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The mighty oak tree begins life as a seed implanted in the earth. That seed – the acorn – contains in miraculous detail the essential characteristics that cause its form to be identifiably similar to its parent tree – one of the family we have catalogued as oak. Within the darken nidus of the earth, the seed is nurtured, its protective shell softened by the warm humid womb of soil around it, and its seeking life begins in the first stirrings of embryo shoots.

Life begins in darkness, in unknowing, in receiving from the immediate surroundings. Everything that is living has the pattern of its birthplace firmly established in its being. But the growing stem breaks through the ground and takes in a new source of energy, boundless, infinite. Receptive now to the illumined world, the tree discovers its own uniqueness in the dynamic interplay of life forces surging upwards from its roots and raying inwards through its outstretched limbs.

As in the tree, so in us. We are what we are given and what we take, the unknowing succour from ground roots and our own searching within the infinite wisdom of life experience. Without our roots we could not stand; they nourish us and provide the energy to seek. But the intake depends upon the fertility of the soil and no soil is sufficiently nourishing of itself.

All of our human environment that we take in as basic succour forms the soil of our growing. Of greatest significance is the family setting in which the child begins its life, providing as it does not only physical nourishment but also most of the early images on which we base our own being. As we grow, our roots spread further, taking in nurture from other sources. We are affected by the quality of our soil: an impoverished soil will stunt us; a rich soil will greatly assist us in our development.

We can visualise our roots weaving their way through the dark areas of life. We must not cut them off. They provide our strength; through them we experience our energy. But, like the tree, we also receive from a higher source – the illumined world. From here comes our light. We establish our unique nature through our particular blending of these forces.

‘The illumined world’ provides our sources of insight but it is quite possible for us to spend much of our time ‘asleep’, taking in succour from our roots almost as unconsciously as breathing. Of course, what is received in this way still has a formative effect on us: we exhibit characteristics and opinions that have their source deep in our unknown darkness; we feel uncomfortable if challenged because we have accepted unquestioningly what we were given. But in our moments of awakening we become conscious of our uncertainty and, if we manage to stay awake, will endeavour to seek illumination.

What is ‘Normal’?

From our earliest days of introspection, we observe ourselves by reference to those around us: we model our behaviour on the pattern of others. This is a natural learning process in which we are grounded. The younger we are, the more susceptible we are, and our later impressions will be coloured by our earlier experiences. As we begin to appreciate our separateness, we also seek for similarity with others: to feel oneself very different from those around one is to feel alienated, alone, and afraid. Of course, there are differences between people and as we grow older our inclination is to seek out those who are similar to us.

So we clearly have a need to be able to consider ourselves ‘normal’, that is, ‘like others’. However, we may have a very distorted view of what others are like. We may have experience of only a few people and through ignorance assume that these few are reasonably typical, especially when we are concerned with intimate behavior. By its very nature, intimate behaviour is not readily available for casual observation: unless we take special steps to procure additional information, our view of what is normal in intimate behaviour will be determined by a very limited sampling provided by our personal intimate experiences. Of course, our view of what is normal will have an affect on others. If we are parents, we will be likely to impress it in some way on our children who, being susceptible, may not be able to accord it the uncertainty it merits. Unfortunately, our impressions as children powerfully affect our outlook as adults, especially at the controlling level of the unconscious. We are likely to find ourselves in some way in servitude to false standards, either directly in terms of what we permit in ourselves or indirectly in terms of the guilt we experience in transgressing these standards. The impression we pass on to others, of our natural inclinations, may be in conflict with reality: it may even be that we have so censored our inclinations that we are no longer in touch with what is real in us.

Being ‘Abnormal’
Our roots, whilst providing support, secure us too firmly. We take in the pattern of our birthplace and react to the nature of this nourishment either acceptingly, making it part of ourselves, or rejectingly, developing contrary traits as a defence. But the new organism needs validation so we seek to find others who have developed similar traits. The need to feel ‘normal’ is strong in us: it guides our formative growth; but, being a natural element of our unconscious, it lives in darkness. At some stage, we respond to illumination from the sources of insight: we fashion ourselves not unconsciously through experience of others but in the light of consciousness, discovering a deeper truth, finding that we already existed – as though the basic form in which the pattern was set was contained in the husk but the unique essence of the individual tree existed already in the core of the seed, awaiting discovery. Then we no longer seek for comparisons; we already know our metaphysical family. Now we seek to unfold our own, existing, uniqueness. In all probability we find ourselves being ‘abnormal’. To love is to know this in the other from the essence of this in oneself.

Unfolding

Human beings are very complex: one aspect of behaviour is interlinked with another. To simplify conceptually is usually to falsify. However, there is one valuable way of viewing human development that is quite simple. It appears legitimate to consider a whole person as being one who has become totally their unique self, not masked in any way by attempts to be acceptable to others but able to use all their energy in real being. So much effort is put into false postures that generally we have very little energy left for true communion with another human being. The ‘realised’ individual has discovered this truth and taken steps to overcome falseness. Thus, we can view human development as a continuum spanning the range between the hypothetical state of complete blocking (total falseness) at one end of the scale and total absence of blocking (total realness) at the other. Each one of us is in some way struggling along this path towards our own being. We can conceptually locate ourselves somewhere between the two extremes, hopefully moving towards wholeness. A small proportion of the total adult population will be found near the extremes; most of us are nearer the half-way point, able to manifest our real selves to a degree but finding that for much of the time we are masked, playing roles and ‘playing safe’.

