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“The purpose of  
proclaiming Dharma

is To enhance The poTency  
of beings.”

– Mahabharata,
Shanti-parva (“The Book of Peace”)
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Prologue

The voice of aN olD 
iNTelligeNce

WheN i waS a youNg Boy, i wanted to be an 
archaeologist. i read about the discovery 
of the ancient cities of Troy, Tiryns and 

mycenae, previously thought to be simply fictitious. i 
dreamed of excavating the legendary golden city of Dwarka, 
said to have been lost under the arabian Sea, off the coast of 
india. i began to learn Sanskrit, one of the oldest surviving 
languages in the world, and to study texts whose origin, 
leading chronologists admit, still remains shrouded in 
mystery.1 i also took up archaeology, and began working at 
excavations. i was thirteen years old.

long before the rise of the first Babylonian dynasty of 
kings in about 1830 Bce, a great civilization flourished in 
what is today known as india.2  from remote antiquity to 
modern times, descriptions of india’s fabulous riches have 
fired the ambitions of travellers and kings. The part of india 
known as malabar, marco Polo recounted in the thirteenth 
century, was “the noblest and richest country in the world.”3  
By then marco Polo had seen many lands, not least china. 
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it is these descriptions that drove christopher columbus to 
set sail across the atlantic on 3 august 1492 in the hope of 
discovering a passage to india. The Sanskrit texts themselves 
speak of powerful empires that emerged from an ancient 
and forgotten world. if there was anything true and tangible 
about these old legends, i hoped to help unearth it.

But over the years that followed, my study of thousands of 
Sanskrit passages led me to something far more significant: the 
power of inward-looking perception. The texts kept alluding 
to it, referring to a secret living knowledge.4  formerly the 
reserve of mystics and philosopher-kings, this knowledge is 
said to surpass the greatest treasury. it is a knowledge of the 
higher self that vanquishes fear, lamentation and confusion 
– the three types of suffering associated with time.5  fear is 
suffering associated with the future, lamentation with the 
past, and confusion with the present. The power of inward-
looking perception is said to conquer all three and to lift one 
to a higher state of being, a powerful state of inner freedom. 
it gives a person the ability to shape his or her world.

my study of the ancient Sanskrit texts eventually took me 
to a number of temple monasteries in india, where i lived 
for nearly ten years altogether. with the help of the temple 
priests, i began studying the medieval manuscripts in some 
of the temple libraries. i slept on the floor with the other 
monks, only a thin straw mat between me and the cold 
stone. i also shaved my head like the other monks. it was 
a simple life. There was no heating, warm water, washing 
machine, Tv, radio or other form of comfort or amenity.
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every day, we would rise at 4am. i would sweep and mop 
the temple courtyard, and then continue with my studies. 
could the ancient and guarded wisdom of the east help 
us overcome our contemporary everyday problems in the 
west? it seemed possible. i applied myself diligently, eager 
to understand the essence of the ancient teachings within 
a living tradition. gradually, my interest in digging up 
forgotten ruins or retrieving lost artefacts from the seabed 
dwindled. i began developing a new focus in life: the 
archaeology, or uncovering, of ancient wisdom.

During this time, i started apprenticing with a 73-year-
old master, from an unbroken line of teachers and students 
going back thousands of years. By “master”, i mean someone 
who has mastered the mind. my teacher, i observed, was 
not besieged by the disabling forces of anxiety, unease 
and dissatisfaction. i lived and travelled with this wise, 
unassuming master, who became like a father to me. i began 
to learn from him the hidden meaning of the Sanskrit codes. 
This was the breakthrough i had been looking for. i realized 
i had been approaching these texts in the wrong way. while 
i was looking at them for information, they were designed to 
lead me to transformation. The texts were just signposts that 
pointed the way to a deeper way of seeing.6 

i now know that the power of inward-looking perception 
is very real. This wisdom lies hidden, but it has not been 
lost. i sometimes wonder if it isn’t one of the world’s most 
valuable, and oddly enduring, secrets. The Sanskrit texts 
refer to it as “the secret knowledge of kings”.7
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- Uncovering an Ancient Wisdom -

rich in gems, silks, spices and gold, india became the 
target of twenty-six different invasions. Semiramis, Queen 
of assyria, sent an army into india twenty-two centuries 
before christ. She was followed by cyrus of Persia in 530 
Bce, and then by more fabled conquerors like alexander 
the great, genghis Khan, Tamerlane and Nadir Shah, who 
plundered the land and withdrew with loot and lore.

