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o f the three great treasures to be gathered here in space and time and taken out of 
this world into the next—wisdom, virtue, and freedom—we are perhaps more 

familiar today with the idea of freedom than the others. Though freedom is known to 
us in the contemporary world, this does not mean that we have actually understood its 
spiritual significance. In fact, our familiarity with the secular idea of freedom may 
actually be a hindrance to a complete spiritual understanding. Because we say we live 
in the “land of the free,” we may actually believe we have experienced freedom or 
understood the words Yeshua spoke, “If you remain in my word...you will know the 
truth, and the truth will set you free….so if the son frees you, then you will be truly 
free” (John 8:32, 36).  
 
It is clear from humanity’s long historical struggle that we have an innate longing for 
freedom. Since the Renaissance, we have achieved a large measure of outer, political 
liberation from tyranny in the West. That, however, is only a starting point. We must 
move deeper and achieve a state of inner freedom. External freedom is only half the 
equation; the other, more important half is inner freedom from ignorance, blindness, 
constant craving, and the patterns of addiction.  
 
 
 
 
Before we even knew it, our innate freedom was compromised by familial, social and 
cultural patterning. Many people suddenly awaken in later life to discover that they are 
not actually free at all, but bound by terrible inner constraints, the worst of which is the 
tyranny of their own ego. From that bondage, says traditional wisdom, none of us are 
fully liberated until we achieve state of emancipation after a protracted interior struggle 
(some call it “war”). It is this deeper freedom which is the real test of our humanity. 
We have pushed the external boundaries of freedom to give human beings today a freer 
political world, but for most human beings the inner bondage remains. From the 
viewpoint of the wisdom tradition, the question is, in what state of inner freedom will 
we leave this world to enter the next?  We were made for the greatest freedom of all—
to transcend ourselves. Will we choose this freedom or settle for something less, in the 
form of restriction and bondage? 
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never have rest in things that are beneath itself.” 
Only when we come to live in such a 
transcendent place can we ever say that we are 
truly free. This means, of course (just like it does 
for the cat), great uncertainties because it entails 
giving up our conventional securities, and above 
all our self-concept as an egoic being in order to 
accept a larger world.  
 
The struggle to let go of the restrictions and 
limitations of our egoic boundaries, and to accept 
the unconditioned freedom outside human 
conventions,  is never easy because it means 
letting go of aspects of ourselves. 
 

Sacred traditions often speak of this 
struggle as a process that in many 
respects is like “warfare.” In the 
great mythic stories of human 
pilgrimage, the hero shatters the 
status quo and allows the Infinite 
Unknown full play. We often 
experience this struggle as a kind of 
“civil war” involving aspects of 
ourselves at war with one another 
and with forces that are part of our 

native habitat.  
 
Tyranny, then, can exist both inside and outside 
ourselves. Interestingly, much of conventional 
religion is not an ally in this struggle for freedom 
into transcendence. Sometimes it simply replaces 
our dependence on a “heavenly father figure” for 
the one we lost with the passing of childhood. 
Our religious experiences often bind us instead of 
freeing us.  
 
Inside, our self-identity with the ego is the 
greatest fetter that must be broken. Yeshua came 
to set us free from this captivity. The ego acts as 
a veil over the real Self, the removal of which 
releases us into an entirely new realm. The work 
of identifying the veil over us, and the dominance 
of the ego inside us, is the path by which we find 
the infinite freedom of the Kingdom of God. 

I n order to understand the many dimensions of 
human freedom (and the ways in which we 

human beings are so subtly enslaved), we must 
see our freedom not against the limited 
perspective of human politics or social 
convention, but in light of an infinite and eternal 
horizon.  
 
The ultimate background of freedom is not time 
and space but eternity. Eternal freedom, however, 
is never static. It is brought into being through 
the dynamic fullness that exists in God (which 
some call “play”), and shared by all orders of 
being through participation. In order to 
understand this ultimate form of freedom, let me 
illustrate by asking whether or not a 
domesticated cat who has free range 
in and out of its house is truly free.  
 
