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Grace and Grit 

Spirituality and Healing in the Life and Death of Treya Killam Wilber 
From	the	Introduction	to	the	Collected	Works,	Vol.	5	

By	Ken	Wilber	

In	 terms	 of	 the	 Collected	 Works,	 there	 was	 a	 decade-long	 hiatus	 in	 my	 theoretical	 writing,	 stretching	 from	
Transformations	of	Consciousness	(written	in	I984)	to	Sex,	Ecology,	Spirituality	(written	in	1993).	Grace	and	Grit	
tells	 the	 story	 of	 that	 hiatus,	which,	 although	 it	was	 an	 absence	 of	writing,	was	 an	 abundance	 of	 blessings.	 And	
anguish.	It	 is	the	story	of	perhaps	the	most	remarkable	person	I	have	ever	known,	Terry	Killam,	soon	to	become	
Treya	Killam	Wilber.	

As	I	write	this,	it	has	been	ten	years	since	Treya’s	death.	I	am	immeasurably	more,	and	immeasurably	less,	because	
of	 her	 presence.	 Immeasurably	 more,	 for	 having	 known	 her;	 immeasurably	 less,	 for	 having	 lost	 her.	 But	 then,	
perhaps	every	event	in	life	is	like	that:	filling	you	up	and	emptying	you	out,	all	at	the	same	time.	It	is	just	that,	it	is	
oh-so-rare	that	such	a	one	as	Treya	moves	among	us,	and	thus	the	joy,	and	the	pain,	are	all	so	intensely	amplified.	

There	are	as	many	Treyas	as	there	are	those	who	knew	her.	What	follows	is	my	Treya.	I	am	not	saying	it	is	the	only	
Treya,	or	even	the	best.	But	I	do	believe	it	is	a	full	account,	fair	and	balanced.	In	particular,	it	makes	liberal	use	of	
her	own	journals,	which	she	kept	off	and	on	for	most	of	her	adult	life,	and	which	she	kept	almost	daily	during	the	
years	we	were	 together.	 I	 had	 always	 intended	 to	 destroy	 these	 journals	 after	 Treya	 died,	 and	without	 reading	
them	myself,	because	they	were	so	 intensely	personal	 for	her.	She	never	showed	them	to	anybody,	not	even	me.	
Not	because	she	was	reclusive	or	private	about	her	“real	feelings”	and	thus	had	to	“hide”	them	in	her	journals.	On	
the	contrary,	one	of	the	most	extraordinary	things	about	Treya	—	in	fact,	I	might	say	the	single	most	astonishing	
thing	 about	 her	 -	 is	 that	 she	 had	 almost	 no	 split	 between	 her	 public	 and	 her	 private	 selves.	 She	 harbored	 no	
“secret”	thoughts	that	she	was	afraid	or	ashamed	to	share	with	the	world.	If	you	asked,	she	would	tell	you	exactly	
what	 she	 thought	—	about	you	or	 anybody	else	—	but	 in	 such	a	nondefensive,	direct,	 straightforward	way	 that	
people	 rarely	 got	 upset.	 This	 was	 the	 basis	 of	 her	 enormous	 integrity:	 people	 trusted	 her	 right	 from	 the	 start,	
because	they	seemed	to	know	that	she	would	never	lie	to	them,	and	as	far	as	I	can	tell,	she	never	did.	

No,	I	had	intended	to	destroy	the	journals	simply	because	when	she	wrote	in	them,	it	was	a	special	time	for	her	to	
be	alone	with	herself,	and	I	felt	that	nobody,	including	me,	should	violate	that	space.	But	right	before	her	death,	she	
pointed	to	her	 journals	and	said,	“You’ll	need	those.”	She	had	asked	me	to	write	about	our	ordeal,	and	she	knew	
that	I	would	need	her	journals	in	order	to	convey	her	own	thoughts.	The	very	last	entry,	made	twenty-four	hours	
before	she	died,	read:	“It	takes	grace	—	yes!	—	and	grit.”	

In	writing	Grace	and	Grit	,	I	read	through	all	of	the	journals	(around	ten	large	notebooks,	and	many	computer	files),	
and	was	able	to	find	excerpts	on	virtually	every	topic	covered	in	the	following	pages,	thus	letting	Treya	speak	for	
herself,	in	her	own	words,	in	her	own	way.	As	I	read	those	journals,	it	was	exactly	as	I	had	suspected:	there	were	no	
secrets,	no	items	that	she	had	not	generally	shared	with	me	or	with	her	family	and	friends.	Treya	simply	had	no	
split	between	her	public	and	private	selves.	I	think	that	was	exactly	part	of	her	enormous	integrity,	and	I	think	that	
was	directly	related	to	what	can	only	be	called	her	fearlessness.	There	was	a	strength	in	Treya	that	was	absolutely	
fearless,	and	I	do	not	say	that	lightly.	(As	Sam	Bercholz	said	at	her	passing	over	ceremony,	“Treya	was	the	strongest	
person	I	have	ever	known.	She	taught	us	how	to	live,	and	she	taught	us	how	to	die.”)	Treya	had	little	fear	because	
she	had	little	to	hide,	from	you	or	me	or	God	or	anybody.	She	was	transparent	to	reality,	to	the	Divine,	to	the	world,	
and	thus	had	nothing	to	fear	from	it.	I	saw	her	in	much	pain;	I	saw	her	in	much	agony;	I	saw	her	in	much	anger.	I	
never	saw	her	in	fear.	

I	am	not	exaggerating	or	simply	trying	to	say	nice	things.	I	never	saw	her	lie,	and	I	never	saw	her	in	fear	—	and	I	
think	they	are	very	much	the	same	thing.	

It’s	 not	 hard	 to	 understand	 why	 people	 felt	 alive	 in	 her	 presence,	 vivified,	 awakened.	 Even	 when	 we	 were	 in	
various	 hospitals,	 with	 Treya	 undergoing	 one	 gruesome	 indignity	 or	 another,	 people	 (nurses,	 visitors,	 other	
patients,	their	visitors)	used	to	hang	out	in	her	room,	just	to	be	around	the	presence,	the	life,	the	energy,	that	she	
seemed	to	radiate.	In	a	hospital	in	Bonn,	Germany,	I	remember	waiting	in	line	to	get	into	her	room.	
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She	could	be	obstinate;	strong	people	often	are.	But	it	came	out	of	that	core	of	vivid	presence	and	wakefulness,	and	
it	was	bracing,	mind-stopping.	People	often	came	away	from	Treya	more	alive,	more	open,	more	direct.	She	was	
like	that;	her	presence	changed	you,	sometimes	a	little,	sometimes	a	lot,	but	it	changed	you.	It	drew	you	into	being	
present	to	the	Present,	it	reminded	you	to	wake	up.	

One	other	thing:	Treya	was	remarkably	beautiful,	and	yet	(as	you	will	see	in	the	following	pages),	she	had	almost	
no	vanity,	which	was	amazing.	As	much	as	anybody	I	have	ever	known,	including	some	very	enlightened	masters,	
she	was	unselfconsciously	herself,	just	so.	There	was	no	self-glancing,	self-checking,	self-guessing:	she	was	simply	
and	 directly	 present,	 all	 of	 her.	 The	 fact	 that	 she	 had	 little	 self-consciousness	 made	 her	 even	more	 right	 here.	
Around	Treya,	the	world	became	immediate	and	focused,	clear	and	inviting,	bright	and	honest,	open	and	alive.	

Grace	and	Grit	 is	her	 story;	 and	our	 story.	Many	people	asked	me,	 since	 I	was	 so	 careful	 to	 include	Treya’s	own	
writing	and	her	own	voice	in	the	following	pages,	why	I	didn’t	list	her	as	coauthor	of	the	book.	Some	people,	in	fact,	
were	 quite	 angry	 with	 me.	 I	 thought	 about	 doing	 so	 from	 the	 beginning,	 but	 conversations	 with	 editor	 and	
publisher	made	 it	 increasingly	 clear	 that	 to	 do	 so	was	misleading.	 As	my	 present	 editor	 at	 Shambhala,	 Kendra	
Crossen	 Burroughs,	 puts	 it,	 “A	 coauthor	 is	 someone	 who	 actively	 writes	 a	 book	 with	 another	 person.	 This	 is	
different	from	taking	someone	else’s	writings	and	weaving	them	into	a	book.”	So	I	hope	that	those	readers	who	felt	
that	 I	 was	 not	 acknowledging	 Treya’s	 contribution	will	 realize	 that	 such	was	 certainly	 not	my	 intent,	 and	 that	
Treya’s	real	voice	has	been	included	on	almost	every	page,	by	letting	her	speak	for	herself.	