This wisdom intended for kings was therefore deliberately 
concealed. The brahmins jealously guarded their secret. 
encoded in sacred Sanskrit texts, it continued to be passed 
down in secrecy from master to student in an unbroken 
succession for generations. in this way, the wisdom of the 
elders was kept alive, like a temple fire that is never allowed 
to die out but that burns on for centuries.

This book “excavates” part of these teachings from india’s 
cradle of wisdom. it focuses on the wisdom of Dharma – a 
system for making powerful choices, designed to reverse our 
habit of inferiority to our full potential. That system remains 
just as highly effective today as it was in a bygone age, when 
it taught emperors the art of ruling skilfully.

The oldest texts of india were passed down from one 
generation to the next in a highly sophisticated oral tradition 
long before they were ever written down. composed millennia 
ago, the vedic and Puranic texts are therefore the echo of a 
different epoch, of a forgotten world. Their wisdom is often 
buried in religious rites and hymns, obscured by Sanskrit 
terminology, or concealed in stories and allegories. This in 
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itself makes the texts difficult to access. Thus, their secrets 
continue to remain intact, their powerful essence concealed.

The purpose of this book is to present a cultural translation 
of the teachings of Dharma, bringing them alive. This book 
is therefore an unlocking of ancient texts for contemporary 
readers.

i have great confidence in the teachings of Dharma. my 
own life began with many tragedies. my mother was a 
heroin addict, who spent the first years of my life flitting in 
and out of prison. She died when i was young. my father, 
meanwhile, was for understandable reasons fairly absent as a 
parent. That these and many other challenges have not left 
an indelible mark on me is thanks to the inestimable power 
of the teachings of Dharma that i have tried to apply in my 
life. Dharma can transform a person. it can alter her way of 
seeing for the better. This is why i would like to share these 
particular teachings first of all.

The ancient texts of india contain many layers of 
instructions, some more esoteric than others. The teachings 
of Dharma presented in this book are potent, but they are 
also not the most confidential. There remains much more.

- A FEW WORDS ABOUT this book -

This book does not pretend to offer any quick fix or easy 
recipe for resolving life’s thorny challenges. rather, this 
is a book of principles. Success depends on the extent we 
actually apply these principles in our life – which requires 
personal effort, patience and practice.
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if you sit on a bicycle with your hands on the handlebar, 
your act of steering has no potency or effect unless you are 
moving forward.8  Similarly, these wisdom principles are 
principles in action. we invoke them by living them. when 
we no longer live them, they withdraw. They remain then on 
the level of artefacts of the mind, what the ancients describe 
as “mere weariness of the tongue”.9

embodying wisdom in our everyday life is the hardest thing 
to do. we cannot buy “living wisdom”, in the way we might 
purchase a university education or a hairdryer. even academic 
study will not yield the desired result. if it were that easy, we 
would all be purchasing our own personal transformation at 
the shopping mall and become “enlightened masters”. The 
teachings in this book are therefore more like a map. The 
journey itself is one only we can take; and it may well be a 
journey that takes us a lifetime.