Typically we say that in such 
circumstance a cat is free because the 
world which it inhabits is potentially 
limitless. But on second thought, by 
careful observation we see that this 
pet is actually “bound” to the 
territory of its home by its need for 
feeding and its fear of that which lies beyond its 
“normal, safe” boundaries. It does not roam 
freely. It stays close in, tied by the invisible 
bonds of its domestication. In this sense our 
indoor/outdoor cat is not free at all. It lives 
constrained by its needs and fears. 
 
The same can be said for human beings. We 
imagine that we are free beings because there are 
no obvious limits to our freedom, but actually 
much of our life is as unconsciously limited and 
preconditioned as our pets. In order for humans 
to gain true freedom, they must transcend the 
limited boundaries of themselves on their way to 
the unlimited freedom of the Infinite.  
 
Julian of Norwich, a 14th century English 
prioress, expressed the struggle to transcend our 
normal limitations by saying: “Our Soul must 

CIVIL WAR 
AND THE HOUSE CAT 
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I n the quest for liberation the greatest paradox is 
the freedom of no-choice at all as the Way of 

Liberation. This path is a process by which we are 
transformed, refined, or even perfected by our own 
“poisons” and thus no longer enslaved by the power 
of our illusory self-image, nor by the surface 
glamour of the world outside us. We are liberated 
from the whims of the world and the desires of our 
egocentric self. We therefore find a new way that is 
straight forward in its freedom, the freedom of no-
choice. One of the most unusual approaches to 
entering this form of freedom is found in Buddhist 
teachings. Pema Chödrön, a Tibetan Buddhist nun, 
expresses it this way:  
 
In the Buddhist teachings, the messy stuff is called 
klesh, which means poison. Boiling it all down to 
the simplest possible formula, there are three main 
poisons: passion, aggression, and 
ignorance. We could talk about 
these in different ways—for 
example, craving, aversion, and 
couldn’t care less. Addictions of 
all kinds come under the category 
of craving, which is wanting, 
wanting, wanting—feeling that we 
have to have some kind of 
resolution. Aversion encompasses 
violence, rage, hatred, and 
negativity of all kinds, as well as 
garden-variety irritation. And 
ignorance? Nowadays, it is 
usually called denial.  
 
The pith instruction of all the 
Buddhist teachings...is, whatever you do, don’t try 
to make these unwanted feelings go away. That’s an 
unusual thought; it’s not our habitual tendency to 
let these feelings hang around. Our habitual 
tendency is definitely to try to make those things go 
away.  
 
People and situations in our lives are always 
triggering our passion, aggression, and ignorance. 
A good old innocent cup of coffee triggers some 

people’s craving; they are addicted to it; it 
represents comfort and all the good things in life. If 
they can’t get it, their life is a wreck. Other people 
have elaborate story lines about why it’s bad for 
you, and they have aversion and a support group. 
Plenty of other people couldn’t care less about a 
cup of coffee; it doesn’t mean much at all to them. 
….So there are three things...One object is what we 
find pleasant, another is what we find unpleasant, 
and a third is what we’re neutral about. If it’s 
pleasant, it triggers craving; if its unpleasant, it 
triggers aversion; if it’s neutral, it triggers 
ignorance. Craving, aversion, and ignorance are 
the three poisons.  
 
...The three poisons are always trapping you in one 
way or another, imprisoning you and making your 
world really small. When you feel craving, you 

could be sitting on the edge of 
the Grand Canyon, but all you 
see is this piece of chocolate cake 
you’re craving. With aversion, 
you’re sitting on the edge of the 
Grand Canyon, and all you hear 
is the angry words you said to 
someone ten years ago. With 
ignorance, you’re sitting on the 
edge of the Grand Canyon with a 
paper bag over your head. Each 
of the three poisons has the 
power to capture you so 
completely that you don’t even 
perceive what’s in front of you. 
 
...Whatever you do, don’t make 

the poisons go away, because if you’re trying to 
make them go away, you’re losing your wealth...All 
this messy stuff is your richness, but saying this 
once is not going to convince you. If nothing else, 
however, it could cause you to wonder about these 
teachings and begin to be curious whether they 
could possibly be true, which might inspire you to 
try them for yourself. 
 

