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Cultivating A Life Giving Vision, by Jason Espada

Preface

There were two subjects I thought about last year that led me out of necessity to want to write about methods for cultivating a life giving vision.  I would like to briefly describe these two previous subjects, just to give the background for the ideas in this paper.

The first contributing stream comes from an article called ‘A Diagram of the Different Levels of the Mind, As Experienced in Meditation’.  I ended that essay with what I called ‘The Emerging Self’.  

Imagine a horizon and the appearance of something new, perhaps indicating a direction we want to go, or a quality we would like to develop.  What I wanted to express at the end of that paper was that whether we are talking about social or personal change, the process is the same – that the new is always opposed in some ways, by old structures and by currents set in motion in the past.  There will certainly be resistance.  That is to be expected, and taken into account.

The process of positive change, as I was saying there, involves being aware of what conditions are operating, and finding a way to provide the conditions, or the structure or organization to support this maturation, ‘the emerging self’, the positive change we would like to see in ourselves and in our world.

The second element that is present here comes from a larger set of writings I’ve been working on, called ‘A Life-Giving Vision’.  

To try to state this idea as briefly as I can: 

We alternate between isolation and a more comprehensive view.  And ethical action, our responsibility as human beings, depends on our having an awareness of our lives in the context of the problems and needs that exist in this world, the larger field of human concerns.

Without this awareness influencing how we see ourselves, what we value, and our goals, our estrangement not only does not fulfill our human imperative – to treat each other with compassion – this isolation in many ways indirectly increases the suffering in our world.  

I think of environmental despoliation, or of the world’s exploitive labor practices that people in First World countries gain from, or that we may vote for politicians who are under corporate control.

I’m talking here also about such issues as hunger, homelessness, clean water, dealing with preventable disease, just and sustainable economics, child labor, war and corporate criminality – the whole range of things that by their nature cry out for us to respond to them.

The common objection, of course, is that we can’t always be aware of the sufferings and needs that exist, that we would be overwhelmed, and so we all need time off, time to let go of our problems, time to forget.  I agree with this, but my point is that our withdrawl has gone past it’s natural boundaries, that in fact we have very much become a culture of estrangement, from ourselves, from each other, our community, city, state, nation, world…

And what’s worse, the things we are involving ourselves in – stupefying entertainments, ego-gratifications – are having the effect of increasing our isolation as a people.  We are becoming less feeling, less conscious and responsive as a result.

It’s become clear to me that what we need as a starting point, and what we need to cultivate is a life giving vision, one that is broad, as inclusive as we can make it, and suffused with compassion.

Ok then– with these two: seeing and wanting to actualize the emerging self, together with the need for a life giving vision, I had the feeling that we need something we can take hold of, something we can do, or observe throughout our daily lives, compared to just 

think about from time to time.  And this has led to the following ideas for  methods – all aimed at integrating a larger, positive world view- methods for cultivating and actualizing a life giving vision.

Although I am sure we can each come up with our own ideas, I would like to offer the following, no so much as something to be done to the letter, but more as encouragement to creative engagement with this challenge.  This is so necessary.

Method One: Contemplation

Sometimes thinking deeply about a certain problem and its solutions is enough to bring its influence into our lives.  Universally, what we are doing in contemplation is that we are consciously setting aside time for a purpose.  We are giving ourselves room to consider things.  It could be during a long walk, or while taking our evening bath; it could be while painting or gardening, or while we are having our coffee in the morning.  

The common factor is that we are not rushed.  We are giving time and careful attention to things that are important to us.

An example

This past month I’ve been thinking about anti-malaria mosquito nets. This is what got me through Christmas-  our most materialist wasteful dense season - this year. 

Watching millionair-ess Oprah repeats at three in the morning, and a commercial that shouted at me about DIAMONDS!!!! and then another that began with the half sentence 'I love walmart because' - it was all I could take! And so,  Off, Damned TV! Mind! Turn to this world and the poor and almost completely forgotten! 

My Christmas wish at this time in this culture: Mosquito nets; this season, I told my family, in lieu of just more and more of things we don't need.  They cost about $6.00 and they save lives. I think: A child dies every 30 seconds in this world from malaria, and we sit around worrying about what to make for dinner. I was thinking in previous years about clean water in this world, but this is so much more immediate. Donating money that will have a straightforward effect is something we can DO, instead of sit on our poor asses and piss and moan about ourselves. 

It’s important to understand here that this particular problem and its solution is only a part of what I am talking about, which is cultivating a view that is as comprehensive as we can make it, and that has active love and compassion for all.  As human beings we are capable of this.

The thoughts I described, necessary as they are in and of themselves, addressing urgent issues, can also be part of a larger 

purpose.   They can be used also to help us get out of the experience of fragmentation that is fostered by consumer culture, and effect broader change in ourselves and this world.