Some exotic lands have mines of sapphires and diamonds. 
others are rich in silver or gold. Some, like india, have 
hidden treasure troves of wisdom. The sages of india 
believed, however, that there is only one wisdom in this 
world, which does not belong to any single nation or 
culture.10  That wisdom came to be known as the philosophia 
perennis – universal truths that transcend time and space.11 

we can discover that wisdom, or at least fragments of it, in 
all civilizations and traditions. To emphasize the universal 
quality of the teachings of Dharma, i have therefore 
deliberately drawn on the insights of writers and poets from 
other traditions and periods, who elegantly expressed the 
essence of these teachings.
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- The Ancient Art of Living Skilfully -

The sages and mystics of india searched for the magnificence 
that lies hidden to the human eye. They considered this 
inner territory to be more valuable than the outer. in their 
quest, they discovered the path of Dharma, or the art of 
bringing out our full latent potential as human beings.

in an environment that is becoming increasingly complex, 
it’s helpful to have a set of deeper principles to help us make 
decisions that we can be confident will lead to optimal 
outcomes. This is what the Dharma teachings are designed 
to offer us.

wisdom reveals itself through action; but wise action 
requires the making of wise choices. wisdom is therefore no 
less than the art of making good choices.

we spend a lot of time and energy in our life trying to 
improve our skills, but little time trying to improve our 
choices. our character is reflected not in the gifts we are 
endowed with at birth or the skills we improve, but in the 
choices we make over the course of a lifetime. as Jeff Bezos, 
founder and ceo of amazon, pointed out:

i will hazard a prediction: when you are eighty years old 

and, in a quiet moment of reflection, narrating for only 

yourself the most personal version of your life story, the 

telling that will be most compact and meaningful will be 

the series of choices you have made. in the end, we are our 

choices.12

This book is about the art of making powerful choices. it 
is about living our life skilfully, rather than haphazardly.
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notes

1. for instance, see moriz winternitz, A History of Indian Literature, vol. 1 (1927), p. 24. 
most indologists agree that the vedic texts were passed down from generation to generation 
in an oral tradition long before they were put in writing. according to winternitz, “vedic 
literature extends from an unknown past (say x) to 500 Bc” (ruth reyna, Introduction to 
Indian Philosophy [1964], p. 16).

2. There is archaeological evidence of cities in the indus valley dating as far back as at least 
3300 Bce. This is more than 1,400 years before the rise of the first Babylonian dynasty of 
kings.

3. marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo, a Venetian, in the Thirteenth Century (1818), p. 624.

4. for example, see Bhagavad-gita, 9.1 and 9.2; and Bhagavata Purana, 1.1.8, 2.9.31 and 
12.12.4. The qualifier “living” is implied, but is especially apt for an accurate rendering of the 
Sanskrit word vijnana. it is a “living knowledge” in that it is intended to be lived, or embodied 
in a person. This is how it is kept alive. Vijnana – in contradistinction to jnana – is experiential 
and transformative, rather than merely theoretical or informative. as such, this knowledge 
was passed down from teacher to student in a living tradition, and students were required to 
embody it in their lives to be eligible to pass it on.

5. according to the Bhagavata Purana, the wisdom of india is designed to free one from fear, 
lamentation and bewilderment. for instance, see Bhagavata Purana, 1.7.7.

6. in india, complete understanding of knowledge is referred to as darshana, or its “perception” 
(e.g. Bhagavad-gita, 4.34). The ancient texts distinguish between mere theoretical knowledge 
and transformative wisdom, which is perceptual (e.g. Bhagavad-gita, 6.8 and 9.1–9.2).

7. for example, Bhagavad-gita, 9.2. See commentaries by Shri ramanujacharya and Shri 
Baladeva vidyabhushana, as well as angelika malinar, The Bhagavadgita: Doctrines and 
Contexts (2007), p. 147. according to malinar, it is a knowledge of kings (raja-vidya), guarded 
by kings (raja-guhya), and accessible through perception (pratyaksa-avagama). The teachings 
of the Bhagavad-gita, a classic Dharma text, were passed down in a succession of kings. The 
ancient Dharma texts of india refer repeatedly to great “philosopher-kings” or “seer-kings” 
(raja-rishis). for instance, see Bhagavad-gita, 4.2 and 9.33, and Bhagavata Purana, 8.24.55.