LIBERATION  
AND THE FREEDOM OF NO-CHOICE 

A Buddhist Perspective 
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THE RECONCILLIATION 
OF OPPOSITES 

W e have all experienced the tension created 
by the existence of opposites—male 

versus female, conservative versus liberal, duty 
versus pleasure—to name only a few reflecting 
multiple levels of human experience. 
 
Typically we want to gain our freedom by 
embracing one side of the pair and excluding the 
other. This approach appears easier because it 
gives us a fast way of feeling free 
of the tension. But in truth this is a 
false freedom. True freedom 
reconciles opposites at a new level 
of transcendence. In the realm of 
the Infinite, nothing can ultimately 
be excluded. So both must be lived 
out through a “union of opposites.” 
Only this definition of freedom 
will fully serve us.  
 
It is a common mistake to think of spiritual 
freedom as liberation from the world of physical 
limitation and escape into the realm of pure 
Spirit. This was an ancient misunderstanding 
identified early in Christian history. Though there 
must be freedom from the egoic structures of the 
“world, the flesh, and the devil,” it is equally true 
that our liberation must not come at the expense 
of the physical world, but must ultimately 

include it. The divine has put within us both a 
desire (or drawing) toward the created world, as 
well as a longing for the Uncreated. Both are part 
of our human experience. We are incarnate 
creatures and must live with the tension of these 
twin desires. Every great spiritual master has 
recognized this paradox in the world of duality 
and the need for the reconciliation of these 
opposites through transcendence.  

 
Hafez, the great 14th century 
Persian poet, perceived this 
paradoxical experience in the life 
of every seeker—the perpetual 
shuttle between the “free flight of 
the bird initiated into the rose-
garden of paradise,” and the 
lamentations of grief we feel in the 
experience of temporal existence. 
He asks, How shall I turn within 

the space of the world of Sanctity, since in the 
alcove of combination I remain nailed to my 
body? 
 
The answer is found not through escape, but by 
practicing the reconciliation of these opposites 
lived out in daily experience. It is here that we 
have to come to learn to transcend the opposites.  

When the poisons arise...we either act out or 
repress, which is to say we either physically or 
mentally attack...or else we repress those feelings. 
Acting out and repressing are the main ways that 
we shield our hearts, the main ways we never really 
connect with our vulnerability, our compassion, our 
sense of the open, fresh dimension of our being. By 
acting out or repressing we invite suffering, 
bewilderment, or confusion to intensify.  
 
...What we’re working with...is the middle ground 
between acting out and repressing. We’re 
discovering how to hold our seat and feel 
completely what’s underneath all that story line of 

wanting, not wanting, and so forth. ...instead of 
acting out or repressing—use the situation as an 
opportunity to feel your heart, to feel the wound. 
Use it as an opportunity to touch that soft spot. 
Underneath all that craving or aversion or jealousy 
or feeling wretched about yourself, underneath all 
that hopelessness and despair and depression, 
there’s something extremely soft….when we do that, 
the three poisons...give us the chance to work one 
patience and kindness...the chance to change our 
habits completely.  

—Pema Chödrön 
Start Where You Are, 28-32 
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Freedom 

Adequatio: A STUDY GUIDE    Lesson Four 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. How free from the social restrictions that you 

may have learned do you feel yourself to be? 
What are the inner constrains that you 
experience now from which you long to find 
freedom? 

2. Are there pairs of opposites that you 
experience as particularly perplexing? How 
do you attempt to practice a reconciliation of 
these within your lived experience? 

 

READINGS FOR INSIGHT 
 
      Each human being has the capacity to know 
many levels of experience. … these are much 
greater than is normally supposed, can be 
experienced in the mirror of human awareness. 
What is usually experienced in the mirror of 
human consciousness, however, is an accidental 
and unintentional assortment of personal 
compulsions and cultural conditioning...This 
mirroring capacity is limited by the condition of 
the mirror. Its reflective capacity is reduced by 
the quantity and quality of our images, thoughts, 
and feelings, which accumulate upon the mirror. 
The mirror of pure awareness is obscured by 
layers of emotional and mental conditioning. Just 
as polishing transforms a mineral or stone into a 
reflective object, the human being who can 
regularly wipe clean the mirror of awareness will 
begin to reflect the light of Being itself.  