I’m convinced that many social programs fail to achieve the success they could because they address problems in isolation.  Our particular causes need a  broader view, a greater vision.  When we include more factors in addressing a problem, like malaria in Africa for example, although it is more demanding, we are setting the stage for greater success. 

We can see if this first method, of contemplation done in time apart from everything else, is enough to produce an effect in the rest of our lives.  Is this enough to shift our values?  By looking at our own mind throughout the day and in different situations, we can see if the ideas we would cultivate ‘hold’ – if they are strong enough in us.

It could be that all we need is more time with these ideas, or intensity, or more creativity in our thinking – turning them this way and that, looking at them from different points of view.

Method Two – Increasing Discernment 

In trying to bring this view-with-a-purpose that I call A Life-Giving Vision into all areas of our lives, we can look at everything we see  - tv programs, with its mesmerizing ads, food culture in this country, entertainments, fashion, sports, reading fiction and non fiction, with the same simple, single question: is this integrated in to something larger?  If it is, it serves all of our purpose.  And if it is not, the best we can say is that it is a tremendous waste of time and resources, and the worst is that it is an estrangement, leading 

people to further estrangement, with all the consequences of human neglect, and blind action.

We can ask: does this have the effect of making me and others remember and live in some kind of response to what is most important to remember here, in this world, in this life, or does it have the opposite effect, of causing us to forget, or to be ignorant of our world?  

The more thoroughly we apply this method the more effective it will be.  We should leave nothing out.  I get the sense that we can arrive at something that feels like it is at least aiming at – a more whole view.

They say that when something is true, the more you look at it the more apparent it becomes, and that when something is an illusion (like the totally pure – socially responsible image projected by a corporation like Starbucks) the more it is looked into the more it can be seen through.  Somehow, you know, evil and injustice depend on ignorance to continue, and in these cases, any remedy would have to include seeing things for what they are in our world.

When aiming at cultivating a life giving vision, this leads, quite naturally to

Method Three: Watching our mind and our responses

Watching our mind and how we react to different circumstances can be talked about in a number of ways.  What I think we are all looking for though, in books and articles, and in talks about the inner life is a way to understand and to shape the mind and our experience in a positive direction.  I think we are all aiming, in our 

own way, at creating the kind of world we can live in.  Self-observation is one key to this.

One way of thinking about self-observation that has been working for me is what I am calling the arisal of selves.

I get this title, first from a line of the poet, Rumi, where he says,

‘You are not a single you…’

Although we make take ourselves to be one self, really when we look at how we experience our lives, it seems more true to say we are many selves, in the sense that we are changing all the time, and also that we have the potential for change.  We don’t have just one self arise, but depending on the circumstances, there is the appearance of one, then another kind of experience, then another, all day, everyday.  This is what our life is made of.

There is something I can see, admittedly, that is perhaps best described as ‘a reflexive self’, or the mandala of everyday life, that comes up repeatedly, and this may give the illusion of our being a single person we call ‘ourself.  It appears to be the same, or there can be similar elements, but the self can change.  In fact I’ve thought recently that all of our study, meditation, prayer, therapy really has just one aim, and that is to produce an energetic shift in how we experience life in this world, that is, to change what we experience as ourself.

Here were my first thoughts about the idea of the arisal of a self:

I had a simple image come to mind of a self arising (I drew a stick figure) , and bringing with it, surrounding it like satellites, various elements, concerns, virtues, aims, people, problems, work, relationships… energetically speaking, a world view.

Another ‘self’ arises, and a different set of satellites surround it, people, worries, resources (or lack of the same),  aims, and so on.

{In Eastern Traditions, what is called a mandala is a visual representation of an idea or an ideal, which is depicted in the center, with its surrounding environment, and supports around it, or its various expressions around the principle idea or figure.}

This idea of the arising of selves can be useful in a few ways.

When I first drew this on a piece of paper, I wrote on the page ‘the arisal of selves; the potential for integration or fragmentation’.

Since then I’ve thought of this as a tool for integration, and what’s more, I’ve thought that its best use is that it can help us to cultivate a life giving vision.  Here’s how this has the potential to work:

In wanting to be practical about bringing about conditions for the emerging self, and a life giving vision, I first look at what is arising.  I look, asking myself, how am I experiencing things right now?  Who do I consider myself to be?  I look at the mandala of my experience, so to speak; I look at what is in the center, and what surrounds it, what is included and what is pushed far to the side, or excluded.

This observing is the necessary basis for any change we are going to make in ourselves and the world.  I look at how things effect me, and what different situations trigger.  Clearly, some of the sense of ‘selves’ that arise are more balanced, more inclusive, while others are more isolated, or afflicted.

