
Conversations on Nonduality

Q: You are right in that everyone has to follow his or her own journey, but there seem to be
patterns among those who reached the goal. I'm familiar with "I Am That" and much more
literature on non-duality and Vedanta Advaita, but it's one thing to intellecutually understand it
and another to experience it. I also read Michael Talbot's "The Holographic Universe", although I
lack the physics background to completely grasp this stuff. My background is in philosophy, and
this continues to be my main point of access, although I must admit that I've been trying to
meditate and self-enquire for quite a while, unfortunately with poor results. I once tried
5MeO-DMT to experience a non-dual state, but of course it didn't trigger a permanent loss of the
ego. But it was quite interesting to at least see that consciousness can be separated from a "me/I",
which I never thought was possible, because until then, that was always the same. Consciousness
without an "I" seemed to be ridiculous.

A: Consciousness without an I is Brahman. Consciousness with an I is Atman. Ultimately, Atman
is Brahman. Bernadette Roberts describes the enlightenment experience very accurately in her
book The Experience of No-self. Like Meister Eckhart, she describes the experience as a
dissolution of the individual spirit (The Self) into the Supreme Spirit (The Source or Godhead).
This is an oceanic experience, like a drop of water that dissolves into the ocean. In that ultimate
state of One-ness, there is No-self. There is no subject-object relation defining self and other. In
conceptual or scientific terms, Brahman or the Source is a void of absolute nothingness, Atman
or the Self is an observer that arises at a point of view, and the images of a holographic world are
displayed on a holographic screen. That holographic screen is a surface of space that arises as an
event horizon because the point of view of the observer is moving in an accelerated way relative
to the unmoving ocean. When that motion comes to an end, which is to say when the expression
of all emotions comes to an end in a desireless state, that holographic world must disappear from
existence from that particular point of view because the motionless observer no longer has a
holographic screen (the ocean no longer has a surface). Enlightened beings describe this oceanic
experience as falling into and dissolving into the infinite void.

Jed McKenna makes the point that enlightenment always follows a death-rebirth transformation
that eventually leads to the experience of No-self. The Self is an untruth that must die away
before the truth of No-self can be realized. You don't become enlightened because of your desire
for truth. You become enlightened because you hate the falseness so much that you're willing to
let it die away. You have to get to the point of hating the lie so much that you'd rather die at the
level of ego-death than continue to live the life of a lie. You have to become willing to die at the
level of ego-death before you can realize the truth. The truth of existence is what remains when
everything false disappears from existence. Everything you can perceive in your own world is
unreal in the sense of being an illusion, like in a virtual reality, but the number one illusion is
your own ego. Even the Self that identifies itself with its ego is a part of that illusion.



The holographic principle makes an important point that cannot be overemphasized. Expression
of desire only creates more falseness. That falseness can only be destroyed in a desireless state.
The expression of desire arises with the motion of the Self relative to its motionless Source. That
expression of emotional energy is the only thing that gives rise to a holographic screen that
encodes information for everything the Self can observe in its own holographic world. The form
of all things are projected like images from the screen to the observer's central point of view and
animated in the flow of energy that arises from that motion. That holographic world is the
falseness that can only disappear from existence in a desireless state when that motion comes to
an end. The falseness is only destroyed when the expression of emotions comes to an end. Since
that holographic world can only arise in a subject-object relation as the Self perceives the images
of that world, the Self is a part of the holographic illusion. When the Self emotionally identifies
itself with the form of an emotionally animated person that appears in that world, the Self is
identifying itself with its ego, which only compounds the nature of the illusion.

The ego is emotionally constructed as a body-based personal self-concept is emotionally related
to the concept of some other thing that appears in the world you perceive. People are social
animals, and emotional expressions of fear and desire predominately arise in the setting of
emotional attachments to others. The expression of emotions is what creates the emotional
relationship between self and other inherent in all emotional attachments that underlie the
emotional creation of all personal self-concepts. The Self can only identify itself with its ego
because it feels emotionally self-limited to a personal form as it perceives the self-limiting
expression of emotional energy that animates that personal form. The emotional relationship
between a personal form and the form of another is how the ego is emotionally constructed, but
in a twisted way, the Self is emotionally identifying itself with that personal form since it feels
emotionally self-limited to that personal form. The Self perceives things in its own world in a
subject-object relation, but when the Self identifies itself with its ego, it is as though that
personal form perceives things. A personal form can only transmit or process information, while
the perception of a form is like the projection of that form from a screen to the point of view of
an observer. The Self is the observer present at that point of view in relation to the screen. The
Self as a presence of perceiving consciousness arises at a point of view in relation to the screen.