At	one	point	in	Treya’s	journals	she	wrote,	“Had	lunch	with	Emily	Hilburn	Sell,	the	editor	at	Shambhala.	I	like	her	a	
lot,	 trust	her	 judgment.	 I	 told	her	about	the	book	I	was	working	on	—	cancer,	psychotherapy,	spirituality	—	and	
asked	her	if	she	would	edit	for	me.	I’d	love	to,	she	said,	which	makes	me	even	more	determined	to	see	this	project	
through!”	Well,	Treya	did	not	have	time	to	complete	her	book	—	which	is	why	she	asked	me	to	write	this	one	—	
but	I	am	glad	to	report	that	Emily	was	the	editor	of	Grace	and	Grit,	and	did	a	wonderful	job.	

A	few	minor	points.	Most	people	read	this	book,	not	for	technical	information	about	my	work,	but	for	Treya’s	story.	
As	 I	 indicate	 in	 the	Note	 to	 the	Reader,	 chapter	11	 is	particularly	 technical,	and	 it	 really	can	be	skipped	without	
missing	a	thing!	(Actually,	if	you	are	skipping	that	chapter,	just	read	the	few	paragraphs	in	between	the	interview	
material,	since	it	has	some	important	story	elements;	but	otherwise,	skip	away.	The	material	in	chapter	11	is	just	a	
summary	of	my	phase-2	model,	and	readers	interested	in	more	up-to-date	material	might	wish	to	consult	Integral	
Psychology).	

All	 of	Treya’s	 journal	 entries	 are	marked	by	 a	 vertical	 solid	 line	down	 the	 left-hand	margin.	These	 are	different	
from,	say,	 some	of	her	 letters,	which	have	no	solid	 lines.	Her	 letters,	even	 if	 they	were	mostly	private,	were	still	
available	to	other	people	(namely,	those	to	whom	she	sent	them).	But	every	entry	marked	by	a	solid	vertical	line	
was	from	her	journals,	and	thus	are	entries	that	nobody	had	ever	seen	before.	

The	 reception	 to	Grace	and	Grit	was	overwhelming,	and	 it	wasn’t	me	 the	 readers	were	 responding	 to.	To	date,	 I	
have	received	close	to	a	thousand	letters	from	people	all	over	the	world	—	an	unprecedented	percentage	write	to	
tell	me	what	Treya’s	story	has	meant	to	them,	and	how	it	has	changed	their	lives.	Some	have	sent	pictures	of	their	
baby	daughters	named	“Treya,”	and	I	can	tell	you,	as	a	purely	objective	bystander	with	no	biases	whatsoever,	that	
they	are	the	most	beautiful	little	girls	in	the	world.	Some	of	the	people	who	write	to	me	have	cancer,	and	they	were	
initially	afraid	to	read	the	book;	but	once	they	did,	they	tended	to	lose	their	fear.	

Dear	Ken,	

Last	August	I	was	diagnosed	with	breast	cancer.	I	had	segmental	surgery,	lymph	node	dissection	and	a	three	
week	treatment.	I	am	in	constant	relationship	with	cancer	on	all	levels.	Several	weeks	ago	a	friend	told	me	of	
your	book	and	I	knew	I	had	to	read	it.	It	was	a	scary	thought	because,	after	all,	I	knew	the	ending.	

“But,	”	I	thought,	“she	had	some	other	kind	of	more	serious	cancer.	"	How	’s	that	for	denial?	The	fact	is,	I	have	
the	same	kind	of	terrible	cancer	Treya	had.	The	truth	is	this	book	has	been	at	moments	terrifying,	but	totally	
freeing...	

Freeing,	because	Treya	describes,	almost	step	by	step,	the	way	in	which	she	moved	through	the	pain	and	agony	of	
cancer	 and	 into	 a	 spiritual	 freedom	 and	 liberation	 that	 outshines	 death	 and	 its	 inherent	 terror.	 As	 one	 of	 my	
favorite	letters	said	(and	this	is	the	entire	letter):	
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Dear	Ken	Wilber,	

I	am	fourteen	years	old.	Since	I	was	a	little	girl	I	have	been	very	afraid	of	dying.	I	read	Treya	 ’s	story,	and	
ever	since,	I	have	not	been	afraid	to	die.	I	wanted	to	tell	you	this.	

Or	another:	

Dear	Ken,	

Last	year	I	was	diagnosed	with	advanced	metastatic	breast	cancer.	A	friend	of	mine	said	I	had	to	read	this	
book,	 Grace	 and	Grit,	 but	when	 I	 asked	 how	 it	 ended,	 he	 said,	 “She	 died.	 ”	 I	was	 afraid	 of	 the	 book	 for	 a	
longtime.	But	having	 finished	 it,	 I	wanted	 to	 thank	you	and	Treya	 from	 the	bottom	of	my	heart.	 I	 know	 I	
might	die,	 too,	but	 somehow	following	Treya’s	 story	has	made	me	unafraid.	 I	 feel	 free	of	 fear,	 for	 the	 first	
time....	

But	most	of	the	people	who	write	do	not	have	cancer.	It	is	simply	that	Treya’s	story	is	everyperson’s	story.	It	might	
seem	that	Treya	“had	it	all”:	intelligence,	beauty,	charm,	integrity,	a	happy	marriage,	a	wonderful	family.	But,	like	
all	of	us,	Treya	had	her	own	doubts,	insecurities,	self-criticisms,	and	deeply	unsettling	issues	about	her	own	worth	
and	her	own	purpose	in	life...	not	to	mention	a	brutal	battle	with	a	lethal	disease.	But	Treya	fought	the	good	fight	
with	 all	 of	 those	 shadows...	 and	 she	won,	 by	 any	 definition	 of	 the	word	 “win.”	 Treya’s	 story	 speaks	 to	 all	 of	 us	
because	she	met	those	nightmares	head	on,	with	courage	and	dignity	and	grace,	and	she	triumphed,	gloriously.	

And	she	left	us	her	journals,	which	tell	us	exactly	how	she	did	it.	How	she	brought	meditative	awareness	to	bear	on	
pain	and	thus	dissipated	its	hold	on	her.	How,	instead	of	closing	down	and	becoming	bitter	and	angry,	she	greeted	
the	world	with	love	in	her	heart.	How	she	met	cancer	with	“passionate	equanimity.”	How	she	rid	herself	of	self-pity	
and	chose	 joyously	 to	carry	on.	How	she	was	 fearless,	not	because	she	 lacked	 fear,	but	because	she	 immediately	
embraced	it,	even	when	it	became	obvious	that	she	would	soon	die:	‘‘I	will	bring	the	fear	into	my	heart.	To	meet	the	
pain	and	the	fear	with	openness,	to	embrace	it,	to	allow	it.	Realizing	that	brings	wonderment	at	life.	It	gladdens	my	
heart	 and	 nourishes	 my	 soul.	 I	 feel	 such	 joy.	 I’m	 not	 trying	 to	 ‘beat’	 my	 sickness;	 I’m	 allowing	 myself	 into	 it,	
forgiving	it.	I	will	go	on,	not	with	anger	and	bitterness,	but	with	determination	and	joy.”	And	she	did	so,	greeting	
both	 life	 and	death	with	a	determination	and	 joy	 that	outpaced	 their	 tedious	 terrors,	 and	a	 loving	 radiance	 that	
outshone	the	finite	world,	even	to	the	end.	

In	the	last	analysis,	Treya’s	story	is	about	finding	that	center	of	awareness,	that	pure	Self,	that	primordial	Ground,	
which	 is	 timeless	and	eternal.	 It	 is	not	 that	your	true	Self	 is	“everlasting”	or	“lives	 forever”	 -	 that	 is	not	how	one	
triumphs	over	death.	Rather,	your	true	Self	is	a	moment	without	time	—	this	present	timeless	moment,	just	as	it	is,	
before	you	think	about	past	and	future	and	thus	bind	yourself	to	the	tortures	of	time.	The	pure	and	timeless	Self,	
existing	 fully	 in	 this	 timeless,	 present	moment,	 is	 the	 gateway	 to	 the	 eternal	—	which	 does	 not	mean	 existing	
forever	in	time,	but	being	blissfully	free	of	time.	Because	it	never	enters	the	world	of	time	and	its	terror,	your	pure	
Self	is	the	great	Unborn.	And	because	it	never	enters	time,	it	never	exits	either:	your	pure	Self	is	the	great	Undying.	

