrote down the notes ashe heard them.
Mathematicians sometimes describe
their insights coming this way. One
great mathematician was getting on a
bus when suddenly he just realized how
one whole area ofmathematics related
to another whole area. Again, it just
came to him all at once. But whether
we will thoughts or they just come to
us, there is something happening in the
mind. Mental forms appear and disap-
pear. It's verymysterious howthis hap-
pens, and right now we're not looking
for any theory to explain it. All we are

first place? feelings in words.
Student: It just popped in.
Joel: Did you pick the mountain or

Joel: Another good example. Feel-
ings canbe very complicated. They can
have very subtle nuances. So even
though we can certainly think about
feelings--still, when we try toexpress
them in words, the words seem crude

not?
Student: Consciously, no.
Joel: Well, what other way could

you have picked it?
Student: Unconsciously.
Joel: It came out of your uncon-

and not at all right.
Student: I think it wasEinsteinwho

saidhe did most ofhis thinking without
words, and that it was sometimesareal
problem to have to put his thoughts into

scious? How do you know anything
about an unconscious?

chology.

athought, isn't it? It'sa conceptin your

Student: I've studieda lot of psy-

language.Joel: So then “the unconscious" is Joel: Yes, he said his best thinking
took place in the fom of veryabstract
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images, and it was only later that he
actually translated these images into
words. But you don't have to be an
Einstein to know what he's talking
about. It's happened to me--especially
when I'm trying to ponder something
I've never thought of before. Has it
ever happened to anybody else?

ence," you've distinguished that expe-
rience from a bounded one, haven't
you? It's been bounded by imposing
the thought"boundless" on it, so you've
actually made a distinction.

Experiment #4
Where Do Thoughts Come From?
For this experiment, I'm going to

ask all of you to close your eyes and,
again, think ofa variety of things-just
like before. They could be images or
memories or whatever--only this time,
instead of trying to see how they're
created, try to see where they come
from, andwhere theygo to. Everybody
got that? Okay, let's begin.C1loseyour
eyes. [pause] Okay, now open your
eyes and tell us what you discovered.

Student: I had an image of the
house I grew up in, and it seemsto me
that I created this out ofsomesort of
mental energy. Then, when I switched
to another image, it seemed like the

Student: How about emotion?
Joel: Which emotion?
Student: One of those we talked

about where you can't name it.Student: Well, I'ma musicianand
when I'm thinking up a song--I mean
the melody-it's justsounds inmyhead.
Idon't know ifyou'd call thatthinking,
but I don't use words at all....

Joel: But that's the point. Even
though you can'tname itbecausethere's
no word for it, it's still distinguishable
fromother emotions--for instance,sad-

ness--because if it wassadness, you
could name it.

Joel: By our definition of thought-
-which is any form appearing in con-
sciousnessthat isn 'ta sensory form--it
certainly is. And what this example--
and all of your other examples-point
to is that, while words can, indeed,
expressthoughts, thinking isn't neces-
sarily confined to words. We can actu-
ally thinkwithoutwords.So, if thoughts
don't necessarily involve words, what
do they involve?

Student: Well, it might be anemo-
tion that has sadness in it, but other
things to0.

Joel: Then, you might say what
you're feeling is a mixed emotion--an
emotion with various nuances in it.
But, again, that would still be some-
thing other than--and so distinctfrom-
a pure emotion, like sadness, right?

first one got displaced by the other.

it gotdisplaced?

I don't knowwhere.

Joel: Where did the image go when

Student: Idon't know-out ofmind-

Maybe it justAnother student:
goes out into space, into nowhere.Student: Yes, Isuppose.Student: Creativity.

create?

know....

Anotherstudent:Supposedlyit just
goes into shorttermmmemory which is

Joel: Good. But what does thought Joel: So, this mysterious “power of
imagination"-as we are calling it-is
really thepower to distinguish, isn't it?
And it's this power to distinguish that
creates thoughts, because you can't
have a thought form without a distinc-
tion. That's what a form is-something
created by making a distinction that
distinguishes it from other forms. So,
all formsare reallyforms ofdistinction.

Student: More thoughts?--I don't kind of a holding area of the brain.
Joel: Well, again, that's not a de-

scription of your immediate experi-Joel: Doesn't thought always cre-
ate a distinction? Doesn't it always
create some sort of boundary, some
sort ofseparation?Even ifit's not very
clear, not veryprecise--even if there
are no words for it, thought always
creates a distinction, a boundary. It
may be a shifting boundary, but it's a
boundary nonetheless. Has anybody
ever had a thought that doesn't do at
least that-make a distinction, create a

ence, is it?
Student: No.
Joel: In fact, it's not the immediate

experience of any human being that
I've ever heard of. It's a theory based
on some sophisticated neurological
experiments, which some scientist con-
đucted and which, somewhere along
the line, somebody taught you. Now,
I'm not saying that a particular theory
aboutshort term brain memory is wrong
from ascientific point of view. I'm sure
there are goodways to test it, but that's
not thepurpose of this kind of inquiry.
This inquiry is purely experiential. The
point here is not to start concocting any
new theories. The point is to see what
the nature of thought, itself, is, so that
eventually we can get beyond thought-
-which is actually what we're trying to

Student: Wow!
Joel: Yes, "wow"--but don't take

my word for it. You go andcheck this
out for yourself. Try creating various
thoughts, images, memories--any
thought form you like-and see if what
they all have in common is that they are
all forms of distinction. Experimenton
your own, until you, yourself, are con-
vinced that it's true, ornot. That's how
this inquiryprogresses.I can only try to

boundary?
Student: How about a boundless

thought?
Joel: Well, has anybody ever hada

boundlessthought? That's a very good
question,

Student: I've felt being in astate of
boundlessexperience that maybe I've
attacheda thought to, but I don't know

give you ataste of it here.
So now, let's ask another question

about thought forms-these imaginary
forms of distinction. Let's ask, where
do they come from and where do they
go to? And let's conduct another ex-

what the difference is.
Joel: Itmay very wellbe possible to

have some sort of experience that you
would call “a boundless experience."
Interesting though, because once you
think, "I've had a boundless experi-

do right now.
So close your eyes and go back and

look at the thought that "thoughts go
into a short-term memory holding area
of the brain" and see, from your own

periment to try to find out.
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Joel: Let's grant for the time being
that you are willing it. What I am
interested in iswhere it comesfrom-the
before and the after--what you just
described as really nothing."

experience, where that comes from and
where it goes.

