Digital Dharma Chapter 5 (Excerpts)


Excerpt 1:

While television offers an invitation to look at a multicultural world, it is still a world “out there.” Fifth-level digital dharma, on the other hand, is about actually connecting with all the various “others”—the peoples and cultures—that share this planet, and with all of creation. We move from observing the ripples of the hologram to the understanding that we are all part of the same reality, that one action affects the entire creation.
On the path of the chakras, fifth-level dharma challenges are held at the throat center, the transponder of cosmic sound, self-expression, and creativity. This center’s core issue is communication itself, and its demon is falsehood. Positive fifth-chakra energy can be found in the free flow of information and creative ideas within and among small, trusted groups such as fellow worshippers, service volunteers, and support and recovery circles. Its shadow can be found in cults of all kinds and in a world where every communications technology is enlisted in the cause of making money or promoting the false self.

In the social domain, this new dharma asks us to make a radical jump into what the authors of Spiral Dynamics call “second-tier thinking”—the stage of consciousness where one is aware of both the interior dimensions of development and the exterior “big picture” of the overall spiral of existence. Second-tier thinking, in Ken Wilber’s words, “is instrumental in moving from relativism to holism, or from pluralism to integralism.”1 Here, one lives in multiple overlapping and integrative networks; here, the other is found everywhere, a reminder that one is a part of “a commons” much larger than one’s family, nation or culture. At this stage of spiritual evolution, communications centers on ideas themselves. At its most positive, fifth-level consciousness begins to become aware of itself and intuitively seeks its source across all religions and teachings: At this level, life is for learning.2
Whatever one’s position on whether all of humanity will succeed in making “the second-tier shift,”3 fifth-level digital dharma urges us to speak truthfully and act in ways that cause no harm to the fabric of life. For in a world of instant, unfiltered connectivity, even small “private” actions often have large systemic consequences. On the receiving side, the equivalent challenge is learning how to remain present to, but not swayed by, all the messages—electronic and physical—that bombard awareness. As our culture expands into interconnected modes of communications, fourth-level utopianism begins to confront the reality that not everyone is “nice” and that “out in the real world” one must protect oneself from being taken advantage of. Expertise and one’s reputation for truthfulness begin to determine one’s power in this new environment.

Our throat is the center of truth; as it is where we can either speak truth or lies. It is also the energy center associated with choice. Every choice that we make either takes us closer to our truest self or farther from it. This chakra teaches us the classic lesson of “cause and effect” or said in another way karma. When the choices we make are in line with our truest self, our fifth chakra is healthy, and we become charismatic, powerful and at peace.

—Mike Stokes, Freedom Yoga4
A strong fifth chakra is a “truth filter”—the Warrior’s shield that protects the Lover’s heart from lies and illusion. The sign of an underdeveloped (and thus overwhelmed and “broken open”) fifth chakra is an excessive focus on “presentation of self” that takes the form of nonstop talking (with little real content), poor listening, and outright lying. When this center shuts down in self-defense, all creativity is blocked. At a personal level, this blockage is manifested as cynicism and depression. Out in cultural space, the blockage becomes the overly intellectual side of deconstructionism, where, in the analysis of every hidden assumption, idea, and social structure behind any attempted communication, nothing is accepted as true, all values are transient, and what remains consists only of fleeting figments of clashing subcultures and languages.

All of the light and shadow of fifth-level digital dharma is held and then reflected back to us by the net of instantaneous connectivity, overlapping voices, online communities, shining jewels, and shifting realities that is the Internet. This is a virtual “place” where such conventional limitations as time and space are gone forever, along with previously assumed distinctions between self and other.5 While the mass media of radio and television bombard us with images and sounds, they do not demand much of us other than our attention and our commitment to consumption. The Internet, on the other hand, offers both instant “surfing” for fleeting stimulation and an opportunity to connect deeply and cocreatively with other souls. It is the medium of a new generation, and it (along with the digital media described in the next chapter) has shaped the worldview of that generation no less than television did for the “boomer” generation.

Far away in the heavenly abode of the great god Indra, there is a wonderful net which has been hung by some cunning artificer in such a manner that it stretches out indefinitely in all directions. In accordance with the extravagant tastes of deities, the artificer has hung a single glittering jewel at the net’s every node, and since the net itself is infinite in dimension, the jewels are infinite in number. 

There hang the jewels, glittering like stars of the first magnitude, a wonderful sight to behold. If we now arbitrarily select one of these jewels for inspection and look closely at it, we will discover that in its polished surface there are reflected all the other jewels in the net, infinite in number. Not only that, but each of the jewels reflected in the one jewel is also reflecting all the other jewels, so that the process of reflection is infinite.