You	triumph	over	death,	not	by	living	forever,	but	by	living	timelessly,	by	being	present	to	the	Present.	You	are	not	
going	 to	 defeat	 death	 by	 identifying	with	 the	 ego	 in	 the	 steam	 of	 time	 and	 then	 trying	 to	make	 that	 ego	 go	 on	
forever	in	that	temporal	stream.	You	defeat	death	by	finding	that	part	of	your	own	present	awareness	that	never	
enters	 the	 stream	of	 time	 in	 the	 first	place	and	 thus	 is	 truly	Unborn	and	Undying.	As	 the	Buddha	himself	put	 it,	
“There	is,	o	monks,	a	great	Unborn,	Unmanifest,	Unmade.	Were	there	not,	there	would	be	no	escape	from	the	born,	
the	manifest,	the	made.”	

Well,	Treya	found	the	great	Unborn,	and	therefore	Treya	found	the	great	Undying.	Treya	the	individual	is	dead;	but	
the	Self	of	Treya	is	alive	right	now,	in	the	timeless	present	that	is	ever-present,	that	is	alive	in	every	sentient	being,	
alive	 in	you	and	in	me	and	in	all	 things	great	and	small,	 for	this	 is	the	Self	of	one	and	all.	Having	found	that,	one	
finds	the	All,	and	then	—	quite	literally	—	one	can	say,	“Death,	where	is	thy	sting?”	

Far	from	being	a	difficult	discovery,	it	is	the	simplest	you	will	ever	make.	So	simple,	in	fact,	that	it	might	take	many	
years	 (as	 the	meditation	 texts	put	 it,	 “Too	simple	 to	believe,	 too	easy	 to	accomplish”).	Even	right	now,	you	have	
access	to	this	pure	Self,	this	crystal	clear	Witness,	this	great	Unborn	consciousness.	For	notice:	the	clouds	float	by	
in	 the	 sky,	 and	 you	 effortlessly	 witness	 that.	 Feelings	 float	 by	 in	 the	 body,	 and	 you	 effortlessly	 witness	 that.	
Thoughts	 float	 by	 in	 the	 mind,	 and	 you	 effortlessly	 witness	 them.	 Time	 floats	 by	 in	 your	 awareness,	 and	 you	
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effortlessly	witness	that.	You	can	witness	all	of	those	things	—	clouds,	 feelings,	 thoughts,	and	time	—	because	in	
your	 essence	 you	 are	 free	 of	 all	 of	 them:	 your	pure	 Self	 is	 that	 empty,	 free,	 clear,	 open	 awareness	 in	which	 the	
clouds,	and	feelings,	and	thoughts,	and	time	all	float	by.	This	pure	Witness	does	not	itself	enter	the	stream	of	time,	
but	rather	is	effortlessly	aware	of	it.	The	pure	Witness,	in	other	words,	is	itself	timeless.	To	abide	as	that	Self	is	to	
abide	in	timeless	eternity.	When	conventional	death	then	arrives,	it,	too,	is	a	simple	experience	like	any	other,	and	
it	leaves	your	Self	untouched.	

How	can	we	know	this	 for	 sure?	The	answer	 is:	 take	up	 the	practice	of	abiding	as	 the	Self	and	 find	out	directly.	
Recognize	your	own	ever-present	wakefulness,	and	death	will	slide	off	your	heart.	That	is	what	Treya	did;	that	is	
what	cancer	forced	her	to	do;	and	that	is	why,	in	her	journals,	she	sincerely	thanked	fate	for	this	disease.	It	forced	
her	out	of	her	self	and	into	her	Self,	where	she	was	one	with	the	All.	And	that	is	why	“I	read	Treya’s	story,	and	ever	
since,	I	have	not	been	afraid	to	die.	I	wanted	to	tell	you	this.”	

If	Treya	can	do	it,	we	can	do	it:	that	is	the	message	of	this	book,	and	that	is	what	people	write	to	tell	me	about.	How	
her	 story	 moved	 them	 to	 remember	 what	 really	 matters.	 How	 her	 attempt	 to	 balance	 in	 herself	 the	
masculine/doing	and	the	feminine/being	spoke	directly	to	their	own	deepest	concerns	in	today’s	world.	How	her	
remarkable	courage	inspired	them	-	male	and	female	alike	—	to	carry	on	with	their	own	unbearable	suffering.	How	
her	 example	 helped	 get	 them	 through	 the	 dark	 hours	 of	 their	 own	 nightmares.	 How	 “passionate	 equanimity”	
installed	them	directly	 in	the	Self.	And	why	all	of	 them	understood	that,	on	the	very	deepest	 level,	 this	 is	a	book	
with	a	profoundly	happy	ending.	

(Many	of	those	writing	me	are	also	support	people,	those	who	suffer	doubly:	having	to	watch	the	loved	one	suffer,	
and	not	being	allowed	to	have	any	problems	of	 their	own.	Grace	and	Grit	 speaks	 for	 them	as	well,	 I	hope.	Those	
who	would	like	to	see	some	of	the	mail	response	to	Grace	and	Grit	might	wish	to	check	One	Taste,	March	7	entry.)	

Several	people	inevitably	wondered	about	making	a	movie,	which	makes	me	uncomfortable.	I	was	more	than	glad	
to	do	a	book,	because	I	told	Treya	I	would	and	because	I	believe	her	story	is	that	of	a	true	heroine,	a	story	for	our	
time.	But	 a	movie	—	so	many	 things	 can	go	wrong.	 Still,	 I	 have	been	 contacted	by	 almost	 a	dozen	producers	 at	
various	levels,	 from	the	biggest	of	Hollywood	to	the	smallest	of	 independents.	Somehow,	nothing	has	quite	come	
together,	mostly	due	to	my	extreme	ambivalence.	I	suppose	I	would	not	rule	out	something	in	the	future,	 if	I	can	
ever	get	comfortable	with	the	idea.	

Many	people	have	asked	me	why	I	didn’t	dedicate	any	of	my	subsequent	books	to	Treya.	In	the	past,	I	have	always	
dedicated	my	books	to	one	or	more	persons;	Grace	and	Grit	was	the	last	book	that	I	did	so.	All	of	the	books	since	
then	have	carried	no	dedication,	because	all	of	them	have	been	dedicated	to	Treya.	

As	of	this	writing,	Treya’s	family	—	Rad	and	Sue,	Kati,	David,	Traci	and	Michael	—	are	all	still	alive	and	doing	very	
well.	I	have	stayed	in	touch	with	them	(especially	Kati),	and	we	get	together	every	now	and	then.	Treya	often	said	
she	could	not	imagine	having	a	better	family,	and	to	this	day	I	agree	with	her.	

The	 Cancer	 Support	 Community,	 founded	 by	 Treya	 and	 Vicky	Wells,	 is	 an	 award-winning	 institution	 still	 going	
strong.	 If	you	would	 like	to	offer	donations,	or	 if	you	need	 its	services,	you	can	 locate	 it	by	calling	San	Francisco	
information.	

Treya	and	I	were	together	for	five	years.	Those	years	have	been	etched	into	my	soul.	I	really	do	believe	that	I	have	
kept	my	promise,	and	I	really	do	believe	it	is	due	to	her	grace.	And	I	really	do	believe	that	any	one	of	us	can	meet	
Treya	again,	any	time	we	wish	to	do	so,	by	acting	with	honesty,	integrity,	and	fearlessness—for	there	lies	the	heart	
and	soul	of	Treya	—	and	any	one	of	us	can,	when	we	abide	as	the	Self,	find	that	place	where	Treya	timelessly	is.	

If	Treya	can	do	it,	we	can	do	it.	That	is	the	message	of	Grace	and	Grit.	