The form of a person is reducible to information encoded on the screen, but the consciousness of
the observer is not. The Source of the observer's consciousness does not arise from a form that
appears on the screen. There is only confusion about the Source of consciousness due to the
feelings of self-limitation that arise as that personal form is emotionally animated, which leads
the Self to emotionally identify itself with that personal form. The Self is confused because that
expression of emotion literally arises from the motion of the Self relative to its Source, but the
Self ignores its Source and only focuses its attention on the projected personal form. That
projected personal form is only an illusion of what the Self really is, but when the Self ignores its
Source, it mistakenly attributes the personal form to be its source. The Self is as much a part of
the illusion as the personal form it perceives, since its ego can only be emotionally constructed in



a subject-object relation. The only way to realize the truth is to totally destroy the illusion. The
truth of existence is what remains when the illusion disappears from existence. The only way to
destroy the illusion is for the Self to cease to exist as an individual presence of consciousness.

As a presence of Atmanic consciousness, you are always present now, in the present moment. As
long as you perceive things in your own world from your own point of view, you are always a
presence of consciousness that arises at a point of view, and you are always present now. There is
only an illusion of your personal continuity in time because of the memory of past events and
anticipation of future events, but even that memory of the past and anticipation of the future is
perceived now. You are always present now, but an illusion of your personal continuity in time
arises with personal memory that creates the illusion that you are a person in the world you
perceive. Memory can only be created as an emotional projection from the present moment, and
you have to focus your attention on creating your own memories. The emotional projection of
memory is an integral part of the emotional construction of a personal self-concept. You have to
focus your attention on your self-concept to emotionally construct your self-concept, but when
you focus your attention on your self-concept you're focusing on your memory of past events or
your anticipation of future events. You're not focused on the present moment. That's why one of
the first instructions in the awakening process is to focus your attention on your own sense of
being present in the present moment. When you do that, you not only stop creating memories,
but you also stop creating a personal self-concept. You have to stop creating memories and a
self-concept before you can focus your attention on your own sense of being present, which you
can only bring into focus as you focus your attention exclusively on the present moment.

When you stop the emotional projection process of creating personal memory and a personal
self-concept, and focus your attention only on the actual events of the present moment, you allow
yourself to come into alignment with the normal flow of things. McKenna refers to this state of
alignment as the integrated state, which always follows a death-rebirth transformation as you
relinquish your personally biased desire to be in control of events. That desire to be in control is
always self-defensive and leads to the expression of personally biased emotions that create an
emotional disturbance in the normal flow of things. That emotional disturbance is what creates
the feelings of personal self-limitation that underlies the emotional construction of a personal
self-concept. This can only happen because of the personal bias in the focus of your attention
that underlies the emotional projection of all personal memories. When you give up the desire to
be in control, you lose that personal bias and stop creating those personal memories. Without
those personal memories, you stop constructing a personal self-concept. Your attention is no
longer focused on the events you remember about the past and anticipate about the future, but is
only focused on the actual events of the present moment. As a presence of consciousness that
observes the events of the present moment, that is the only way you can lose your personal
self-concept. You have to stop focusing your attention on it. When you lose that personal bias in
the focus of your attention, you naturally come into alignment with the normal flow of things.



In religious terms, this state of alignment with the normal flow of things in which you lose your
personal bias that creates your personal self-concept is called the born again experience. Your
identity as a person dies away. This can only happen when you give up your personally biased
desire to be in control, which all religions refer to as a surrender to divine will. When you lose
your personally biased individual will and surrender to divine will, you come into alignment. In
that state of surrender, you accept the actual events as they actually are and stop opposing them.
Instead, you develop a trust in the normal flow of things to sort out what is for the best. Roberts
refers to this state of alignment as the first movement of life, which she describes as a mystical
union of the Self with its divine Source. The Self is your spirit, and this state of mystical union is
the union of the spirit with its spiritual Source. The motion of the Self is literally coming into
alignment with the expression of divine will that gives rise to the normal flow of things. In this
state of mystical union, you're no longer opposing the normal motion of things by creating an
emotional disturbance in the normal flow of things. Roberts refers to the second movement of
life as the experience of No-self. Ironically, the experience of No-self is inherently the end of that
motion. When the motion of the Self comes to a motionless end, the individual consciousness of
the Self dies away and only the One consciousness of No-self remains. This experience of No-self
is inherently a motionless state in which no emotions are expressed.