Student: No.
Joel: And that "'space" where your

workshop came from--did it have a
form?

Student: There's nothing there.
Joel: Nothing there."" Okay, any-

body else? Student: Not that I could tell.
Student: Where does the nothing

come from?
Another student: The first thing I

thought about was my bedroom and
then my work-space; and my bedroom
kind of came out to here [gesturing],
and then went back in, and then my
work-space came out, and then went
back in the same way.

Joel: So, when you all looked to see
where thought-forms came from, you
foundformlessness, right? Joel: No. Where does the thought

come from?--whether it's a train or a
fish, it doesn't matter. You just said it.
You said, "There really is nothing."
Isn't that another way of saying, it's
formless? It's a no-thing. It has no
form.

Another student: But is it really
formless, or are you just not aware of
the form?

Joel: Close your eyes, think of
Joel: In? In where? something, then let it go and tell me

Student: I see black space, empti-

Joel: And does that "emptiness"

Student: No, but aren't youmaking

Student: There seemed to be an what you see right after it's gone.
inside and outside. Student: Well, yes, I guess so...

Joel: This is fascinating, isn't it?--
how the mind works, the thinking mind.
Here we are staring right into formless-
ness, but the thinking mind can't toler-
ate that. Right away it startsgenerating
thoughts,speculations, theories-all of
which simply mask that naked experi-

Joel: Where was the boundary be-
tween the inside and the "outside?""
Was there like a doorway or some-

ness.

have any form?
thing?

Student: No, it was more like a an assumption that it's formless?
Joel: Well, what formdoes it have?
Student: I don't know, butmaybe it

space.
Joel: A"space," okay. Somebody

else mentioned “space" too. Anybody could have.... ence of formlessness.
Another Student: My experience is

I don't know where my thoughtscome
Joel: Stop with your "maybe's"--

that's justspeculation! It's like you're
speculating whether it's raining out-
side or not, and getting into a big dis-
cussion, when all you have to do is go
look out your window andsee. It's the
same thing here. There's no need to
speculate. All you have to do is look
into your mind, into consciousness,

experience something diferent?
Another student: Thoughts come

from the Void. from.
Joel: That's beautiful! You see,

she's actually experienced what Lao
Tzu meant when he said you have to be
capable of "not knowing anything."
The reason you don't "know" where
thoughts come from is because they
come from formlessness, and you can't
know formlessness by thinking about
it. That's what mystics have been say-
ing for centuries! And this is just what
you are discovering for yourself, right
now! If you want to know formless-
ness, you have to be capable of not
knowing anything," because so long as
you are focused on the things in con-
sciousness--the thought-forms--you
can't know formlessness. But when
you look beyond these thought forms,
or between them, that's when you start

Joel: The Void"--that sounds like
aBuddhist term. Is that your own expe-
rience, or is that something you read
somewhere?

Student: Kind of both. I mean, I
have read about it, but then I've also
tried to see it for myself. I've tried to
look at where thoughts come from be-
fore, and all I ever found was a void.

Joel: Good for you. This kind of
inquiry you have to do over and over
again-go deeperanddeeper. You can't
just treat it like a parlor game which
you do every once in a while when
there's nothing good on TV. If you
want to get real insights--insights that
actually transform your experience of
yourselfand your world--then youhave
to take this inquiry very seriously. You

and see what's there.
Another student: When I closedmy

eyes I didn't really try to think of
something. I just let things appear in
mymind. Forthe twenty-oneyears I've
been alive, I've been looking at stuff--
forms, images. I saw a fish and a train.
Why those things? At first I didn't see
anything, then I saw...

Joel: Stop! What did you mean
didn't see

anything?" This iswhat we're trying to
investigate here, the background of
thoughts, the place where thoughts
come from. For our purposes it doesn't
matter what the content of the thoughts
were. What we're trying to observe is,
what was there before any thought

when you said, “At first,

to experience formlessness.

see anything!

lessness is!

have to pursue it relentlessly.
Student: But when I do that, I don'tSo, right now, let's see where we

stand. When you looked to see where
thought forms come from and where
they go, most of you said things like
"nowhere," "nothing," "space,"*void."
But aren't all these just other ways of
saying that the place thought forms
come from is formless? For instance,
this “void" you just mentioned, did it

Joel: Exactly! That's what form-
You're experiencing it

whenever you "don't see anything."
Don't turn away from that experience!
Trust it! Stay with it! This is precisely
how contemplating forms leads you to
formlessness! So, keep looking into
this formlessness,because that's where

arose?
Student: Well, what's actually there

is--I don't know. So I must be willing
it. Whether I think I'm willing it into
existence or not I am, because before

have any form? and after there is really nothing.
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the whole secret lies. But let's not get
aheadof ourselves. Let's try to summa-
rize what we've discovered up to this
point in our inquiry.

real objects which don't depend at all
on mind orconsciousness. In fact, ac-
cording to materialism, consciousness,
itself, is only imaginary-or to use the
more technical term--it's only an

very much like a thought form, right?
Student: Except for thegongis still

there.
Joel: Really? How do you know

that?Beginning with thought forms--
Student: Because even when my

eyesare closed I can still reach out and
touch it.

when we observed them closely we
saw that they're all imaginary. They
don't exist apart from the conscious-
ness in which they arise. We also saw
how these thought forms arise from
formlessness by what we are calling
the power of imagination, or the power
to distinguish. Somehow, this power to
distinguish creates forms, images,
thoughtsout of nothing--out of form-
lessness.So, now let's move on to con-
template sensory forms-those forms
thatappear in our five sense fields of
sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell.

epiphenomenonofthebrain. Of course,
exactly how the brain actually pro-
đuces this epiphenomenon is some-
thingof amystery eventomaterialists.