— Kabir Helminski 
 

���� 
 

It is Compassion calling to you from beyond the 
limits of the created world. 

It is love alone that frees you from your tiny self 
and allows you to fly free into its own great 

fullness. 
—Khaqani Shirwani 

 

PRAXIS AND MEDITATION 
 
1.    In her book, The Taste of Hidden Things 
(Inverness, CA: The Golden Sufi Center, 1997), 
Sara Sviri expresses the paradoxical truth of 
spiritual practice involving the struggle for 
liberation. The heart is an extraordinary organ of 
consciousness, she says. It is both a doorway to 
and a mirror of the Infinite:  

To learn how to live within the power of desire 
for the created and yet yearn for the Non-created 
means to make the heart, which has become 
intoxicated with love, a doorway to the Infinite. 

Like a rosebud opening, the veils over the heart 
are removed and the mirror polished. The heart’s 
multiple layers are exposed and it unfolds to 
reflect images from beyond this world. Rumi said 
that those who practice the remembrance of God, 
“...polish their breasts with invocation and 
meditation so that the heart’s mirror may receive 
virgin images (from the Unseen world). 
Invocations of remembrance are central to praxis 
within the Abrahamic traditions.  

2.   Polishing the mirror of the heart allows it to 
move into the Light through the practice of 
remembrance. Remembrance involves two basic 
processes; with each out-breath practice letting 
go of the compulsions of the mind in order to 
experience a new freedom and a new depth in the 
heart (Helminski), and with the in-breath practice 
complete absorption in the invocation of God’s 
Name (Sviri). In this way the interior prayer of 
remembrance is a state of invocatory absorption 
in the divine Name, where everything ultimately 
disappears from the plane of sensible perception, 
imagination, or comprehension. The practitioner 
is absorbed in the all-encompassing divine 
Presence. The way to that depth is through the 
prayer of remembrance. 
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Adequatio 

Epilogue 

T he three great treasures which we carry away 
from this world—from the time-line of 

human experience into the next—are wisdom, 
virtue, and freedom. To find and build these into 
the very substance of our being is why we are 
here. O yes, we may have many other reasons for 
living—things we love, cherish, and strive to 
attain, but these often fade, change, or disappear 
entirely. And we cannot carry these out of this 
world, nor anything else that we have worked so 
hard to accumulate here on earth, only the three 
great treasures. 
 
The truth is we may never have put any emphasis 
on the three while living here, but Sacred 
Tradition has been calling our attention to them 
all along the way. We may have attended to them 
briefly, or we may have indeed begun to awaken 
to their importance. In any of these cases, this is 
what we possess whether it is little or much. 
 
We are asked now, in the middle of time, to pay 
close attention to them. The only way to truly 
attend is to bring them into conscious awareness 
in daily life—seeking out the wisdom that is 
being transmitted and living it in daily 
experience, practicing virtue by embodying the 
qualities that are taught us by heaven, and 
seeking freedom from the limiting structures of 
our own egos and society around us. All of this is 

our true treasure. Awakening to its immense 
value is of such importance, and to support us in 
that awakening, we are sent messengers across 
the ages and throughout the world. These sacred 
beings call to us to rise from sleep and attend.  
 
How these treasures will be used on the other 
side of the boundary between life and death is 
not altogether clear, but there are indications 
that these will grow and become powerful as 
they are used in the continuing work of the 
expansion of the Kingdom. According to sacred 
tradition, we have work beyond the grave. It is 
important to work here, but our work continues 
beyond earth experience, and we will use these 
treasures as tools both here and there.  
 
It is hard now to put all of this into perspective. 
We are so caught up in the details of mundane 
existence that often we cannot see the larger 
picture, but again, messengers have been sent to 
open our inner eyes so we can see. This is the 
work of Spirit and of grace that, as the lines of 
chant express, calls out to us to: 
 

Seek the treasure 
Seek the Light 

Seek the Pearl in the ocean of night.  