8. Thanks to Bert mulder, associate professor at The hague university, for this apt metaphor.

9. for example, the Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad (4.4.21) distinguishes between perfect 
knowledge (prajna), which manifests in action, and the knowledge of books, which it describes 
as “mere weariness of the tongue”.

10. The Rig Veda, for instance, states, “Truth is one, though the learned speak of it in many 
ways” (1.164.46). The Bhagavata Purana similarly advises (11.8.10), “as the honey-bee 
extracts nectar from all flowers, big and small, a discriminating person should take the essence 
from all sacred texts.”
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11. The idea of a perennial philosophy (latin: philosophia perennis, “eternal philosophy”) has 
great antiquity, and can be found in many of the world’s religions and philosophies. The term 
philosophia perennis appears to have been first used by agostino Steuco, to title a treatise, De 
perenni philosophia libri X, published in 1540.

12. Jeff Bezos, Princeton university graduation address (may 2010). 





I
Living by Intelligent Design



22

the book of dharma



23

The Undiscovered Self

ChaPter 1

The uNDiScovereD Self

ThiNK BacK. what we remember most clearly 
about our life are our successes and our failures, 
the times of excellence and of foolishness. By 

engaging with the world, we generate a set of outcomes in 
our life. These outcomes are no accident: they reflect the 
quality of our choices.

we are continually making choices. our choices are only 
ever as good as our state of being when we make them. if we 
are confused, our choices will necessarily be confused. if we 
are inspired, our choices will be inspired also.

in ancient india, the sages, known as rishis, could 
understand that we are beings of great potency – which we 
demonstrate through occasional flashes of magnificence. 
But we lose ourselves in a small human story. we fall into 
habits of inferiority to our full potential. By acting from this 
inferior position, we experience inferior results.

optimal choices require an optimal state of being. The 
rishis therefore developed methods for awakening the 
higher self, so we can inhabit a space of formidable strength. 
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This knowledge was deemed especially important for kings. 
The actions of a king or queen will affect thousands, perhaps 
even millions, of people. it was essential, therefore, that a 
monarch had the highest quality of thoughts, words and 
actions. This need gave rise to a lore for kings. chapter 1 
will explain how those teachings for kings from the past can 
help us surmount the challenges of life in the present.

- Manifesting Dharma -

Before the wright Brothers’ historic first flight in 
1903, they tested two-hundred different wing designs. 
Their first attempts to create a “flying machine” suffered 
repeated failures. But through patience and dedication 
they discovered that with the right design, two large and 
heavy metal appendages can suddenly produce something 
remarkable: lift. They can become wings. a contraption too 
heavy to lift manually suddenly soars into the sky, carrying 
a human passenger.

we experience the phenomenon of “lift” in our everyday 
life also. Some ways of thinking and acting drag us down, 
while others uplift us and lead to optimal outcomes. Dharma 
is what we might call the phenomenon of “lift” in life, when 
our state of being is elevated, and our thoughts, words and 
actions come from the very best place within us. To manifest 
Dharma is to live in accord with the hidden laws of life –
akin to the principles of flight in aeronautics.

The word “Dharma” actually comes from the Sanskrit 
for “to uphold, support or sustain”.13  we all have some 
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experience of Dharma. when Dharma is present, it feels 
as if we are acting in complete accord with the universe. 
it is as if a powerful unseen force is sustaining our efforts, 
endowing them with potency. To invoke Dharma is to 
manifest excellence through “right action” – action that leads 
to optimal outcomes. This results in the unfolding of our 
potential. Dharma, which is something highly experiential, 
brings about the full flourishing of a human being.

Thousands of years ago, the rishis formulated the 
Dharma code, a technology for manifesting Dharma in our 
everyday life. we can call the Dharma code a set of “power 
principles”, because these principles awaken the higher self, 
the seat of inborn power. in doing so, they help us create the 
best possible perceptual world. when applied to any system, 
the Dharma code acts as a set of optimal design principles.