But, in the meantime, most of us
grow up thinking this way about sen-
sory forms because the materialist
worldview dominates our culture-es-
pecially our educational system. And
not only do we think about sensory
forms this way, but, more importantly,
this is the way most of us actually
experiencethem.We live in a world of
"real" objects, existing "out there,"
and we take this world completely for
granted,because it just seemsso obvi-
ous that this is the way things are..but

Joel: Wel, why don't you try that?
Move up closer...Can you reach the
gong?Good. Now, stop touching it and
just look for a moment. Right now,
there's a visual image in conscious-
ness, right?

Student: Yes.
Joel: Okay, now close yor eyes

again and notice how that image van-
ishes. Now, keep your eyes closed and
reach out your hand and tell us what
happens.

Student: I can feel thegong.

age?

itself.

PART II: SENSORYFORMS
Joel: You can feel that visual im-

It's all well and good to say that are they?
thought forms are imaginary; that they
don't exist apart from consciousness;
that they are created by the power of
imagination out offormlessness. But
what about sensory forms? What about
the world of cups, and glasses, and
rugs,and floors, and solid walls? In our
culturewe usually think ofthesethings
as existing objectively, "out there"

This is what we want to investigate
next. So, let's conduct some more ex-
periments--this time into thenaturé of
sensory forms-to try to see what our
own experience can tell us about them.

Student: No, I can feel the gong,

Joel: Don't you mean that some-
thinghasappearedin the touch field of
consciousness-some sensation?

Student: Yes, there's a sensation
Experiment #5

Are Sensory Forms Real?
there.

Joel: Could youdescribe it for us?
Student: Well, it's smooth, and

hard--andthere's akind of cool feeling
For this nextexperiment I'm going

toplace this gongouthere inthe middle
of the room where everyone cansee it.
Can you all see it? Good. Now, I want
you to look at this gong for a few
moments and simply become aware
that it is a sensory form appearing in
consciousness.To bemore specific, it
is a visual form, appearing in the visual

somewhere in physical space.
Student: Isn't that materialism? to it.Joel: Yes, indeed, that's material- Joel: Now, observe carefully. Is

that sensation the same as the visual
image that was in consciousnessa few

ism. And, while materialism agrees
that thought forms are imaginary-that
they are images existing only in con-
sciousness-it also claims that there are
real material objects which exist out-
side ofconsciousness, like objects in a
museumn. And so as we move around,
we pick up all sorts of stimuli coming
from thesematerial objects--light-pho-
tons and sound-waves, and such-and
these various stimuli affect our brains,
which somehow convert them into the
images and sounds that appear in con-
sciousness.And if we move around
some more--out of range of these
stimuli-these soundsand images will
disappear from consciousness, but the
objectsthemselvesstill exist"out there"
just as before. In other words, they are
not imaginary, they are not created by
any power of imagination. They are

momentsago, or is it different?
Student: Well, it's different, be-

cause it's not an image.field ofconsciousness.
Now, I want all of you toclose your

eyes and notice how this visual form
disappearsfrom consciousness. [pause]
Okay, now open your eyes andnotice
how the form reappears in conscious-

Joel: So what we're really talking
abouthere are two different objects or
forms appearing in consciousness,
right? We're talking about a visual

touch sensation, and
they're quite different-quite distinct-
image and a

ness once more. aren't they?
So, did everybody have the same

experience? Did the form disappear
from consciousness when your eyes
were closed, and is it now back in
consciousness? Yes? Okay. So, as far
as your actual experience goes, this
gong-form does not exist continually
in consciousness. It comes and goes

Student: Yes, I guessthey are.
Joel: Okay, open your eyes. Did

everybodyget that?Do youunderstand
how there's a big experiential differ-
ence between these two foms-that
one's a visual image and the other is a
touch sensation? Do you see that they
are not the same thing--that they are

Page 9



Center Voice Spring 1996

two different things? real, but only imaginary.in consciousness right now.
you don't hear any ringing, do you?
You're not touching it, so nosensation
is arising; and you don't taste or smell
it, right?

mean,
Another student: But both come

from the gong.
Joel: Well, let's not jump to con-

clusions. I mean, that's what we're
trying to investigate: Is there really a
gonghere, or dowe only imagine there
is? For instance, normally we would
say this gonghasa certain smell, right?
[He picks up the gong and sniffs it.]
This one's got a kind of brassy aroma.
We'd also say it has a certain
taste...[licking thegong]...sortofasharp
metallic flavor. Here, want to try it?

Another student: What I was think-
ing was, if I close my eyes and I'm
seeing a ball, and I open my eyes and
I'm seeing a physical object-like this
cup, and then I close my eyesagain, I
cannot guarantee that the physical cup
is still there--like whenI openmyeyes,
I can't guarantee that the ballI was
seeing in my mind is still there. Does

Student: Yes.
Joel: So could we say that all the

gong'sproperties havebeensubtracted
fromconsciousnessexcept one--its vi-
sual property?

Student: We could say that. that make sense?
Joel: Okay. Now, I'm going to ask

you to subtract that last property from
consciousness--thevisualone--and I'm
going to ask you to do that by closing
your eyes. And then I want you to see
what's left. Okay, close your eyes.
Now, are any of the gong's properties
still inconsciousness?