—The Avatamsaka Sutra of Hua-Yen Buddhism6
On the radio, one has to fight to get to a microphone; on the Web, access is far less of an issue. Now the challenge is ensuring that your voice won’t be lost in the simultaneous broadcast of a billion other streams and podcasts. Television prods us to open our hearts to the world; the Internet reflects the fifth-level challenge of dealing with the consequences of such openness. “Always-on” network connections have thrown us head-first into a sea of memes—idea fragments that flow from brain to brain, reproducing like viruses, so that the Net’s constant chatter inevitably mimics the babble and distraction of our planetary “monkey mind.” We are discovering the hard way that living with such an information glut without adequate “boundary protection” can be dangerous. In critic John Lahr’s words, “we know too much and too little; the world is at once too close and too far away.”7 

Excerpt 2:

Third-chakra-driven styles of “broadcasting one’s expertise” are giving way to new fifth-level “communities of knowledge,” with blurred boundaries between authority and audience. University lecturers and conference speakers for example, now face audiences wirelessly connected to their own expert sources—and each other. The result is that the traditional post-lecture “back-channel” responses have moved from the corridor into the auditorium. One crusading technology conference blogger invented a “hecklebot,” a text display device that faces the speaker and displays real-time (and often critical) responses from what the New York Times called “the Geek Chorus,” that is, audience members acting as on-site fact checkers.65

Spiritual groups as well are using peer-to-peer communications to upend traditional hierarchical power structures. The hypocrisy of the glorified guru, preaching transcendence while bedding his students and accumulating Rolls Royces is now public “blog fodder.” Michel Bauwens (in his “P2P” blog) reports about group cyber-meditation sessions, where egalitarian-minded spiritual searchers, “collectively experiment and confront their experiences,” anticipating what John Heron calls a new “participatory vision of human spirituality.”66 The explosive success of some of the largest evangelical churches in the United States has been linked to networking “lots of little church cells—exclusive, tightly knit groups of six or seven who meet in one another’s homes during the week to worship and pray.” These groups are in turn networked together into the larger church community.67

Of course, all of this heady freedom to communicate and share has its downside. As multiple truths flood the Infosphere, the fanaticism of those who believe in the certainty of one and only one truth has taken a bloody turn for the worse. A deadly combination of radical fundamentalism, rage, and immature third-level consciousness has allowed some self-reinforcing communities of true believers to coordinate and document their terrorist campaigns online. Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda have created their own versions of “Friendster” with cells in cities all over the world. Impressionable and angry young Muslims can be recruited from the ranks of self-contained online jihadi forums and self-referencing chat rooms into what Howard Bloom calls a “complex distributed conspiracy…brought to us courtesy of the world wide web and the cellphone.” Warfare itself has followed the Internet model, as informally joined networks of stateless cells, coordinated by high-tech communications, engage the structured armies of the old order.68 

As fifth-level digital dharma, with its focus on discernment, advances into public awareness, the fourth-chakra-focused medium of television is struggling to remake itself. As discussed in the last chapter, naive optimism and unchecked consumerism no longer suffice for a new generation who were raised to question institutional honesty and who see themselves as media producers as well as consumers. Sensational “reality” programs and entertainment-driven “news magazines” strip away the happy facade of domestic family life, while the traditional showcase of socially committed documentaries, PBS, suffers severe budget cuts and heavy-handed political interference. Trust in the neutrality of commercial television news programs is at all-time low. “Metainformation” shows (programs about programs) proliferate, while the fifth-chakra Internet has produced a whole new generation of savvy media critics.69
Excerpt 3:

… Living in Full Fifth-Level Teleconsciousness

In life as online, what you give and receive ideally reflect conscious choice. This manner of living requires honesty, selflessness, and presence. If the Web is a model of the Universe’s infinite potential, every search, every page you visit, every link you follow becomes your chosen path and the opportunity to manifest your highest state of being.

As the neck is the junction between the brain and body, so is the fifth chakra the “nexus” between the compassion of the heart and the wisdom of the mind. The challenge is honest communications: Can you tell the truth—and confront lies—compassionately? Old defenses, guilt, self-righteousness, and manipulation no longer work in a world where everyone can see your inner light and your darkest shadow. In a world where every e-mail or text message is digitally stored somewhere, I find that I amconstantly reminded that every word I speak is indeed given a life, that every one of my thoughts takes on an etheric form and joins all the other thoughts in mass consciousness.74 In a world where vast reservoirs of pornography and violence are encoded on media servers that respect no boundaries and overcome most filtering software, none of us can  avoid those uncomfortable conversations with our children (whether our offspring or the ones still inside of us) about the power of pain twisted to anger and about the lure of using fantasy and masturbation to meet our deepest hunger for connection. 

Fifth-level digital dharma calls for communicating with what gestalt therapist Brad Blanton calls “radical honesty,”75 showing your true Self to the world, dropping the mask of personality defense so that you can see the light in others. For we can only connect to the essential core of another—in person or in cyberspace—by greeting them from this true Self within. This level of connection requires that we call forth what Ambika Wauters calls the Communicator archetype and speak our truth to power. A person living from this archetype stands by his or her word and can be trusted with vital information:

The Communicator speaks from its Higher Self and expresses its feelings and thoughts with alacrity and purpose. It neither gossips, criticizes nor curses and has a special regard for the spoken and written message…This archetype knows that its spirit is diminished every time it lies, cheats or is grandiose…It does not let people down with empty promises or false hopes.76
Meditation is one way to activate these higher Communicator energies. In a hyperstimulated media world, silence clears the mental “memory buffers,” and the “roof-brain chatter” that passes for authentic Self. Mind clarification must precede mind expansion.77 These moments of silence are the inner firewalls against the waves of cultural spam that threaten to inundate us. From this place of deep quiet we can perceive the whole network: packets, routers, congestion, viruses, and all. Then we can, in Sri Aurobindo’s words, “universalize ourselves till we are one with all being.”78
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