- Instructions for Ruling WiselY -

many readers will have already come across teachings 
intended for monarchs. one of the most widely read such 
texts is The Art of War, composed some 2,500 years ago by 
Sun Tzu for the King of wu.14  also well-known is Niccolò 
machiavelli’s The Prince, which he dedicated to the grandson 
of the de facto ruler of the florentine republic.15 

much of the knowledge in the ancient texts of india 
was intended primarily for emperors and rulers too. it was 
previously taught to great philosopher-kings, or “Dharma 
kings”, in an unbroken succession of enlightened masters 
going back thousands of years.16  Thus, the Bhagavad-gita, 
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a leading Dharma text, speaks of a “knowledge for kings, 
guarded by kings”.17 

The Art of War and The Prince have become renowned; 
but the teachings for Dharma kings from india have not yet 
been presented in a cogent, accessible way. as a system, they 
therefore remain to this day largely undiscovered. This is 
surprising given that the Dharma kings possessed unearthly 
integrity and valour, and reigned over what were previously 
the most prosperous territories on earth.

Now, the reader may be wondering, “if this knowledge 
is meant specifically for kings, how relevant can it be to 
me, a regular person without a kingdom?” however, we are 
actually far more like kings and queens than we may realize. 
as the reader will soon discover, we are immensely powerful 
beings, with the ability to shape our perceptual world. we 
each have a kingdom. That kingdom is our life, or the world 
as we perceive it. we have the ability to determine the quality 
of that world. whether we are fully aware of it or not, and 
whether we like it or not, we are each a sovereign already. 
The first step to creating the life we want for ourselves is to 
acknowledge who we are, and to take responsibility for the 
state of our kingdom.

The quality of our kingdom, or of our life, will necessarily 
reflect the quality with which we rule. we want our life to 
be extraordinary, but we forget that our life will only ever be 
as good as the design principles we use to create it. To have 
a flourishing life, we need to search for the wisdom that will 
allow us to rule wisely, or skilfully. This is where the Dharma 
teachings come in.
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There are many kinds of “kingdoms” to which we can 
apply the teachings of Dharma. our kingdom can be 
whatever we choose it to be – whatever we have some 
dominion or influence over. if we are running a company, 
our company is our kingdom. otherwise, if we are heading 
a team or working on a specific project, that team or project 
is a kingdom. The principles of Dharma will apply to any 
kingdom we choose. This is one reason they are so useful.

our most important kingdom, however, is always the 
territory of our personal life. indeed, this ancient system 
must necessarily begin with that territory. how is it possible 
for a person to lead others in any capacity, let alone govern 
a nation, if she has not yet mastered the territory within? 
everything is contained within this primary kingdom. 
mastery of life ensures mastery of all else.

in india, it was not sufficient for a monarch to rule by 
virtue of blood line alone: from a young age a ruler-to-
be had to master the teachings of Dharma. That meant 
learning to overcome fear, lamentation and confusion. Such 
mastery awakens our inborn power. it is to inhabit “a state of 
wholeness, even though your body may be broken; a state of 
riches, even though you may have no earthly possessions; a 
state of imperturbable peace and quietude, even though the 
world around you may go up in flames.”18 

we cannot escape action – not even for a moment. 
even when we decide not to act, we are engaged in a form 
of action. what we can do, however, is learn how to act 
skilfully. This entails making skilful choices. we are engaged 
in an ongoing process of making choices. what is life but 
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a continual dynamic of accepting and rejecting, of saying 
“yes” or “no”. That simple process guides the direction of 
our life. it creates our world. everything depends upon the 
quality of our state of mind when we engage in this process, 
at any given moment. The philosopher-kings and queens 
of the past understood that the quality of their thinking 
had the potency to shape their perceptual world. Therefore, 
they ceaselessly endeavoured to find and develop the best in 
themselves.