Joel: Indeed it does! What you're
discovering is that there is no funda-
mental difference between sensory
forms and thought forms. Both depend
onconsciousness for any kind of exist-

Student: No, thank you.
Joel: We'd also say that the gong

makesacertainsound ifI ring it, right?
[He does.] Hear that? That's a sound
form,appearing in the sound field of
consciousness. But now notice how
that sound form is quite different from
the other forms we've just been inves-
tigating--the visual image, the touch
sensation, the smell, and the taste.
They're all quite different, quite dis-
tinct. Sowhat we have here are actually
five differentsensoryforms, which keep
appearing and disappearing in con-
sciousness.So, which one is the "gong?"

Another student: Well, I'd say
they're all properties of the gong, be-
causean object can have many proper-

ence.
Another student: But that would

mean nothing's real!
Joel: Wel, again, let's not jump to

conclusions. This is exactly whatwe're
trying to find out through this practice:
what-if anything--is ultimately real?
And what we discovered before was
that thought forms are not ultimately
real: they are created by the power of
imagination. And what we're in the
process of discovering now is that the
idea of an “objective" world ofmate-
rial forms, which is supposed to exist
"out there" somewhere, is, itself, just
another thought form, also created by
the power of imagination. So, let's
continue our investigation with another

Student: No.
Joel: So is there anything in con-

sciousnessyou would calla “gong?"
Student: No, but it's still there.
Joel: Youmean,you think it's still

there.
Student: I sure do.
Joel: And that's precisely the point!

You are experiencing something--but
it's not a sensory form. What you're
presently experiencing is a thought
form--the thought of a gong-right?

Student: Well, it's a very strong
ties. thought.

Joel: Okay, lets call these various
sensory forms "properties." Let's say
what we've just experienced are five
properties. But have we ever experi
enced the gong, itself-the actual ob-
ject which is supposed topossessthese
properties? Or is the "gong" only an
idea-something that we posit to exist
"out there," asa kind ofshort-hand way
of talking aboutthese different sensory
forms and the fact that they don't just
appear inconsciousness randomly, but
in an orderly and harmonious fashion?
Student: I'm not sure I'm follow-

Joel: No doubt. But aswe saw from
our earlier experiments, all thoughts
are imaginary. Right now, you are lit-
erally imaginingsomegong siting out
theresomewhere in front of you, isn't

experiment.

Experiment #6
Are Sensory Forms
Forms of Distinction?that right?

Earlier, whenwe tried to determine
what thought forms were, we decided
thattheywereall formsofdistinction.
Now, we want to see if this is true of
sensory forms as well. But, in order to
investigate this here, we're going to
have to be a little more sophisticated
and a little more philosophical. We're
going tohave to perform some thought-
experiments. That means we're going
to have to carry out these experiments
mostly in our minds, because I don't
have the equipment necessary to per-
form them right here in front of you.
So, this might be a little more difficult
for some of you if you're not used to
thinking this way, but let's give it a try,

Student: I suppose so.
Joel: And, ifyou continue with this

inquiry, I think you'll find that this
thought ofa gong--thismental form--is
the only "gong" you'll ever experi-
ence. I don't think you'll ever experi-
ence some sensory form called a
"gong," thatexistsindependentlyof all
these other sensory forms--the visual
images, the touch-sensations, the
sounds, tastes, and smells--that con-
tinually appear and disappear in con-
sciousness.So, if youwant to call these
forms "properties" of some object--
that's fine. But the object they are
properties of is a mental object--a
thought-form--which is not something

ing you...
Joel: Okay, let me put it to you this

way: Does the gong exist as a sensory
form apart from its properties?

Student: Well, sure.
Joel: Good. Let's test that theory.

Look at the gong. Now, the only "prop-
erty" that you're presently experienc-
ing is the visual image that's appearing
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pear--or, again, to be more precise, the
form of distinction, which we call
"sock," would disappear. Why? Be-
cause the sock is a form of distinction.
And once the distinction vanishes, so
does the sock. But now what about the
threads, themselves? What are they
made of?

all this is, we don't have time to go into
it thismorning.

okay?
Now, I have here a wool sock [He

holds it up.] Notice that this is a
sensory form, appearing in the visual
field ofconsciousness.Also notice that
you can distinguish this form from
other sensory forms. For instance, you
can distinguish this sock from this gong,
and from this cup, and this pen. So, this
sock is a form of distinction. Does
everybody get that?

And we don't have to, either. Our
inquiry here doesn't depend on the
theories of modern physics. We can
just think of all these forms in the old
fashionedmaterialist way,becauseeven
in the materialist view there's nothing
intrinsicabout sub-atomicparticlesthat
says we couldn't further distinguish
them into sub-sub atomicparticles; and
these sub-sub-atomicparticles into sub-
sub-sub atomic particles, and so on. In
other words, there's no logical reason
to suppose we'd ever get to anything
substantial, something that wasn'tjust
anotherform of distinction. So,maybe
that's all there is. Maybe it's just forms
of distinction all the waydown.

Another student: Sheep hairs.
Joel: Right again.Haveany of you

ever spun wool on a spinning wheel?
It's reallynothing butabunch ofsheep
hairs all spuntogether. So, ifI were to
pick each one of these threads apart,
whatI'd endup with would bea pile of
sheep hairs. But, then, what would
happen to the threads?

Student: Not, exactly...
Joel: Well, let me put it this way:

the form of the sock--the fact that it is
a form--depends ona distinction which
distinguishesit from all otherforms. If
you couldn't distinguish this sock from
any other forms, it wouldn't be a form
at all, would it? For instance, here's a
gong and this is apen. You can distin-
guish one from the other, right?

Another student: They' d disap-
pear, t00.

And for the same reason,Joel:
right?-because threads are a form of
distinction, and when I can no longer
make that distinction, the "threads"
vanish.