Grace	and	Grit	is	the	compelling	story	of	the	five-year	journey	of	Ken	Wilber	and	his	wife	Treya	Killam	Wilber	
through	Treya's	 illness,	 treatment,	and,	finally,	death.	Ten	days	after	 transpersonal	psychologist	Ken	Wilber	
married	 Terry	 Killam	 in	 1983,	 she	 was	 diagnosed	 with	 breast	 cancer.	 Her	 condition	 tested	 their	 faith	
simultaneously.	 Her	 lengthy,	 candid	 journal	 entries,	 interwoven	 with	 his	 narrative,	 form	 a	 tremendously	
moving	 love	 story.	 Ken	 intimately	 participated	 in	 his	wife	 ’s	 ordeal,	 and	 here	 presents	 cancer	 as	 a	 healing	
crisis,	 an	occasion	 for	 self-confrontation	and	growth.	Grace	 and	 Grit	was	originally	published	 in	1991.	This	
essay	is	taken	from	the	Introduction	to	the	Collected	Works	of	Ken	Wilber,	Vol.	5,	in	which	Grace	and	Grit	was	
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republished	in	2000.	

	

The	following	is	an	excerpt	from	Grace	and	Grit.	Note:	Bold	typeface	indicates	those	paragraphs	were	taken	from	
Treya's	journal.	Paragraphs	without	bold	typeface	are	Ken	Wilber's	writing	and	reflection.	

	

Chapter 6 - Bodymind Dropped! 

SITTING	QUIETLY,	sensing	my	breath	moving	throughout	my	body,	legs	crossed	in	a	half	lotus.	I	
hear	 the	 low	murmur	of	 the	waves	beyond,	water	moving	 in	 to	caress	 the	shore,	sink	 into	 the	
sand,	 then	 a	 slow	 reluctant	move	 back	 out	 to	 the	 depths,	 gathering	 into	 itself,	 then	 again	 the	
sensuous	 glide	 forward,	 reaching	 out	 toward	 the	 other,	 a	 kind	 of	 longing	 and	 daring	 in	 that	
movement	out	from	oneself.	In	out,	withdrawing	meeting,	safety	risking.	Like	the	breath	moving	
through	 my	 body,	 bringing	 the	 other	 inside	 my	 body	 like	 water	 mingling	 with	 sand,	 two	
different	elements	mixing,	borrowing,	giving	life	to	each	other.	And	I	send	the	spent	breath	out	
again,	back	into	the	ocean	of	air	all	around	to	be	recharged,	just	as	the	sea	withdraws	to	its	own	
depths	before	again	gliding	forward	to	caress	and	sink	into	the	sand.	Together	they	glisten	and	
shimmer	 in	 the	 morning	 sunshine;	 the	 constant	 low	 murmur	 of	 their	 meeting	 and	 parting,	
meeting	and	parting	fills	my	being.	

Treya	returned	from	the	meditation	retreat	rejuvenated.	Construction	had	been	delayed	on	the	Tahoe	house,	so	we	
were	still	in	our	place	at	Muir	Beach.	Treya	walked	in	the	front	door,	and	she	looked	radiant,	almost	transparent.	
She	also	looked	very	strong,	very	secure,	very	solid.	She	said	that,	on	the	one	hand,	she	had	continued	to	have	very	
disturbing	images	of	a	recurrence;	on	the	other,	she	wasn’t	afraid	of	it.	She	felt	she	had	turned	a	corner	in	dealing	
with	her	fear	of	a	recurrence.	

So	what	did	 I	do	on	 the	retreat?	 I	was	 told	 to	spend	 ten	 to	eleven	hours	a	day	 focusing	on	my	
breath	moving	in	and	out	of	my	nostrils,	 just	my	breath.	To	notice	when	my	mind	strayed	and	
bring	it	back	to	the	breath.	To	notice	what	came	up,	the	thoughts	and	the	emotions,	and	once	I	
was	 aware	 of	 a	 thought	 or	 emotion	 to	 again	 bring	my	 attention	 back	 to	my	breath.	 Patiently,	
persistently,	diligently.	To	practice,	to	discipline	my	awareness.	

Then	 I	was	 taught	 to	bring	 this	now	somewhat	disciplined	awareness	 to	bear	on	my	body.	To	
focus	on	the	sensation	around	my	nose	and	later	to	focus	on	the	sensations	in	different	parts	of	
my	 body.	 To	 sweep	 with	 my	 awareness	 down	 and	 up,	 down	 and	 up	 the	 body.	 To	 notice	 the	
sensations,	 focus	on	blind	spots,	notice	 the	pains,	 return	when	 I	wandered,	all	with	poise	and	
calm	and	equanimity.	Rather	 than	 focusing	on	something	external	 to	myself,	my	body	became	
the	laboratory	for	experiments	in	training	my	attention.	This	was	my	fifth	ten-day	retreat	with	
Goenka,	so	I	was	getting	somewhat	proficient	at	the	practice.	

What	 happened	 as	 I	 meditated	 on	my	 body,	 on	 these	 physical	 sensations,	 some	 pleasurable,	
some	 painful?	 For	 the	 first	 several	 days	 I	 obsessed	 about	 eye	 pains	 and	 headaches	 that	
frightened	me.	Images	of	cancer	recurrence	surfaced	all	the	time,	fears	of	leaving	Ken,	of	what	
might	happen.	Every	painful	sensation	in	my	body,	no	matter	how	slight,	triggered	images	of	a	
possible	recurrence,	with	tremendous	fear	around	each	image.	

It	was	a	difficult	struggle,	but	by	the	fifth	day	I	could	just	witness	the	sensations	without	judging	
them.	I	could	be	aware	of	the	fearful	images	without	reacting	to	them,	without	becoming	afraid	
of	them,	or	afraid	of	fear	itself.	I	became	acutely	aware	of	my	awareness,	of	my	capacity	simply	
to	 be	 aware,	 and	 of	 the	 tendency	 for	 this	 awareness	 to	 wander,	 to	 be	 captured	 by	 events	 or	
thoughts	on	its	periphery.	This	focal	awareness	began	to	seem	like	a	kind	of	flashlight,	a	beam	of	
light	 which	 I	 could	 direct.	 Wherever	 I	 directed	 it,	 I	 became	 consciously	 aware	 of	 what	 was	
happening	there.	If	it	was	the	constant	play	of	sensation	on	the	top	of	my	head,	or	the	pain	in	my	
eyes,	or	the	recurring	headache,	then	that	is	what	I	was	consciously	aware	of,	without	judging	it,	
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or	moving	away	from	it,	or	fearing	it.	

I	also	became	more	aware	of	the	always	existent	background	of	this	focal	awareness,	the	things	
that	moved	and	changed	 in	 the	dimmer	 light	at	 the	edge	of	 the	 flashlight’s	beam.	These	 I	was	
vaguely	aware	of	but	not	consciously	so	until	I	directed	the	flashlight	toward	them.	They	were	
the	 background	 of	 my	 awareness.	 Thus	 I	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 figure—ground	 relationship	
between	my	focal	awareness	and	my	diffuse	awareness,	coexisting	and	shifting	as	I	shifted	my	
attention	or	as	my	attention	shifted	randomly.	

I	 became	 aware	 of	 the	 powerful	 role	 my	 attention	 played	 in	 determining	 my	 state	 of	
consciousness.	 I	 could	 simply	 witness	 my	 sensations,	 in	 which	 case	 I	 felt	 calm,	 balanced,	 in	
equanimity.	Or	I	could	judge	and	fear	my	sensations,	in	which	case	I	felt	anxiety	and	sometimes	
panic.	

As	I	focused	within	this	body,	I	became	aware	of	things	I	had	never	been	aware	of	before.	Aware	
of	thoughts——ideas,	concepts,	words,	images,	stray	sensations,	random	bits	of	stories,	chatting	
voices	inside	filling	up	any	empty	space,	odd	little	unfinished	combinations	of	events	emerging	
into	and	fading	from	my	awareness.	I	became	aware	of	habits—the	habit	of	telling	these	inner	
dreamlike	 stories,	 of	 automatically	wanting	 to	move	whenever	my	position	 grew	 the	 least	bit	
uncomfortable,	 of	 restlessness,	 of	 continually	 planning	 ahead,	 the	 habit	 of	 a	 constantly	
wandering	attention.	I	became	aware	of	the	passing	flow	of	my	emotions—irritation	at	physical	
pain,	fear	that	I	would	not	be	able	to	last	the	ten	days,	fear	of	cancer,	craving	for	special	kinds	of	
food,	desire	to	progress	in	the	technique,	love	of	Ken,	anger	when	my	attention	would	wander,	
more	fear	of	cancer,	pleasure	at	certain	waves	of	sensation.	