- Awakening the Higher Self -

many people identify with their physical body. But the 
body is simply a covering of the self, like a garment. it is 
the vehicle by which we, consciousness, express ourselves in 
this world. The eye does not see, the ear does not hear, and 
the flesh does not feel. it is consciousness that sees, hears 
and feels. when consciousness leaves the body, the body is 
inactive, like a vehicle without a driver.

when we look at photos of our childhood, it is fairly easy 
to recognize how we are distinct from the changing physical 
body. we are the life force that animates that body. when 
people identify too closely with the body, they think strongly 
in terms of body distinctions such as black and white, male 
and female, fat and thin, indian and american. But all these 
designations refer to the body only.

consciousness, which animates the body, shines through 
the lens of the thinking mind. while it’s fairly easy to 
understand we are not the body, it’s a little more difficult 
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to understand that we exist even beyond the creations 
of our mind. This becomes more evident to those who 
meditate, which is a practice for stilling the restless mind. 
consciousness does not require thinking; but thinking 
requires consciousness. This tells us that we, the self, exist at 
a deeper level even than thinking.

The mind produces a continuous stream of conversation, or 
mental noise. much of what the mind has to say is repetitive 
and fairly unhelpful. The mind worries about the future, 
laments about the past, and generates confusion in the 
present. when consciousness finds even a little release from 
the oppressive constraints of the mind, human beings achieve 
a level of freedom and potency that is quite remarkable.19  in 
this book, i will refer to this as the awakening of the “higher 
self ”, or the Dharma king or queen within us.20 

we all have experience of higher and lower qualities within 
us. we are capable of astonishing small-mindedness and 
folly, as well as of surprising courage and wisdom. The mind 
can elevate or degrade us. The Dharma king or queen arises 
when we act in a way that expresses the best in ourselves. This 
occurs when the mind works to help rather than to hinder 
us. from time to time we experience this state. Sometimes, 
for instance, the higher self is stirred by adversity, when a 
situation calls on us to muster everything we are capable 
of to deal with a tragedy or help a loved one. casting aside 
self-doubt, anxiety, self-pity and other obstacles generated 
by the mind, we suddenly find ourselves accomplishing 
extraordinary things. These experiences are valuable: they 
are windows that reveal what is possible for us.
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Before we explore ways of deliberately awakening the 
higher self and manifesting Dharma in our life, we will take 
a closer look at the Dharma king or queen’s most important 
territory – our perceptual world. Thus, we will now explore  
the underlying “architecture” of our world, as well as the 
three laws of perception that govern it.
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notes

13. The Sanskrit word “Dharma” first appears in the ancient Rig Veda, as dhárman (63 usages), 
denoting a thing that upholds or supports – or, more simply, a “foundation”. Borrowed heavily 
over time to denote a variety of ideas, the word straddles a complex set of meanings and 
interpretations. in Buddhism, for instance, Dharma generally refers to the teachings of the 
Buddha and those who have elaborated on those teachings. in this book, i am using “Dharma” 
in a very specific way, in referring to the awakening of our full latent potential through “right 
action”.

14. at the close of the han period, the great Ts’ao Ts’ao wrote a short preface for his edition 
of Sun Tzu. he states therein that the thirteen chapters of the book were composed specifically 
for King ho lu, ruler of the wu State. This is supported by the internal evidence of section 
i.15, in which it seems clear that some ruler is addressed.

15. Niccolò machiavelli dedicated The Prince to lorenzo di Piero de’ medici, a member of the 
ruling florentine medici family and the grandson of “lorenzo the magnificent”, the de facto 
ruler of the florentine republic during the italian renaissance.

16. for example, see Bhagavad-gita, 4.2. The ancient texts of india refer to great “philosopher-
kings” or “seer-kings” (raja-rishis) – e.g. Ramayana, Mahabharata, Bhagavata Purana (at least 
66 references).

17. Bhagavad-gita, 9.2. See commentary by Shri ramanujacharya, as well as angelika malinar, 
The Bhagavadgita: Doctrines and Contexts (2007), pp. 144–50, 225 and 232. according to 
malinar, it is a knowledge of kings (raja-vidya), guarded by kings (raja-guhya), and accessible 
through perception (pratyaksa-avagama).

18. Nisargadatta maharaj and robert Powell, The Nectar of Immortality: Sri Nisargadatta 
Maharaj’s Discourses on the Eternal (2004), p. xv.