Another student: Still, it seemsto
me there's a big difference between
making distinctions in your mind and
the ones in the physical world. Like, I
can close my eyes and imagine any-
thing I want, but I can't do that with
physical things.

Student: Yes.
Joel: Butsupposing Iput themboth

in a crucible and melted them down
into a big blob. Then, you wouldn't be
able to distinguish the pen from the
gong. Both forms would cease to exist
because bymelting them down together
I erasedthe distinction between them.
Do you see that?

Another student: I seewhere you're
going. Ifyou tookthehairsapart, you'd
get to molecules... Joel: Well, there are certainly con-

straints on imagination when it oper-
ates in the sensory fields that you don't
find in the mental field. But is there
really that much ofa difference? Is the
difference really a qualitative one--an
absolute difference-or only quantita-
tive-a matter ofdegrees?Forinstance,
you just said you could close youreyes
and imagine anything you want to, but
is that really true?

Joel: Actually, cells first.
Student: Okay, cells-butthen you'd

get to molecules, and atoms, and then-
-what do you call them?--electrons and
things.

Student: Yes, I think so.
Joel: Good. Now back to the sock.

My first question is: what is this sock Joel: Sub-atomic particles.
made of? Student: Which aremade ofquarks

Anotherstudent: Well, youalready or something, right?
Joel: Well, actually things start to

get pretty weird, pretty paradoxical at
that level-at least according to quan-
tum physics. And it's very interesting,
why they get paradoxical--because,
accordingtoquantumphysics,forms of
distinctions start to break down. All
sorts of distinctions we normally have
no trouble making start to break down
at the sub-atomic level-like the dis-
tinction between waves and particles,
betweenone particle and another--even
the distinction between the observer
and the observed. And this raises some
ofthe veryquestions we've beeninves-
tigating: Aretheseforms of distinction
"real?" Do they exist "out there" some-
where? Orare theycreatedbythe power
ofimagination andthensuper-imposed
on our experience? But, fascinating as

said it's wool.
Joel: So, I did. But, to be more

precise, it's made out of wool threads,
right? And, although I'm not actually
going to do this here,because it would
take too much time-and, besides, I
cannotafford to buy newsocks--I could
start to unravel these threads, couldn't
I? I could unravel all the threads and
put them down in front of me in a big
pile. So, the next question is--if I did
that, what would happen to the sock?

Student: Why not?

Experiment #7
Is Imagination Lawful?

Joel: Wel, let's do a little experi-
ment to find out. Everybody close your
eyes. Now, I'm going to askyou to try
to imagine three things, one after the
other. Okay, here we go:

First, imagine a square circle.
Second, imagine a solid space.Student: It woulddisappear.

Joel: Third, imagine closing a door thatisWhat would disappear? I
mean, all the threads are still here. I
didn't burn anything, or throw any-

already closed.
All right, now open your eyesand

thing away. tellusifyou could imagineanyofthose
things.Another student: The form would

Student: I could imagine asquaredisappear. circle.Joel: Yes, the form would disap-
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them. Experiment #8
Where Do Sensory Forms

Come From?

Joel: You could?
Student: Well, actually it was a Student: That may be, but I still

can't agree with what you just said
about imagination creating physical
forms, because no matter how much I
try to imagine a Cadillac, there's just
no way I can make it materialize. I
mean, I would ifI could,believeme...

Joel: Ahhh! Now, you're coming
back to something we touched on ear-
lier-thisquestion of will. You'reequat-
ing the power of imagination with per-

square in a circle.
Earlier we tried toseewhere thought

forms come from and where they go,
and what we found was that they came
fromFormlessness.Now, let's see if
we can discover where these sensory
forms come from and where they go.

So, let's start with visual forms.
Everybody pick something to look at-
this gong, a cup, the flowers on the
mantle, it doesn't matter what. Take a
moment to realize that whatever object
you're looking at is actually a visual
form appearing inconsciousness.Okay,
now close your eyes and try to see
where that visual form goes. Then,
open your eyes and try to seewhere it
comes from. Do this several times and
then we'l talk about it..Okay, what

Joel: But that's not the same as
imagining asquare circle--a single fig-
ure that is both a square and a circle at
the same time--is it?

Student: No, I couldn't do that.
Joel: Could anybody else? How

about some of the other ones? Could
anybody imagine a solid space? Or
closing a door that was already closed?
No? Sowhat does this little experiment
tell us about the power of imagination?
It tells us that imagination--this act of
makingdistinctions, of creatingforms-
is lawful. There are some things imagi-
nation can not create. You can't just
imagine "anything you want." In par-
ticular, you can't imagine contradic-
tory forms. You canmake a contradic-
tory statement by putting two words
together like "solid" and "space," but
you cannot really think it. A thing
cannot appear as A and not-A at the
same time. An A can change into not-
A over a period of time, but it cannot
appear as both simultaneously. That's
where logic comes from. That's why
people reject illogical arguments. The
only way to maintain an illogical posi-
tion--even in your own mind--is not to
see its contradictions. Once the contra-
dictions are pointed out, if you want to
hang onto that position you have to
take it on some sort of dogmatic faith-
which really means you have to, liter-
ally, stop thinking about it. If youcon-
tinue to think about it, you'll either go
crazy, or you'll beforced tosomeother
position which explains the contradic-
tions in your original position--at least

sonal will here, aren't you?
Student: Well, aren't you?
Joel: Not at all. In fact, I specifi-

cally avoided doing that. If you re-
member, when we were talking about
thought forms, I said, “Whether we
will themornot theydoappear."That's
all the "power of imagination'" means-
-that thought formsappear out of form-
lessness. Now, I agree it seemsthat one
of the big differencesbetween thought
forms and sensory forms is that we can
"will" thoughts into existence, but we
can't "will" sensory forms into exist-
ence. But, is there really suchathing as
"personal will?" Are there really a lot
ofseparate individual wills at work in
the universe? Or does everything ulti-
mately happen through a single will?-
the will ofGod," asChristianswould
say--or, as Buddhists would put it, as
"manifestationsof theoneDharmakaya
Buddha-Mind]?"

did you discover?
Student: I was looking at you, and

whenI closedmy eyesyoudisappeared
into a kind ofblackness.