I	learned	gradually,	according	to	instructions,	to	simply	watch	all	of	this	inner	activity	with	more	
and	more	balance,	with	equanimity,	without	craving	and	aversion.	To	watch	 the	 thoughts,	 the	
habits,	and	even	the	emotions	calmly.	I	would	succeed	one	moment,	then	slip	immediately	into	
desiring	for	the	success	to	continue.	I	would	watch	the	pain	in	my	eye	openly	for	a	moment,	then	
feel	 the	 tension	 rise	 as	 I	 slipped	 into	 wanting	 to	 get	 rid	 of	 it.	 I	 noticed	 how	 these	 emotions	
blocked	sensations,	blocked	progress.	It	was	tricky	to	walk	the	razor’s	edge	of	willful	effort	with	
no	attachment	to	results.	

As	 the	 thoughts	 and	 emotions	 quieted	 and	my	 attention	 sharpened	 I	 became	more	 and	more	
aware	of	a	wide	range	of	physical	sensations.	A	tickle	or	an	itch	or	a	vibration	appeared	where	
before	I	felt	nothing,	then	it	passed	away.	Something	new	and	unexpected	would	appear,	and	as	
quickly	 pass	 away.	 Then	 there	 were	 moments	 when	 my	 entire	 body	 seemed	 nothing	 but	
vibration.	The	temptation	was	always	to	think	about	it,	to	conceptualize	what	was	happening,	to	
talk	to	myself	inwardly,	to	respond	emotionally,	to	ponder	the	possible	significance	of	an	event,	
rather	 than	 to	 simply,	 barely	 notice	 in	 the	 moment.	 To	 notice	 when	 something	 changed,	 to	
notice	when	it	went	away,	to	notice	when	my	attention	wandered,	to	notice	the	constant	change,	
the	ceaseless	flux,	diligently,	patiently,	in	ever	finer	detail	in	ever	finer	moments.	

The	first	few	days	were	spent	almost	entirely‘	obsessing.	What	does	this	twinge	mean?	And	that	
ache?	Ken	used	to	try	to	shake	me	out	of	this—“It	hurts	there,	right	there,	on	your	toe?	You	mean	
you	have	big	toe	cancer?”	But	 it’s	 frightening.	 I	find	myself	having	several	 inner	conversations	
with	God,	bargaining:	Please	just	let	me	have	ten	years	to	spend	with	Ken,	how	happy	I’d	be	to	
reach	fifty	even—and	that	sounds	so	young!	

Suddenly,	on	the	second	day,	I	notice	that	my	arm	[from	which	the	lymph	nodes	were	removed]	
is	swollen!	Damn!	What	does	that	mean?	Was	never	swollen	after	the	operation,	why	suddenly	
now?	This	really	scares	me.	Stray	thought	that	maybe	it	would	be	better	for	Ken	if	I	go	sooner,	
he’ll	be	less	dependent	on	me.	I	realize	I	also	am	not	paying	attention	to	my	breath!	

There’s	 a	 trickster	 in	 my	 mind.	 When	 I’m	 finally	 fully	 concentrated	 on	 my	 breath,	 after	
struggling	 with	 distracting	 thoughts,	 the	 danger	 comes	 when	 I	 notice	 my	 hard-won	
concentration.	The	trickster	steps	in.	“Just	checking,”	it	says.	“Well	done.	A	little	test	won’t	hurt,	
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though,”	and	then	it	offers	up	some	choice,	tasty	morsel	like	will	that	carpet	color	work	against	
the	table	colors	or	could	we	possibly	get	another	closet	in	the	bedroom?	“Oh	yummy,”	goes	the	
rest	of	my	mind.	“I’d	like	to	chew	on	that	one	for	a	while.”	And	there	goes	my	attention,	out	the	
window	once	again.	

By	the	third	day	there	are	periods	of	calm	and	quiet	that	break	through	the	chattering	thoughts	
and	emotions.	Arm	still	swollen,	but	it	doesn’t	freak	me	out;	I	simply	notice	the	sensation.	I	love	
the	 sense	 of	 peace	 and	 inner	 quiet.	 Thought	 of	 leaving	 Ken	 unbearable;	 I	 cry	 through	 the	
evening	session.	

On	day	five	I	find	I	can	almost	completely	let	go	and	simply	witness	whatever	comes	up,	without	
judging	it,	without	pushing	it	or	pulling	it.	Whatever	comes,	comes;	whatever	happens,	happens.	
I	 find	 again	 the	 freedom	 of	 simply	 watching	 in	 the	 moment,	 simply	 sitting,	 without	 a	 subtle	
desire	 for	 repetition	 of	 a	 previous	 experience	 and	 without	 wishing	 for	 something	 new.	 Just	
being	with	what	is,	not	what	should	be.	A	kind	of	rhythm	develops	in	my	meditation,	a	sense	of	
simply	being	with	it,	of	not	fighting.	The	emotions	and	thoughts	are	still	there	but	I	am	aware	of	
them,	I	am	not	caught	in	them,	not	swept	away	by	them—I	have	somehow	learned	to	step	back	
and	just	watch.	

On	day	seven	 I	notice	 that	my	entire	body	 feels	 like	a	 single,	whole	being.	 I	 feel	no	difference	
between	my	arms	and	legs	and	trunk,	no	separation	or	conflict	between	any	parts.	Those	strong,	
pleasurable,	almost	painfully	blissful	energy	currents	are	back,	the	same	currents	I	felt	with	Ken	
that	 first	 night.	 I	 seem	 to	be	becoming	more	 aware	of	my	whole	body.	 Sometimes	 it	 happens,	
comes	over	me,	 in	a	kind	of	 rush,	 sometimes	more	quietly.	 I	 can	 travel	 through	my	body	with	
ease;	my	body	feels	like	one	piece	rather	than	a	collection	of	parts.	If	I	breathe	very	slowly	and	
calmly,	or	rather	when	my	breath	slows	of	its	own	accord,	I	can	feel	where	all	the	subtle	tensions	
are	remaining	 in	my	body,	and	somehow	I	am	learning	to	 let	go	of	 them,	again	and	again,	and	
then	I	feel	the	energy	throughout	my	body	in	a	more	even	way.	Dissolving	those	areas	of	holding,	
of	resistance,	of	separation.	

On	day	nine	I	notice	that	whenever	a	cancer	image	comes	up,	I	don’t	react	to	it	at	all;	it	doesn’t	
frighten	me.	Or	if	some	fear	comes	up,	I	just	witness	it.	Equanimity,	free	flow,	clear	observation.	
This	 holds	 through	 day	 ten.	 I	 find	 a	 strong	 choiceless,	 effortless	 awareness,	 witnessing	 with	
equanimity,	with	 evenness.	 The	whole	process	has	 changed;	my	 attention	 is	 sharp	but	 light.	 I	
don’t	 lead,	 I	 follow.	Goenka:	You	 cannot	 invent	 sensations,	 you	 cannot	 choose	 sensations,	 you	
cannot	create	sensations	(wonder	what	the	makers	of	Haagen-Dazs	would	say	to	that).	You	just	
witness.	Not	holding	on	but	moving	on,	knowing	things	will	change,	the	truth	of	impermanence.	
Very	quiet,	very	peaceful.	I	wonder	how	this	will	hold	up	in	the	real	world?	

On	the	morning	of	November	21,	while	Treya	was	taking	a	shower,	she	noticed	two	small	bumps	under	her	right	
breast.	As	Treya	and	I	looked	more	closely	at	them,	we	saw	what	might	be	two	or	three	other	small	bumps.	They	
looked	just	like	ant	bites,	but	they	didn’t	itch.	The	good	news	was,	they	didn’t	much	look	like	cancer.	The	bad	news	
was,	there	wasn’t	much	else	they	could	be.	And	Treya	and	I	both	knew	it.	

We	 saw	 Peter	 Richards	 that	 afternoon.	 The	 same	 pained	 expression,	 the	 same	 (understandably)	 noncommittal	
attitude.	“They	could	be	insect	bites,	they	could	be	something,	but	we	better	have	them	removed.”	We	arranged	to	
be	in	emergency	surgery	the	morning	after	next,	and	then	we	drove	home	to	Muir	Beach.	

Treya’s	equanimity	was	astonishing.	At	most	she	seemed	slightly	annoyed.	We	talked	briefly	about	the	possibility	
of	its	being	cancer,	but	Treya	didn’t	want	to	dwell	on	it.	“If	it’s	cancer,	it’s	cancer,”	she	finally	said,	and	that	was	that.	
What	she	really	wanted	to	talk	about	was	meditation	and	the	experiences	she	was	having.	Just	two	days	earlier	I	
had	finished	work	on	Transformations	of	Consciousness,	and	Treya	was	eager	to	compare	notes.	