While this awareness of how we are experiencing things is itself something that brings more balance, naturally, we can go a step 

further than just observing, and actively call up specific ‘selves’, together with the supporting conditions: friends, family, teachers, 

traditions, along with the concerns, the needs of those we share this life with.  This is positive, creative work.

Change, I’ve realized, is an energetic phenomena.  What we need to do is not just understand intellectually the need for more balance, and for development in certain directions.  What we need to have is more of the experience itself of greater balance, 

inclusiveness and purpose.  Knowing this makes all the difference in how we direct our energy, and how we evaluate our needs.

Another way tool of viewing the arisal of selves can be useful is in looking at delusion or the strength of a delusion, or its opposite, which is wisdom.

I can see, using this imagery, that delusion is, energetically, the distance some idea is from truth, or the degree to which truth is excluded (truth as we can know it, and not something high and unreachable; the truth we can know with minimal effort of recollection).  Another way of saying it is that we can actually measure delusion by its’ resistance to truth – by how far it feels from the greater world. (and, conversely, the presence of wisdom or truth in our minds by its resistance to mistaken views…)

As a warning though, the main point I would like to make here is that illusions and delusions have varying degrees, some of which are  deeper, more powerful, a ‘thicker’ ignorance, we might say.  Commercials come to mind, as does a country’s propaganda leading up to war.  When we experience them, there is more or less resistance to knowing where we are, who we are, and the beauties and wonders, and also the real needs that exist in every moment of our lives (knowing which, we can’t help but serve others).

The rest of the world disappears

It’s the nature of delusion to make the rest of the world disappear – not that the rest of the world actually disappears, but it seems that way to the deceived mind.

I think of anger, attachment, or greed, or fear, or intoxication; gluttony, an engrossing film, or game, or something equally meaningless – the world disappears, for a time at least, is forgotten…

Knowing even this much when watching the arisal of selves as they happen fosters balance, and connection with our great vital resources, conscience, and true values that can then begin to act in the world.

A question to work with

Here is something I can take hold of.  Now, when a sense of self arises, I ask: are you integrated into something larger? (deeper, richer, more inclusive); and I can see if a life giving vision is there.

I ask this question also about the stores I pass by when going shopping- looking to see, what do they foster: the Starbucks, the real estate agents, the wine stores, the clothing boutiques, jewelry stores, chi-chi restaurants, the bars with people sitting and drinking and watching ESPN, the cars, and billboards selling… whatever…

I wonder sometimes what to make of this shallow and disconnected world. The insipid newspaper articles, the lack of concern, the thousands of meaningless activities we see people engaged in…  How to make sense of all the waste and neglect?  

Relationships too, as I think we all know once we’ve had a few, they can clarify what is actually important in life, or they can be a cause of delusion.  

I think if we are not to be blown around like a leaf in the wind, we need some way of viewing all of this.

So this, for me, is a unifying idea.  I can use it everywhere, in every situation.  In fact it seems that it’s important to at least try to do so, as this promotes insight, and stability, and greater integration.

Lama Yeshe said, ‘Integrate all areas of living into a meaningful whole’.

I watch my mind and ask, ‘Is this connecting to something greater?’  If not, I can try to adjust by calling up what I need, and provide the positive supporting conditions, and if a life giving vision is there, then I know I can try to make it stable and strengthen it, and then speak and live from there.

No objective delusion

Now, I wouldn’t want to label something, some person, or some program, or store or article as being completely delusion-making, but I watch – and ask: how is this effecting my own mind, and the minds of others?  Generally speaking, we can say that if some things have this effect on ourselves and others, being contrary to having more awareness, then that is a deception, or fostering a delusion.

For example, the more I watch corporations, the more I sense that they are thoroughly invested in deceiving people, and not only 

about how great their product is – they absolutely don’t want people to know where and how their t-shirt, kids’s toy, hamburger, special of the day coffee is made.

Of course, it could happen also that all this wakes us up, even if that was not the intention of the person making the ad, or the cup of coffee for us.  Just like we can get lost anywhere, we can also ‘get found’ anywhere.  It all depends on what is happening in our mind, and how we look.  What we see can make us aware of a larger sense of things.

But our minds fluctuate, so what to do?

We can foster the conditions that strengthen the mind, to see through illusion.  We can just… aim… to go in that direction, as much as we can.  This will definitely have results in time.