Joel: Was it "black," like the color
black?

Student: Well, it seemedverydark.
Joel: Try it again, and this time pay

close attention to what happens imme-
diately after you close your eyes.

Student: [Closing his eyes] For a
moment, there's a kind of nothing.
Then, it's all dark....Now some colors
are sort of moving through it--mostly
bands of red, I think--but it's hard toUnfortunately, there isn't time to

investigate this now. But, if you're
interested, one of the things you can do
is to watch very closely how decisions
are made. Usually, we think of deci-
sions as being something that happens
by an act of personal will. But ask
yourself, is this really true? Is there
really some T' in there that actually
wills decisions to happen?Or is it more
like what someone said earlier about
thoughts--how they just seem to pop
into consciousness? This is a very pro-
found inquiry, but-like I said--you'll
have look into it yourself. Right now,
we've got some more experiments to
perform.

say what they actually are.
Joel: Where did those colors come

from, the reds?
Student: I don't know. It just

seemed like they just came out of no-
where--out of that nothingness.

Joel: "Nothingness." Okay, any-
body else have a different experience?

Another student: I was lookingat a
branch out the window there, andwhen
I closed my eyes, I could still see an

to your own satisfaction.
Now, notice that this is also true of

sensory forms, isn't it? I mean, we
never findsquarecircles, or solidspaces,
appearing in the sensory fields of con-
sciousness. AndifI askedanyof you to
close the front door there, which is
already closed, not one of you could do
it. And why not?Becausesensory forms
obey essentially the same laws that
thought forms do. This is why we can
apply logical thinking to sensory forms
and come to valid conclusions about

image of it.
Joel: Was the original image and

the after-image one continuous form?
Or was there a gap between them in
which the after-image appeared?Look
again and see.

Student: [Closing his eyes] Yes,
there's a moment when there's noth-

Page 12



Center Voice Spring1996

ing--like a black hole or something. tracted by the objects. Now, one way
you might become more aware of the
space is to start removing the objects
and focusing on where each object
usedto be-theabsenceof theobject. In
a sense, this is similar to what we're
trying to do here. We're trying to be-
comeaware offormlessness, by watch-
ing that space" ofconsciousnessout
of whichtheseformsappearanddisap-
pear. Does that help any?

Another student: No.
Joel: A black hole"-good, who Joel: Well, howmuchdoesitweigh?

Does it have a smell, a taste--or anyelse?
Student: I'm notsure.When I close

myeyes, there's almost a kind of flut-
tering. I don't know how else to de-
scribe it-like some sort of strobe ef-

other properties?
Student: I can't think ofany.
Joel: Can anybody else?No? So, in

other words, Consciousness, Itself,
doesn't have a form-it's formless,fect, maybe.

Joel: What were you looking at right?
before you closed your eyes? Student: The way I look at it is,

each of our individualconsciousnesses
are really part of God'sconsciousness,
so everything is connected through that.

Joel: Well, that's a traditional way
to look at it-there's a “little spark of
God in eachof us." But, really, what's
the difference between "you" con-
sciousnessandsomeoneelse's? Imean,
how many consciousnesses have you

Student: My hand.
Joel: So, where did your hand go? Student: Yes, thank you.
Student: It just vanished.
Joel: Into where?

Joel: Okay, so far we've discov-
ered that all forms-whether they're
thought forms or sensory forms--are
forms appearing inconsciousness, that
none of these forms has ever been
experiencedoutside ofconsciousness.
We've also discovered that all forms
areforms of distinction, and that they
are created by some mysterious power
we're calling the Power of Imagina-
tion, which is simply the power to
make distinctions. Finally, we've dis-
coveredthat this Power of Imagination
creates all of these forms out of the
formlessness. But there's one thing we
haven't investigated yetand that's con-
sciousness, itself. We keep using this
term--we keep saying that all these
formsappear in consciousness"-but
what does that mean? What is Con-
sciousness, Itself? For instance, does
Consciousness, Itself, have any form?

Student: Well, it's in your body, so
I guess its form is whatever your body

Student: I don't know-that space
wherethe fluttering is. Itjust seemedto
dissolve into that space.

Joel: Notice anything about these
descriptions? The words you're using
to describe where sensory forms go-
"'nothing," nowhere," a "black hole,"
"space"-they're pretty much thesame
ones you used to describe where
thoughts come from and go--aren't

ever experienced?
Student: Well, personally, I've only

experienced one.
Joel: Has anybody here ever expe-

rienced more than one consciousness?
they? How many have you experienced?

Another student: Just one.Student: You mean, it's fomless.
Joel: Well, what's your experi- Joel: Let's take a poll. How many

people here have experienced more
than one consciousness? [No one raises
their hands.] Nobody's ever experi-

ence?
Anotherstudent: Somehow,I don't

think I'm getting thisbecause itseems
there's always something in my con-
sciousness. I mean, it's never com-

enced more than one?
Student:The amount ofconscious-

pletely formless. nesses could be infinite.
Joel: Normally speaking, this is

true. Except for certain extraordinary
states--like samadhi or dreamless sleep-
consciousness is almost never totally
without form, in thesensethat there are
no forms at all arising. Some form--no
matter how subtle--is usually passing
through.But if youcontinue with this
kind ofpractice you'll begin to experi-
ence formlessness as actually being
present all the time-as permeating all

Joel: We could say that, but how
many have you actually experienced?