“I	keep	having	the	experience	of	 just	expanding	outwardly.	 I	start	out	 just	witnessing	my	mind	and	body,	or	 just	
paying	bare	attention	to	my	thoughts	and	sensations,	but	then	my	mind	and	body	seem	to	disappear,	and	I’m	one	
with,	I	don’t	know,	God,	or	the	universe,	or	my	higher	Self,	or	something.	It’s	wonderful!	”	
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“I	 don’t	 really	 care	 what	 we	 call	 it—God,	 universe,	 Self.	 Dogen	 Zenji	 [a	 famous	 Japanese	 Zen	 Master]	 got	 his	
enlightenment	when	his	teacher	whispered	in	his	ear:	 ‘Bodymind	dropped!’	Like	you	say,	that’s	what	it	feels	like,	
identification	with	the	separate	bodymind	just	drops	away.	That’s	happened	to	me	a	few	times,	and	I	think	it’s	very	
real.	I	think,	by	comparison,	the	ego	is	very	unreal.”	

“I	agree.	It	feels	like	that	expanded	state	is	more	real,	more	alive.	It’s	 just	like	waking	up—everything	else	seems	
dreamlike.	So	you’re	convinced	these	experiences	are	real?”	she	asked.	

When	 I	heard	Treya	say	 that,	 I	knew	she	wanted	 to	play	 “professor.”	 I	knew	she	was	going	 to	pick	my	mind	 for	
hours—it	had	happened	often	before.	I	also	knew	that	she	had	probably	already	made	up	her	mind,	and	she	just	
wanted	to	see	if	I’d	get	it	right.	And	I	realized	that	both	of	us	would	rather	do	this	than	obsess	about	those	damn	
bumps.	.	.	.	

“We’re	in	the	same	position	as	any	scientist.	All	we	have	to	go	on	is	experiential	evidence.	And	sooner	or	later	we	
have	to	trust	our	own	experience,	because	that’s	all	we	really	have.	Otherwise	it’s	a	vicious	circle.	If	I	fundamentally	
distrust	my	experience,	then	I	must	distrust	even	my	capacity	to	distrust,	since	that	is	also	an	experience.	So	sooner	
or	 later	 I	 have	 no	 choice	 but	 to	 trust,	 trust	 my	 experience,	 trust	 that	 the	 universe	 is	 not	 fundamentally	 and	
persistently	going	to	lie	to	me.	Of	course	we	can	be	mistaken,	and	sometimes	experiences	are	misleading,	but	on	
balance	we	have	no	choice	but	to	follow	them.	It’s	a	type	of	phenomenological	imperative.	And	especially	mystical	
experiences—if	anything,	as	you	say,	they	are	more	real,	not	less	real,	than	other	experiences.”	

I	was	thinking	of	Hegel’s	critique	of	Kant:	you	can’t	question	awareness	since	the	only	tool	you	have	is	awareness.	
Trying	to	do	so,	Hegel	said,	 is	 like	trying	to	go	swimming	without	getting	wet.	We	are	drenched	in	awareness,	 in	
experience,	and	have	no	choice	but	to	go	with	it	on	some	profound	level.	

Treya	continued.	“The	Tibetans	have	a	phrase	I	always	liked:	‘mind	is	all	space.’	That’s	what	it	feels	like	for	me.	Of	
course,	this	experience	only	lasts	a	few	seconds,	then	bam!	it’s	the	same	old	Terry	again.”	

“I	like	that	phrase	too.	You	were	doing	vipassana	meditation,	where	you	keep	your	mind	focused	on	your	breath	or	
some	other	sensation.	But	the	Tibetans	have	a	practice	where,	on	the	outbreath,	you	are	actually	supposed	to	‘mix	
the	 mind	 with	 all	 space’	 or	 ‘mix	 the	 mind	 and	 sky.’	 This	 means,	 when	 you	 breathe	 out,	 you	 simply	 feel	 your	
separate	 identity	going	out	with	the	breath	and	then	dissolving	 into	the	sky	 in	 front	of	you—dissolving,	 in	other	
words,	into	the	entire	universe.	It’s	very	powerful.”	

“I’ve	actually	started	doing	that,”	she	said,	“but	almost	spontaneously.	And	recently	there’s	been	a	real	change	in	
my	meditation.	I	start	out	very	focused	and	very	willful,	concentrating	on	the	breath,	then	carefully	sweeping	down	
and	up	the	body.	But	then	I	experience	moments	when	there	seems	to	be	a	sudden	abrupt	shift	of	awareness.	Then,	
instead	of	directing	my	attention	somewhere,	I	 just	sit	and	don’t	pay	attention	to	anything,	really.	It	seems	much	
closer	 to	 something	 like	 complete	 self-surrender,	 just	 surrendering	 to	 the	divine	will,	 letting	go	and	 letting	God.	
Everything	is	sacrificed,	everything	is	exposed.	This	seems	much	more	powerful.”	

“My	own	experience	is	that	either	way	will	work,	you	just	have	to	be	consistent.”	I	thought	for	a	while.	“You	know,	
you’re	 actually	 describing	 perfectly	 what	 the	 Japanese	 Buddhists	 call	 ‘self-power’	 versus	 ‘other-power.’	 All	
meditation	breaks	down	into	those	two	types.	Self-power	is	epitomized	by	Zen,	by	vipassana,	by	jnana	yoga.	Here,	
one	 relies	 strictly	 on	one’s	 own	powers	 of	 concentration	 and	 awareness	 in	 order	 to	 break	 through	 the	 ego	 to	 a	
larger	identity.	In	other-power,	one	relies	on	the	power	of	the	guru,	or	on	God,	or	simply	on	complete	surrender.”	

“And	you	think	they	both	come	to	the	same	end?”	Treya	looked	unconvinced.	

“I	do.	Remember	even	Ramana	Maharshi	[generally	regarded	as	India’s	greatest	modern	sage]	said	that	there	are	
two	ways	to	enlightenment:	either	inquire,	‘Who	am	I?,’	which	undermines	the	ego	completely,	or	surrender	to	the	
guru	or	God	and	let	God	strike	down	the	ego.	Either	way	the	ego	is	undone	and	the	Self	shines	forth.	Personally	I’m	
hooked	on	the	self-inquiry	‘Who	am	I?,’	which	is	also	a	famous	Zen	koan.	But	I’m	convinced	they	both	work.”	

Treya	and	I	shifted	to	the	kitchen	to	get	some	tea.	The	topic	of	cancer	hadn’t	come	up.	

Knock,	knock.	
“Who’s	there?”	
Knock,	knock.	
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“Who’s	there?”	Very	cold,	very	silent.	Three	hallways,	one	door.	
Knock,	knock.	“I	said,	who’s	there?	damn	it.	What	is	this,	a	‘knock-	knock’	joke?”	It’s	too	dark	to	move	easily	
or	quickly,	so	rather	haltingly	
I	fumble	toward	the	door	and	in	anger	fling	it	open.	

“I’m	curious	how	they	could	both	work,”	Treya	said.	“They	feel	so	different.	In	vipassana	you	strive	so	hard,	at	least	
at	first,	but	in	self-surrender	there’s	no	effort	at	all.”	

“Well,	I’m	no	guru,	I	can	only	give	you	my	beginner’s	understanding.	But	it	seems	to	me	that	what	they	both	have	in	
common—well,	 actually,	what	 virtually	 all	 forms	 of	meditation	 have	 in	 common—is	 that	 they	 break	 the	 ego	 by	
strengthening	the	Witness,	strengthening	your	innate	capacity	to	simply	witness	phenomena.”	

“But	how	is	that	different	from	my	ego?	I	tend	to	think	that	the	ego	can	witness,	or	can	be	aware.”	Treya	screwed	
up	her	nose,	sipped	her	tea.	

“But	that’s	the	point.	The	ego	is	not	a	real	subject;	the	ego	is	just	another	object.	In	other	words,	you	can	be	aware	
of	your	ego,	you	can	see	your	ego.	Even	if	parts	of	the	ego	are	unconscious,	all	the	parts	can	at	least	theoretically	
become	objects	of	awareness.	The	ego,	 in	other	words,	 can	be	seen,	 it	 can	be	known.	And	 therefore	 it	 is	not	 the	
Seer,	not	 the	Knower,	not	 the	 ‘Witness.	The	ego	 is	 just	a	bunch	of	mental	objects,	mental	 ideas	and	symbols	and	
images	and	concepts,	 that	we	have	 identified	with.	We	 identify	with	 these	objects	and	 then	use	 those	objects	as	
something	with	which	we	look	at	and	thus	distort	the	world.”	