Integrating experiences into a greater, meaningful view of life

I realize that the way different situations, work, advertisements, and people effect us can be compared to planets having gravitational pull on each other.  If something is too strong for us, some situation or person, we can get ‘pulled off our center’ so to speak, and become someone that is not our better self, motivated by greed, fear, or aggression.   On the other hand, we can also be positively influenced by circumstances, such that our better self emerges, and is strengthened and supported in it’s growth.  I dream that one day it will go without saying that those are the conditions we should actively seek out…

I had an experience recently that I wrote about, that came to mind before and shortly after buying a new instrument, and that perhaps illustrates what I’m talking about here.    The shopping and playing took me back to other times, and I recalled the people I knew and the circumstances of those times.  I did stop playing music for several years, mostly because I wanted to give more time and energy to studying other subjects, but also because it became increasingly difficult to integrate those experiences into a greater, meaningful whole view of life.  This is something I can do now, whereas before, I really didn’t know how to go about it.

It is well known that in academic institutions there is pressure, ego, pettiness, competition, fear, jealousy, arrogance and small mindedness - paradoxically since we are talking about involvement with some of the great achievements in cultures, and the development of the whole person.  I became disillusioned, which  in the end is not entirely a bad thing.  I found that even though they pretend to foster the arts, academic environments more often than not suppress art.  They destroy art.  Many people who go through formal music education stop playing and even end up hating what they once loved.  

Back when I was exposed to these things, I really had to ask:  where is the beauty in all this?  Where is the joy, the love, the wonder, the celebration, the refinement and uplift, the food for our souls?  I thought then as I do now that all these things get lost when those other factors are at work...

I think what this forced me to do was to step back and decide what art means to me.  I realize now that I needed to become this clear before I could engage the arts again, and before I could integrate all this beauty and discipline into a larger sense of the world.  

For what it’s worth, here are the conclusions that gradually became clear for me:

The purpose of Art is to feed the soul - the soul of the artist, and the soul of the listener; the purpose of art is to receive the great and beautiful works that have come to us from previous generations, to add something perhaps, and to pass these things along to the present and to future generations; the purpose of art is to teach us love and generosity of the spirit; the purpose of art of is to give joy, and solace; the purpose of art is to show us who we are, maybe not all of who we are, or maybe not all at once, but it is to teach us about the human experience, about what others have thought and felt and done, and also what we too are capable of; the purpose of art is to liberate the expressive self...

I found that when it comes to getting a deeper education in the Arts, as it is now, it's unfortunate but it's true - we pretty much have to find our own way.

I think I’ve learned since that time in my life that we can choose to create the environment we want, to bring about the life we want, but we need courage.  And I know now from experience that sometimes we will be supported by others, and sometimes not, and so we also need persistence.

Although I didn’t use the phrases ‘the arisal of self’, or ‘a life giving vision’, these terms certainly refer to what was (and is) going on.  

Cultivating A Life Giving Vision  - Method Four: 

Seeing ourselves and the world as being made of light

In the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition, they have a way of meditation, or of viewing whatever arises as being made entirely of light, translucent, such that when we see them, we also see through these appearances to our mind.  This represents not getting caught in the perception, to the exclusion of the greater world.

When we grasp objects, or a self, or others, or circumstances as solid, we are actually taking hold of our own limited conceptions of these things, and not the objects themselves.  The experience of viewing ourselves and whatever arises as made of light, on the other hand,  makes space to allow for other possibilities, and is itself an experience that is open to see and to learn, to engage in what is here without underestimating it.

In this way of ‘seeing through’, we can better receive nourishment, knowledge and blessings from what we see.  We can also communicate with things something of our own nature.  This is also a more true description, energetically, of what is going on all the time.

Mere appearance

In Zen they say the nature of things is ‘ungraspable and non-deceptive’ – though they appear, we can’t actually take hold of them (if it seems we do, again, it is only our ideas we are grasping).  So the practice of seeing things as made of light bring us more in accord with they way things are.  Can one take hold of a rainbow?  Of course not.  And yet, doesn’t it appear?  Of course it does.

This is how we can view the world in its particulars, and view things as part of a greater whole.

In this practice of cultivating a life giving vision, both wisdom and compassion are there together, making a better world.  We are bringing forward our better self, because it is based on the truth of who we are.

The teacher Joseph Campbell said, in one of his last interviews, that ‘what we see as this world is the foreground to a wonder’.

And that the transparent self, is ‘transparent to transcendence’.  It is without the ego, and letting the light of our deeper nature live and act through the world.

As much as I can aim at having a life giving vision, then and there I find my place in the world.  I try to see things for what they are, and not just what they appear to be on the surface.

I know it is possible to bring together our potential with the needs that now exist.  This requires two things: having an aim, and awareness.  With so many resources within reach, I urge you to consider how all of our futures depend on our own view – the way we see ourselves, and others and this world.  

Just this much can be a generative starting point, knowing that whatever our vision, the world is born from that.