Student: Just my own.
Joel: So why posit infinite

consciousnesseswhen it's totally be-
yond your experience. Why not trust
your experiences and say there's only

is
Joel: Consciousness is in your

body? You mean you're not conscious
of anything outside your body? How
about this gong here. Are you con- one consciousness?
scious of that? Another student: Maybe it's my

one consciousness that's creating this
whole situation in this room,and ifmy
one consciousness is all that exists,
then all these other consciousnesses
that I createdare part of myconscious-

Student: Well, yes.
Joel:

beyond your body. In fact, this whole
room is inconsciousness, isn't it? And,
if you went outside at night, and you
looked up at the stars-which scientists
tell us are millions and millions of
miles away--they' d all be in conscious-
ness, too, wouldn't they? So where are
the boundaries ofconsciousness?

So consciousness extends
of yourexperience.

Student: But how can there be
formlessness if thereare forms?

Joel: Well, we could use the anal-
ogy of physical space. For instance,
thereare a lot of objects in this room.
But really there's more spacehere than
objects, isn't there?--I mean, if we
measuredbyvolume. Really, thisroom
has a lot more space in it than it has
objects, but we don't normally notice
this because our attention is so dis-

ness too.
Joel: But you haven't really cre-

ated any other consciousnesses, have
you? I mean, where are these
consciousnesses you've created?Have

Student: I don't know.
Joel: Well, what about other things?

you everexperienced any of them?
Student: No.
Joel: So, you've just imaginedWhat about color? Does Conscious-

ness have any particular color? them, right?
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Student: But isn't that like saying would say. Consciousness, Itself, is the
Ultimate Reality, precisely because it
is not a form of distinction-not some
"thing" that is created. It's a no-thing
that's just thereas theFormless Ocean
out of which all these waves of form
arise and into which they return. But
normally we don't see this--we're not
aware of this Ultimate Reality. Nor-
mally, we walk around in a kind of
delusion, thinking we're separate from
the world of form, separate from each
other, separate from Consciousness,
Itself.

cling to them or try to push them away.
You just abide in and as this Formless
Consciousness, itself--not "knowing"
anything.

nobody exists but myself?
Joel: No. What I'm suggesting is

that maybe no one exists--not me or
you or anyone else. Maybe all selves
are imaginary--maybewords like "I,"

And then, suddenly, with no more
effort on your part, something will
happen. There will bean "ecstatic awak-
ening," a "divine disclosure," a "self-
realization." Suddenly, there will be a
Gnosis beyond all thought, all images,
all conventionalways ofknowing--and
you will Realize: I am notany form; I
am not any "self;" I am not any "indi-
vidual that possessa consciousness;" I
AM CONSCIOUSNESS, ITSELF.-
CONSCIOUSNESWITHOUTFORM!
And, at the same time, you will Real-
ize: I AM THE POWER TO DISTIN-
GUISH FORM, Which is inherent in
this Formless Consciousness. And you
will also Realize: I AM THE FORMS
DISTINGUISHEDBY THS POWER,
because FORM, FORMLESSNESS,
and the POWER TO DISTINGUISH
FORMS--are, themselves, all ulti-
mately INDISTINGUISHABLE.

and"you," refer to imaginaryforms of
distinction. Now don't get me wrong.
I'm not saying that such distinctions
aren't useful. They're very useful. If
we couldn't distinguish between "T"
and "you," then if I said something
like, "I have to go to the bathroom" all
of you might jump up andrush in there
at once--What a disaster that would be!
So, these distinctions are very useful,
verynecessary. But are they ultimately

Why? Because nomally we only
see forms and we ignore Formlessness.
We have no gnosis (which is what i-
gnore literallymeans) of thatFormless
Ground out of which all forms spring.
We get so wrapped up in these forms
that we no longer notice where they
come from andwhere they go. It's like
what happens when you go to amovie.
Images are projected onto an empty
screen, and you get so caught up by the
dramaof it all that halfway throughthe
movie you hardly notice that what you
are actually seeing are reflections on an
emptyscreen. You get all involved in
the play of this illusion, and so you
begin to lose track of the reality behind

real?-that's the question.
Another student: So, what is ulti-

mately real?
Joel: Well, what isn 't imaginary?

I mean, if all foms ofdistinction,
appearingin all the fields ofconscious-
ness, are imaginary, what's left?

Student: Consciousness?
Joel: Maybe--but is there some

way to test that-to see for yourself if
consciousness is imaginary or not? For
instance, you might try to imagine con-
sciousness, the way you imagined your

This is the Realization that sets you
free from all forms, forever. But, it's no
goodjust thinking about it. It's nogood
just "knowing" this intellectually. You,
yourself, have to actually do this prac-
tice. You can't rely on anybody else.
You have to perform this inquiry time
and again, until you, yourself, attain
thisGnosis. All I cando ishope that our
little experiments this morning have
been of some help to you along the
Way.

mother's face? Can you do that?
Student: I don't think so.
Joel: Well, try it.

it
So, in order to Re-cognize Form-

lessness, you have to do the opposite of
what you normally do. You have to
ignore forms and try to find Formless-
ness. And the way to find Formlessness
is to follow forms back to their Source.
You contemplate forms arising and
passing in all the fields of Conscious-
ness--in the "four quarters" of the Uni-
verse, as Lao Tzu put it. You observe
how these forms arise andpass into that
"nothingness," that "space," that "'emp-
tiness," which many of youdescribed.
You do thisover andover, until you can
identify Formlessness, and focus it on

Student: [Closes his eyes.] I'm

Joel: So there's formlessness, right?

Joel: Well, is consciousness still

drawing a blank.

Student: Yes.

present? Peace to you all.
Student: Yes. Joel 1996
Joel: So there's Consciousness

Without Form,right? Nowobservevery
carefully: Are you creating that Form-
less Consciousness by some act of
imagination-oris it justnaturallythere?