Treya	 picked	 up	 the	 theme	 immediately.	Most	 of	 these	 ideas	were	 already	 familiar	 to	 both	 of	 us;	we	were	 just	
thinking	out	loud,	reaffirming	our	understanding.	And	I,	at	any	rate,	was	avoiding	another	topic.	

“In	other	words,”	she	said,	“we	identify	with	those	objects	 in	here,	mental	objects	 in	our	head,	and	that	keeps	us	
separated	from	the	world	out	there.	So	it’s	self	versus	other,	subject	versus	object.	I	remember	Krishnamurti	saying	
once,	‘In	the	gap	between	the	subject	and	the	object	lies	the	whole	misery	of	mankind.’	”	

“And	 the	odd	point	 is	 that	 the	ego	 isn’t	 even	a	 real	 subject,	 a	 real	 capital	 S	Self;	 it’s	 just	a	 series	of	 conscious	or	
unconscious	objects.	And	so	the	way	you	start	to	break	this	case	of	mistaken	identity	is	to	start	to	 look	at	all	the	
contents	and	objects	of	the	mind,	you	start	observing	the	mind,	 just	like	in	vipassana	or	in	Zen.	You	exhaustively	
look	at	the	mental-egoic	world,	you	.	.	.”	

“In	other	words,”	Treya	jumped	in,	“you	take	the	position	of	the	Witness	instead	of	the	ego.	You	just	objectively	and	
impartially	witness	all	mental	objects,	thoughts,	sensations,	images,	emotions,	and	so	on,	without	identifying	with	
them	or	judging	them.”	

“Yes,	to	the	point	that	it	starts	to	dawn	on	you:	since	you	can	see	all	these	thoughts	and	images,	they	cannot	be	the	
real	Seer,	capital	S,	the	real	Witness.	Your	identity	starts	to	shift	from	the	personal	ego,	which	is	just	another	object,	
to	the	impersonal	Witness,	which	is	the	real	Subject	or	the	real	Self,	capital	S,	capital	S.”	

“Right,”	Treya	said.	“And	it’s	the	Witness	or	big	Self	that	is	one	with	God,	or	one	with	Spirit.	That’s	why,	even	if	I	
start	 out	 with	 individual	 effort,	 trying	 to	 witness	 my	 own	 mind	 and	 body,	 I	 end	 up	 with	 my	 identity	 shifting	
outward,	becoming	one	with	all	space.	And	that’s	the	same	place	I	end	up	if	I	also	begin	by	surrendering	to	God,	to	
the	universe.	I	also	end	up	in	that	larger	Self	or	larger	awareness.	Well,	a	few	times	I	end	up	there;	mostly	I	end	up	
Terry!”	

“Yeah,	I	think	that’s	why	St.	Clement	said,	‘He	who	knows	his	Self	knows	God.’	There	is	only	one	Witness	in	each	of	
us,	one	Spirit	looking	out	through	different	eyes,	talking	with	different	voices,	walking	with	different	legs.	But	the	
mystics	say	it’s	the	same	Witness,	one	and	the	same.	There’s	only	one	God,	one	Self,	one	Witness,	all	capitals.”	

“OK,	by	witnessing	the	ego,	observing	all	aspects	of	the	body	and	mind,	I	disidentify	with	those	objects,	and	identify	
instead	with	the	true	Self,	the	Witness.	And	the	Witness	is	Spirit,	Brahman.”	

“According	to	the	perennial	philosophy,	yes,	definitely.”	

Treya	began	making	another	batch	of	tea.	“Did	you	put	any	of	this	into	Transformations	of	Consciousness?”	

“Some	of	it,	yeah.	But	mostly	I	centered	on	the	development	of	the	Witness,	on	the	stages	of	mistaken	identity	that	
the	Witness	 goes	 through	before	 it	 awakens	 to	 its	 own	 true	nature.	 I	 also	 centered	on	 the	 types	of	 neuroses	 or	
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pathologies	that	can	occur	at	each	of	these	developmental	stages,	and	the	types	of	treatment	that	seem	best	suited	
for	each	stage.”	I	was	proud	of	that	book;	it	was	the	last	thing	I	would	write	for	almost	four	years.	

“Have	I	heard	any	of	that	before?	Sounds	new.”	

“Most	of	it	is	new.	I’ll	give	you	the	Reader’s	Digest	version.	You	know	the	Great	Chain	of	Being.	.	.	.”	

“Sure,	the	various	levels	of	existence.”	

“Yeah.	According	 to	 the	perennial	philosophy,	 reality	consists	of	 several	different	 levels	or	dimensions,	 from	the	
least	real	to	the	most	real.	This	is	the	Great	Chain	of	Being,	reaching	from	matter	to	body	to	mind	to	soul	to	spirit.	
Matter,	body,	mind,	soul,	spirit—those	are	five	levels	or	dimensions.	Some	traditions	have	seven	levels—the	seven	
chakras,	for	example.	Some	traditions	just	have	three	levels—body,	mind,	and	spirit.	Some	traditions	have	literally	
dozens	of	levels.	As	you	know,	in	my	own	writing	I	tend	to	use	about	two	dozen	levels.	

“Anyway,	the	simpler	version	of	matter,	body,	mind,	soul,	and	spirit	will	do.	The	point	is	that	in	human	growth	and	
development,	the	Witness,	or	real	Self	capital	S,	starts	out	identified	with	the	material	self,	then	the	bodily	self,	then	
the	mental	 self,	 then	 the	soul	self,	and	finally	reverts	 to,	or	awakens	 to,	 its	own	true	nature	as	spirit.	Each	stage	
includes	 the	previous	stage,	and	 then	adds	 its	own	unique	aspects	 in	order	 to	 form	a	 larger	union,	until	 there	 is	
ultimately	a	union	with	the	All.	 In	the	book	I	try	to	show	how	the	various	developmental	psychologists,	East	and	
West,	 from	Freud	 to	 Jung	 to	Buddha	 to	Plotinus,	were	all	describing	various	aspects	of	 this	 same	sequence,	 this	
same	developmental	sequence	that	is	basically	just	the	Great	Chain	of	Being.”	

“So	it’s	kind	of	like	plugging	all	of	modern	psychology	into	the	perennial	philosophy.”	

“Yes,	that’s	right.	We	get	a	synthesis	that	way.	The	thing	is,	it	works,	it	really	works.	I	think.”	We	started	laughing.	
The	 sun	was	 just	 setting	on	 the	beach.	Treya	 seemed	genuinely	 at	 ease,	 relaxed,	 smiling.	As	usual,	we	managed	
somehow	to	have	at	least	one	point	of	physical	contact,	one	point	of	grounding	between	us.	By	this	time	we	were	
lying	on	the	carpeted	floor,	on	our	backs,	at	right	angles	to	each	other,	my	right	foot	lightly	touching	her	left	knee.	

“So,”	Treya	summarized,	“development	proceeds	up	the	Great	Chain	of	Being,	level	by	level.”	

“Well,	more	or	less,	yes.	The	point	about	meditation	is	that	it	is	simply	a	way	to	carry	on	development.	Meditation	
is	how	you	continue	 to	grow	and	develop	beyond	 the	mind	 into	 the	 levels	of	 soul	and	spirit.	And	you	do	 that	 in	
essentially	the	same	way	that	you	developed	through	the	first	three	levels:	the	Witness	in	you	disidentifies	with	the	
lower	 level	 in	 order	 to	 find	 a	 larger	 and	 more	 inclusive	 identity	 with	 the	 next	 higher	 level,	 and	 this	 process	
continues	until	the	Witness	reverts	to,	and	rediscovers,	its	own	true	nature	as	Spirit	itself.”	

“I	see,”	Treya	said,	warming	to	 the	topic.	 “So	that’s	why	awareness	meditation	works.	By	 looking	at	my	mind,	or	
practicing	bare	attention	to	all	mental	events,	I	eventually	transcend	the	mind,	or	disidentify	with	it,	and	move	up	
the	Great	Chain	to	the	 levels	of	soul	and	then	spirit.	 It’s	basically	an	extended	view	of	evolution,	 like	Teilhard	de	
Chardin	or	Aurobindo.”	