When the individual consciousness of the Self dies away, only One consciousness of No-self
remains. This death of individual consciousness is the nature of becoming enlightened, which
enlightened beings describe as a dissolution, like a drop of water that dissolves into the ocean.
It's often stated that enlightenment follows from looking within and focusing your attention on
your own sense of being present or I-Am-ness, but that isn't the whole story. It's only when you
look into the emptiness of your own being in an egoless and desireless state that you can fall into
the void and your individual consciousness can dissolve back into One consciousness.

That fall is the nature of passing through the gateless gate. The gate is the Self, and the gate only
opens when the Self becomes selfless and desireless. In that desireless state, individual
consciousness dies away in the sense that the I Am becomes an I-am-not. This is an I-death, in
which there is no I. Falling and dissolving into the void is only possible in this desireless state.
The motion of the Self must come to an end relative to its motionless Source. The end of that
motion is the end of the expression of emotions. This desireless state is not only the death of the
ego, but also the death of the Self. In that death, everything in the world perceived by the Self
disappears from existence, but even the individual existence of the Self ceases to exist at an
individual level. In that dissolution, only the absolute nothingness of No-self remains.

This I-death only becomes possible when the Self refuses to be present to perceive its own
holographic world. That holographic world is always created in a subject-object relation as the
Self perceives images of that world. When that world is not perceived, it disappears from
existence from that particular point of view. When the Self refuses to be present to perceive its
world, that I Am presence becomes an I-am-not. That holographic world is the illusion that must
disappear from existence for the truth of No-self to be realized, but that can only happen if the



Self is not present to perceive that world. The Self dies away when it refuses to play the game.
The only thing that keeps the Self interested in the game is its emotional self-identification with
its ego, which is why this I-death is only possible in the setting of ego-death.

The Self must itself die away to realize the truth of No-self, and that can only happen through a
self-destructive process of ego-death. You have to examine and deconstruct your own ego.
Ultimately, you have to detach yourself from everything to undergo this process of ego-death,
since only the emotional energy of emotional attachments, expressed in terms of fear and desire,
can emotionally construct the ego. You deconstruct your ego by severing the emotional
attachments. When you sever an emotional attachment, it always feels like something dies inside
since part of your ego structure dies away. Your ego is entirely an emotional creation. Being
without desire is as good as being dead. To awaken to your own truth, you have to go through
this dying process. You have to accept your own death. That acceptance of death is always a
surrender in which you give up your desire to be in control and defend yourself. You surrender
by relinquishing your desire to be in control and you deconstruct your ego by severing your
emotional attachments. McKenna is worth reading if for no other reason than to know what the
hell you're getting yourself into with all this enlightenment stuff. Who really wants to know that
their life is an illusion and they only really exist at the level of absolute nothingness? The answer
of course is nobody. When you die at the level of ego-death, you become nobody.

The irony is that all personal memories, self-concepts and other forms of mental imagination are
actual events that are being perceived in the present moment, but their perception by the Self is a
private experience that is not being shared within the consensual reality that the Self shares with
other points of view. In a convoluted and twisted way, the Self is disconnecting itself from that
consensual reality when it emotionally constructs a personal self-concept through the emotional
projection of personal memories and emotionally identifies itself with that personal self-concept.
In effect, an illusion is being wrapped within an illusion that is being wrapped within an illusion.
McKenna describes this wrapping process as the layers of an onion. When you peel away all the
layers of the onion, what do you find inside? The answer is nothing.

The Truth of No-self can only be discussed in terms of negation and not at a conceptual level.
The direct experience of nondual reality cannot really be discussed since absolute nothingness
cannot really be conceptualized. You can experience it but you can't talk about it in terms of
concepts, except for the concepts of a road map that point out travel directions in your journey.

Q: What I'm kind of struggling with is how to interpret those religious terms like "Brahman",
"Atman", "Supreme Spirit", "God-head", etc. Is that which is denoted by those terms really the
absolute, or is it just a certain state of consciousness created by a reduced activity of the default
mode network? I guess you interpret those terms in the light of the hologram theory of the
universe/consciousness, which might provide you with much more scientific evidence. When
you speak of enlightened beings, have you ever encountered one, or do you consider any of the
well-known non-duality teachers "enlightened"?