Student: It seems like conscious-

NOTES:
1. Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching, trans. D.C. Lau (Lon-
don: Penguin Books, 1963), 66.
2. The Upanishads, Juan Mascaro, trans. (New
York: Penguin Books, 1965), 52.
3. Tbn Al'Arabi, The Bezels of Wisdom, trans.
RW.J. Austin (New York: PaulistPress, 1980),
S1.
4. "The Lankavatara Scripture" in A Buddhist
Bible, ed. Dwight Goddard, (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1970), 293.
5.Meister Eckhart: The EssentialSermons,Com-
mentaries, Treatises, andDefense, trans. Edmund
Colledge and Bernard McGinn, (New York:
Paulist Press, 1981), 187, 206.
6. Shankara's Crest-Jewel of Discrimination,
trans. Swami Prabhavananda and Christoper
Isherwood, 3rd ed. (Hollywood, CA:Vedanta
Press, 1978), 100.
7. Patanjali, Yoga Sutras 1.2--my rendering.

ness is just there.
Joel: So, maybe you've discovered

something that isn't imaginary--that
isn't createdby the power of imagina-
tion. But ifConsciousness,Itself-this
FormlessConsciousnessout of which
all forms come--isn't imaginary, what

without distraction.
Once you can do that, it's very

simple. Youjust staythere in that noth-
ingness, thatspace. You don't suppress
forms. You don't get rid of forms. You
allow all forms--mental and sensory--
to arise and pass, but you don't follow
them; you don't become fascinated and
start thinking about them; you don't

is it?
Student: I guess it's real.
Joel: Well, that's what mystics
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Jesus at 2000:
A National Scholarly Symposium

In February Jennifer went to the
Jesusat2000 conference in Corvallis,
Oregon, featuring well know Jesus
scholars Marcus Borg and John
Dominic Crossan. Huston Smith,
author of The World's Religions,
Harvey Cox, from Harvard Univer-
sity, andscholars Karen Jo Torjesen
and Alan Segal also made presenta-

towed by a Good Samaritan farmer
from a3 foot lake that had formed on
the highway, shearrived in Corvallis
just after 9 p.m. Ofthe trip Jennifer
said, “I hada lot oftime to reflect on
the nature of directions, both geo-
graphical and spiritual: they mustbe
kept simple to be communicated,
butwhen life unfolds in front ofyou,
the directions never match the com-
plexity of yourexperience."

different points of viewandseparate
out what may or may not be histori-
cally true, in theend spiritual Truths
are more important, and even more
True.

Jennifer's favorite line from the
conference was from Alan Segal's
talk. He said, resuscitation is some-
thing that happens to a corpse, res-
urrection is abouta different kind of
existence, an existence beyond the
categories of life and death." An-
other aspect of the conference that
Jennifer especially appreciated was
that both Marcus Borg and Huston
Smith were able to talk about the
relationship between their scholar-
ship and their religious lives. Parts
oftheir talks were verypersonal and
refreshingly frank.

tions.
The adventure began on a Thurs-

day evening when Jennifer left Eu-
gene at S:30 p.m., during the heavy
flooding in Oregon, to attempt what
is normally a 45 minute drive to
Corvallis, in orderto attendthe open-
ingprogramat 8:30. Arriving inside
the Corvallis city limits after 1 12
hours on a storm ravaged road, she
was turned around by the state po-
lice and given detour directions. The
directions sounded easy--take the
roads to Alpine, Belfountain, and
Dexter."Remember ABD," saidthe
trooper. After crossing several
streams running across the road,
getting lost 3 times, getting new
directions from a pajama-clad shop
keeper while the wife held a shot
gunat thetop of the stairs, and being

Ofthe conference itself, Jennifer
found Marcus Borg's lecture the
most interesting. Borg talked about
the Pre-Easter and Post-EasterJesus,
focusing on the difference between
Jesus of Nazareth vs. Jesus Christ;
historical fact (whatyou would have
caught on a camcorder if you had
been there) vs. Faith; and Jesus as a
figure ofthe past vs. Jesusasa figure
of thepresent.Whilethismaysound
alarming to some Christians, one of
the major points of Borg's talk was
that stories don't have to be histori-
cally true to communicate a power-
ful spiritual Truth. Later in the con-
ference, Huston Smith came back to
this theme and argued that while it
may help us to examine Jesus from

The Centerhaspurchased two of
theconferencevideosforthe library-
-Marcus Borg'sFrom GalileanJew
to the Face of God: The Pre-Easter
and Post-Easter Jesus" and Huston
Smith's "Jesus and the World's Re-
ligions." At a later time we hope to
purchase the complete set of audio
tapes from the conference.

(Center News cont. from p. 2) ** NOTICE **
The Center Voice is offered
free of charge to all who ask.
Enclosed in this issue is a
prestamped postcard with the
information we need from you
to review and update our mail-
ing list. We wouldappreciate it
if you would fill it out and
return it to us so that we can
serve you more efficiently in
the future.

time to introduce new people to
the Center or catch up on what's
been going on.

Enlightenment Day: Our an-
nual Enlightenment Day celebra-
tion will be held on August 4th
this year to honor the anniversary
of Joel's Enlightenment and all
thosewho havegone before trav-
eling thepath of themystics. We
will have a special Sunday talk
by Joel at 11 a.m. followed by a
cold plate potluck. It's a good

Christmas Party: We'd like to
thank Mike Hussey and Barbara
Dewey for the gracious use of
their home for our annual Christ-
mas party where the usual good
time was had by all.
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When thought is in bondage the truth is hidden,
for everything is murky and unclear,
and theburdensome practice ofjudging
brings annoyance and weariness.
What benefit can be derived
from distinctions and separations?
If youwish tomove in theOneWay
do not dislike even the world ofsenses and ideas.
Indeed, to accept them fully
is identical with true Enlightenment.
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