“Yes,	I	think	so.	The	body	is	aware	of	matter,	the	mind	is	aware	of	the	body,	the	soul	is	aware	of	the	mind,	and	spirit	
is	aware	of	the	soul.	Each	step	up	is	an	increase	in	awareness,	a	discovery	of	a	larger	and	wider	identity,	until	there	
is	nothing	but	the	supreme	identity	and	a	universal	awareness,	so-called	‘cosmic	consciousness.’	All	of	that	sounds	
pretty,	dry	and	abstract,	but	as	you	know,	the	actual	process,	or	the	actual	mystical	state,	is	incredibly	simple	and	
obvious.”	The	setting	sunlight	was	playing	off	the	roof	and	walls.	

“Want	to	get	something	to	eat?”	I	said.	“I	could	make	spaghetti.”	

“One	last	thing.	You	said	that	you	tied	these	developmental	stages	in	with	various	types	of	neuroses	or	emotional	
problems	 in	 general.	 In	 school	 they	 tell	 us	 that	most	 psychiatrists	 now	 break	 these	 problems	 down	 into	 three	
general	categories:	psychoses,	like	schizophrenia;	the	borderline	conditions,	like	narcissism;	and	general	neuroses.	
How	does	that	fit	in?	Or	do	you	agree	with	those	categories	at	all?”	

“Oh,	I	agree	with	them,	with	those	three	main	categories,	but	they	just	don’t	go	far	enough.	They	only	cover	the	first	
three	 of	 the	 five	 levels.	 If	 something	 goes	 wrong	 at	 level	 one,	 you	 get	 psychoses;	 at	 level	 two,	 the	 borderline	
syndromes;	at	level	three,	the	neuroses.	To	put	it	rather	simplistically.”	

“I	see.	So	that	covers	the	three	major	orthodox	categories.	But	psychiatry	ignores	the	higher	levels	of	development,	
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denies	 the	soul	and	spirit,	and	so	 that’s	what	you	are	 trying	 to	redress	 in	Transformations,	 right?”	 It	was	getting	
dark	now,	and,	with	a	full	moon	already	gut,	Muir	Beach	began	to	shimmer	in	the	dimness.	

“That’s	right.	The	soul,	as	I	am	using	the	term,	is	a	sort	of	halfway	house,	halfway	between	the	personal	ego-mind	
and	the	impersonal	or	transpersonal	Spirit.	The	soul	is	the	Witness	as	it	shines	forth	in	you	and	nobody	else.	The	
soul	is	the	home	of	the	Witness	in	that	sense.	Once	you	are	established	on	the	soul	level,	then	you	are	established	as	
the	Witness,	as	the	real	Self.	Once	you	push	through	the	soul	level,	then	the	Witness	itself	collapses	into	everything	
witnessed,	or	you	become	one	with	everything	you	are	aware	of.	You	don’t	witness	the	clouds,	you	are	the	clouds.	
That’s	Spirit.”	

“So	.	.	.”	Treya	paused.	“It	seems	like	there	is	sort	of	good	news	and	bad	news	about	the	soul.”	

“Well,	in	a	sense	the	soul	or	the	Witness	in	you	is	the	highest	pointer	toward	Spirit	and	the	last	barrier	to	Spirit.	It’s	
only	from	the	position	of	the	Witness	that	you	can	jump	into	Spirit,	so	to	speak.	But	the	Witness	itself	eventually	
has	to	dissolve	or	die.	Even	your	own	soul	has	to	be	sacrificed	and	released	and	let	go	of,	or	died	to,	 in	order	for	
your	 ultimate	 identity	 with	 Spirit	 to	 radiate	 forth.	 Because	 ultimately	 the	 soul	 is	 just	 the	 final	 contraction	 in	
awareness,	the	subtlest	knot	restricting	universal	Spirit,	the	last	and	subtlest	form	of	the	separate-self	sense,	and	
that	 final	 knot	 has	 to	 be	 undone.	 That’s	 the	 last	 death,	 as	 it	 were.	 First	 we	 die	 to	 the	 material	 self—that	 is,	
disidentify	with	 it-—-then	we	die	 to	 an	 exclusive	 identity	with	 the	bodily	 self,	 then	 to	 the	mental	 self,	 and	 then	
finally	 to	 the	 soul.	 The	 last	 one	 is	what	 Zen	 calls	 the	Great	Death.	We	make	 stepping	 stones	out	 of	 all	 our	dead	
selves.	 Each	 death	 to	 a	 lower	 level	 is	 a	 rebirth	 on	 a	 higher	 level,	 until	 the	 ultimate	 rebirth,	 liberation,	 or	
enlightenment.’	

“Wait.	Why	exactly	is	the	soul	the	final	knot?	If	the	soul	is	the	home	of	the	Witness,	why	is	that	a	knot?	The	Witness	
is	not	identified	with	any	particular	object,	it	is	just	impartially	aware	of	all	objects.”	

“Well,	that’s	the	point.	It’s	true	that	the	Witness	is	not	identified	with	the	ego	or	with	any	other	mental	object,	it	just	
impartially	witnesses	all	objects.	But	that’s	just	it:	the	Witness	is	still	separate	from	all	the	objects	that	it	witnesses.	
In	other	words,	there	is	still	a	very	subtle	form	of	the	subject/object	dualism.	The	Witness	is	a	huge	step	forward,	
and	 it	 is	 a	 necessary	 and	 important	 step	 in	meditation,	 but	 it	 is	 not	 ultimate.	Where	 the	Witness	 or	 the	 soul	 is	
finally	undone,	then	the	Witness	dissolves	 into	everything	that	 is	witnessed.	The	subject/object	duality	collapses	
and	there	is	only	pure	nondual	awareness,	which	is	very	simple,	very	obvious.	Like	a	famous	Zen	Master	said	when	
he	got	his	 enlightenment,	 ‘When	 I	heard	 the	bell	 ring,	 suddenly	 there	was	no	 “I”	 and	no	 “bell,”	 just	 the	 ringing.’	
Everything	continues	to	arise,	moment	to	moment,	but	there’s	nobody	divorced	or	alienated	from	it.	What	you	are	
looking	out	of	is	what	you	are	looking	at.	There’s	no	separation	or	fragmentation	between	subject	and	object,	there	
is	just	the	ongoing	stream	of	experience,	perfectly	clear	and	luminous	and	open.	What	I	am	is	now	everything	that	
is	arising.	Remember	that	great	quote	from	Dogen:	 ‘To	study	mysticism	is	to	study	the	self;	to	study	the	self	is	to	
forget	the	self;	to	forget	the	self	is	to	be	one	with,	and	enlightened	by,	all	things.	

“I	do	remember	that,	it’s	my	favorite.	The	mystics	sometimes	call	this	ultimate	state	the	One	Self,	or	One	Mind,	but	
the	point	is	that	the	Self	at	that	point	is	one	with	everything,	so	it’s	really	not	a	‘self’	in	that	sense	at	all.”	

“Yeah.	 The	 real	 self	 is	 the	 real	world,	 no	 separation,	 so	 sometimes	 the	mystics	will	 also	 say	 there	 is	 no	 self,	 no	
world.	But	that’s	all	they	mean,	no	separate	self,	no	separate	world.	Eckhart	called	it	 fusion	without	confusion.”	I	
knew	that	world,	on	occasion	well,	and	yet	all	I	could	feel	now	was	fusion	with	confusion,	a	good	definition	of	being	
damn	near	nuts.	

I	stood	up	and	turned	on	the	lights.	“Let’s	eat,	honey,	really.”	

Treya	was	silent,	and	the	unspoken	topic	filled	the	air.	She	turned	her	head	away,	then	turned	and	looked	directly	
at	me.	“I’m	determined	not	to	let	myself	or	anyone	else	make	me	feel	guilty	or	embarrassed	about	this,”	she	finally	
said.	

“I	 know,	 sweetie,	 I	 know.”	 I	 sat	down	and	put	my	arms	around	her.	Treya	began	 to	 cry,	 very	quietly.	When	 she	
stopped,	we	both	 just	 sat	 there,	 silently,	not	a	word	was	said.	 I	got	up	and	made	spaghetti,	 and	we	ate	 it	on	 the	
porch,	watching	the	moonlight	play	on	the	small	sliver	of	ocean	we	could	see	through	a	gap	in	the	trees.’”	