A: I always look for consistency when assessing if someone who claims to be enlightened is
really enlightened or just pretending to be enlightened. People pretend because they really
believe themselves to be enlightened, not because of any malicious intent or intentional deceit.
They're deceiving themselves. The best way to evaluate if they're deceiving themselves is to
assess if they believe in their own Self. Enlightened beings believe in nothing, and certainty don't
believe in the reality of their own Self. They know their Self is an illusion, like everything else
they can perceive. Everything is perceived in a subject-object relation, and the Self that perceives
things is a part of that illusion. The only thing that is really real is the absolute nothingness of
No-self, which can't be perceived in a conventional way, but can be experienced. The problem is,
the absolute nothingness of No-self is inherently non-conceptual, and so that experience can't be
discussed in conceptual terms. When I look for consistency, this is what I'm looking for. As best I
can tell, all the followers of Ramana, like Papaji and Mooji are deceiving themselves when they
speak about the Self as the ultimate nature of reality. It's not. No-self is the ultimate nature of
reality, but there's really no point in speaking about it since it can't be conceptualized. To
paraphrase Shankara (with a bit of my own embellishment), No-self is the only truth, the world
(perceived by the Self) is a (holographic) illusion, and ultimately there is no difference between
the Self and No-self. Anyone who claims anything other than the absolute nothingness of No-self
is real is a fraud. As the Bhagavad-gita says: the unreal has no being; the real never ceases to be.
Ultimately, nothing is real. Amanda Gefter came to that conclusion when she analyzed the
holographic principle. This is also the answer to the central question of the Matrix: What is real?
The answer is nothing is real, but don't ask me to explain what that absolute nothingness really
is. It's unexplainable. Like the nihilists in the Big Lebowski, enlightened beings can only say:
"We believe in nothing", which McKenna rephrased as No belief is true.

Adapted from Bernadette Roberts' The Experience of No-self:

When the joy of my own emptiness began to wane I decided to rejuvenate it by spending some
solitary time gazing into my empty self. Though the center of self was gone, I was sure the

remaining emptiness, the silence and joy, was God Himself. Thus on one occasion, with full
hedonistic deliberation, I settled myself down and turned my gaze inward. Almost immediately

the empty space began to expand, and expanded so rapidly it seemed to explode; then, in the pit
of my stomach I had the feeling of falling a hundred floors in a non-stop elevator, and in this fall

every sense of life was drained from me. The moment of landing I knew: When there is no
personal self, there is also no personal God. I saw clearly how the two go together-and where

they went, I have never found out.

The only mystic I know who says something about this step beyond union, beyond self and God,
is Meister Eckhart. This could be understood as his breakthrough, his bursting forth into the

Godhead, his crashing through to that which is beyond the idea of God and truth, until the soul
reaches the beginning of beginnings, the origin or source. This amounts to saying that union

depends on separateness. Beyond self this separateness no longer exists-an undefinable essential
Oneness for which theology has no words. The difference depends on which side of the



breakthrough we stand: whether the self remains, or whether it is dead and buried in the
Godhead. Each side represents two different ways of seeing and knowing.

To speak of a union with God is orthodox, but to speak of an essential oneness with God-a
oneness in God’s essence-is unorthodox. The problem is not merely one of description or

semantics, but rather, one of experience, for with the falling away of the union of two, there
remains only the clear identity of the One-the essential Oneness of the Godhead.

The first movement of life culminates in the union of self with God. The second movement
culminates in no union-no self and no God for that self. In order to come upon God as he is in

Himself-and not as he is in our self-there must be no self. There is no other way.

The root of the problem stems from the biblical statement that God made all things from nothing,
and the disagreement in the interpretation of this nothing. Since absolute nothing is

incomprehensible, it falls, like the essence of God, into the realm of the unknown. That this
unknowable nothing turns out to be God is the final realization of the mystic. What flowed forth

from God in the act of creation was some unknowable aspect of Himself. Thus if we were created
from nothing it can only mean nothing knowable to the mind. Yet the experiential understanding

of how this works is possible once self has fallen away. However we wish to interpret the
nothingness or non-being from which we were made, it is difficult to justify any speculation that

God did not make us from himself-his will or uncreated energy.

She then quotes the bible:

“He who seeks only himself brings himself to ruin, whereas he who brings himself to naught for
me discovers who he is”. To this I would add that in coming to naught he will not only discover

who he is, but what he is, for in God these cannot be separated. That he is, what he is, who he is,
where he is, in God these are One, and outside this One, nothing is.
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