19. See Bhagavata Purana, 12.4.33: “when a cloud, which is created by the sun, is torn apart, 
the eye can see the true form of the sun. likewise, when the self destroys her covering of the 
ego by inquiry, she regains her true awareness.”

20. The Bhagavad-gita sets out the qualities of the higher self in chapter 16, describing them 
as “god-like” or “divine” (sampadam daivim). This chapter also provides a detailed description 
of the lower qualities of humans in terms that are remarkably fitting today, millennia after this 
text was composed.
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ChaPter 2

Three lawS of PercePTioN

HumaNS have climBeD 29,000 feet to the 
top of mount everest, the highest place on 
earth. They have descended 35,800 feet to the 

deepest place on earth, the bottom of mariana Trench in the 
Pacific ocean. They have journeyed into the infinite void 
of outer space, and sent a space probe to fly by Pluto and 
its moons, charon, Nix and hydra. in our personal life, we 
also continually try to push back our frontiers. But there 
remains always one frontier so close to us that we rarely 
think to cross far beyond it.

when we look for new experiences, we are in the habit of 
reaching out into the world; but few ever turn in the opposite 
direction to explore the vast territory within them. Thus, 
when we travel to another city or country, we rarely venture 
far from where we truly are, our familiar state of being. 
whatever we see and hear and smell, we interpret through 
our existing perspective. if we are troubled by something, 
we take our troubles with us. in the end, wherever we go, we 
only encounter ourselves.
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our greatest journeys are therefore not physical, but 
those that occur within us – as when we experience a 
profound shift in perception, or when some of the limits 
of our ordinary perception fall away. Thus, the real voyage 
of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in 
having new eyes.21  exploring another country or lifestyle is 
valuable only when it leads to some inner enlargement. The 
real aim of any voyage is to look more deeply at ourselves.

in this chapter, we will explore our own perceptual 
world, by far the most important “kingdom” we each have 
inherited. we will see how this is largely a kingdom of our 
own creation. understanding this kingdom at a deeper level 
will help the reader better understand the Dharma code, as 
well as how to apply it.

- The Self and Its Perceptual World -

The texts of india describe the self as “self-luminous”.22 

This is because consciousness shines by its own light and 
illumines the world. we, the light of consciousness, are 
brighter than the sun and all the stars; for without that 
inner light of perception, our perceptual world would be 
filled with ineffable darkness. The self is the light of lights.

we exist at the heart of our perceptual universe. we don’t 
observe our universe because it exists; our universe exists 
because we are observing it. if you erase the conscious 
observer, all that remains is energy in flux, devoid of meaning 
or sense. it is we who give sense and purpose to our universe. 
we decide whether something is valuable or not, significant 
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or not. we create order and meaning in our world through 
the words and ideas we have inherited and learned to use, 
which are simply free creations of the mind. we colour our 
world with our attitudes and prejudices. The world we know 
and are so familiar with is, ultimately, a world of our own 
making.

we each inhabit distinct worlds. what i perceive in my 
world will differ from what someone else perceives in theirs. 
when my perceptual world begins to shrink and collapse 
with old age, theirs may still be expanding with the vitality 
and confidence of youth. when mine is filled with suffering 
or pain, theirs may be brimming with happiness and 
abundance; when mine is a desolate wasteland, theirs may 
be a fertile valley of opportunity and hope.

Two people can look at the exact same thing and see 
something totally different. This is because the world we 
experience is not the only world there is. There are many 
possible worlds. we create ours with every thought, with 
every act. as anthropologist clifford geertz observed, “man 
is an animal suspended in webs of significance that he 
himself has spun.”23

Through perception directed inward, we become aware 
of the hidden “architecture” of our perceptual universe. we 
become aware of the vast, hidden realm of possibility beneath 
the surface of everyday experience and the tremendous 
power we each have to shape our world. The only world we 
know is the world we perceive. Therefore, by altering our 
perception, we alter the world we know.
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