We can gain some idea of how we arrived at our particular level of development by considering our early experiences, identifying two particular types of response: the ‘positive’ response that encourages us to be open, exposing our real self, and the ‘negative’ response that teaches us to be closed and hide ourselves away. If we encountered only negative responses all the time, we would surely become afraid to risk exposing our real self and would eventually become totally blocked, presenting only a mask. If, however, all our experiences of other people were positive, we would feel secure and have no reason to block at all. In practice, we all encounter both types of response and our willingness or ability to be open and real will reflect the extent to which we experienced each type of response.

For those near the extremes, viewing the world through their manifest nature will tend to augment that nature. Thus, a blocked individual will see the world as threatening in ways which cause him to close in even more, whereas a freed individual will see into the suffering of others and thereby develop further his own level of compassion and the ability to love, leading to greater openness. If positive and negative experiences are equally likely, however, the majority will reflect this in their own level of development which will be near the half-way point along the continuum, and if we consider the distribution as a whole it follows that there will be a fairly symmetrical decline from this peak in the direction of either extreme. This observation leads to the conclusion that the average or mean, that is, the level of human development that is considered typical or ‘normal’, approximates to an equal degree of blocking and realisation, i.e. the ‘normal’ person is only half realised.

It is our right, even our responsibility, to move along our individual path towards self-discovery. But this is no easy journey and it cannot be pursued without pain. As we stretch beyond the half way point, we are moving away from what is normal: we will not receive much support from general public opinion. There is general fear of the unknown and one who treads this path is bound to be regarded with suspicion. As an example of the life of one at the extreme of self-realisation, devoid of blocking, we can consider how the compassion and love of humanity manifest by Jesus was viewed as a threat by the many who eventually crucified him. This is not so hard to comprehend when we recognise how much energy is being used to keep our inner reality hidden. We present to others only what we dare present. But someone less blocked can see beyond our façade and naturally we feel uneasy. Of course, it is necessary to see beyond the struggling, blocked, personality if we are to seek real contact with the essence of another, and deep within, surely, this is what each of us longs to receive. But our façade is our defence: it is there to protect us, whether we need it or not. We have to risk being vulnerable to allow another contact, but perhaps we are too afraid….
This gives the clue to our unfolding. If we wish to become ourselves more fully, if we wish to rid ourselves of some of the blocks that limit our being, we have to take risks. We know more of ourselves than we have dared to expose to others: by sharing a little more we can become more real, we can grow. But we fear rejection, we fear that we will not be understood, and the anticipation of pain may cause us to remain hidden. There is no easy way out of this dilemma, but our own sensitivity will come to our aid. We need to feel for the essence of the other and we need to be conscious of their current state of being. This sensitivity is a bridge because if one feels accepted ‘where one is’ it is natural to move a little closer, to be willing to share a little more. Step by step we can grow in conjunction with others. Only by caring for others can we know them and without this knowledge we could never feel secure enough to expose more of our inner being: we need to experience within ourself the compassion of the other in order to risk exposure. This is an intimate process: we are moving into the realm of love.

Loving

We cannot separate loving and growing. To love is to reach to the essence of another from deep within our own essence, deeper than our personality, deeper than we can fully communicate: we struggle to present that which stirs in us when we somehow ‘know’ another, but we are hindered by our blocks, we find ourselves responding in ways that are contrary to our deepest feelings, we may even ultimately lose touch with those feelings. When two people meet, the essence of one may somehow apprehend the essence of the other, but the interchange is nevertheless processed through the personality with consequent distortions. But, in love, we can help each other understand those distortions, we can help each other to be more exposed, we can help each other become more real. If we do this, we grow. We grow in the effort to understand that which is different to ourselves and we grow through endeavouring to present that which is ourselves: our deepest essence clouded by our personality blocks.

And isn't this process of mutual enabling utterly desirable? Isn't this something for us all to move towards? Perhaps all will affirm this; but have the implications been registered? Do we limit our caring simply to our partner, our spouse? If we achieve some measure of growth that enables us to avoid expending most of our energy in pursuing ends that are essentially selfish (even if self-destructive), then we will surely find ourselves reaching out more and more to others. We will no longer be content with superficial encounters with all but our selected partner; we will wish to make real contact with others around us. Generations of training have prepared us for a very different role in which marriage is expected to contain and provide all our meaningful experiences. But this is inconsonant with growth: we become increasingly diminished and consequently have less and less to share with each other, let alone with the people around us. If we are to grow as individuals, if we are to become more completely real, to unfold our true potential and contribute what we are, meaningfully, to the world around us, we must take steps towards being real in all our encounters. This is the task of our age and it is an immense one. It is the opposite of resigned selfishness. It involves courage and sensitivity and is fired by love: love of humanity, love of truth, love of those others and oneself whose struggles towards unfolding form the most intimate knowledge of our life.

Together with Palinurus (in ‘The Unquiet Grave’), we can echo the ancients and say:
In my beginning is my end. As the acorn contains the oak or the folded kernal of the Spanish chestnut implies the great whorled bole and serrated leaf of the full-grown tree, so each human being possesses a form appropriate to him which time will educate and ripen. 
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