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2  
The Four Levels of Consciousness 

 

I use this image of the brick wall in a very simple description of the levels 
of consciousness that we pass through when we begin the journey of 
meditation. So I'd like to just go through those four levels fairly quickly. 

  

I’ll just ask you to imagine the first time you heard about meditation. What 
did you feel when you heard about it? Did you feel an immediate 
attraction; did you feel ‘oh, this is what I've been waiting for’? Or was it 
something more vague or something less clear but there was still some 
interest, some fascination maybe? And then remember the first time you 
tried to meditate, and maybe you thought that it's going to be very easy 
and you're going to be enlightened within three or four days. And then 
you discovered that this is going to be a journey. And taking the first step 
is the most important thing, but we continue to take that first step all the 
way. 

So just hold that in mind and remember the first time you meditated and 
you were told to sit down, to sit still, close your eyes lightly, and to begin 
to let go of your thoughts, good thoughts, positive thoughts, creative 
thoughts, insights, all the things that we would normally like to have in 
our minds, solutions to problems, but also to let go of negative thoughts, 
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of fears, anxieties, fantasies, to let go of all thoughts, imagination, and 
ideas, and the feelings attached to them – feelings have always attached 
to some kind of images or ideas. And you were told that a very universal 
and a very effective way of doing this is the way of the mantra – to take a 
single word or a short phrase and to repeat it continually during the time 
of the meditation. You were told to meditate or advised to meditate twice 
a day for a minimum of 20 minutes, and that this would over time develop 
into a practice, into something that would become part of your life and 
bring benefits and fruits and riches into your life at every level.  

And then you discover that this very simple way of becoming silent and 
still, simple way of coming out of our head and entering into the heart is 
simple but not easy. Why is it not easy? It’s not easy for many reasons.  

One of them is the fact that we are attached to our stream of thoughts and 
imagination, and ideas and images. We are very attached to these, and 
that's what we think being conscious means. So to let go of these contents 
of our minds is quite disturbing, and for some people it's quite frightening 
– they give up after five minutes. That's one reason why it's difficult.  

Another reason why it's not easy, is because the ego is a force of resistance 
to this very work. Why? Because by doing this work of attention, of silence, 
stillness and simplicity, this work of becoming poor in spirit by renouncing 
all the riches of thought and imagination, as the early Christian monks 
described it, in doing this work we are going to a deeper level of 
consciousness than the ego itself. And the ego, which we are also very 
attached to, and the ego which protects us from danger or fear, or that 
produces fears and desires and dangers, that ego is a force of resistance 
to this contemplative work. That's the way it is, that's the human journey. 
We have to meet this force of resistance. We call it distraction. But where 
does the distraction come from? It's the ego, not wanting to let go. 

So, very quickly, we discover that this very simple practice of saying the 
mantra is actually filled with a lot of forces of resistance and evasion, a lot 
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of distractions. So we're only able to say the mantra for a few moments, 
before we become pulled away by our distractions.  

If we are to really discover the potential that we have, we need to go 
through this resistance in order to discover who we truly are beyond the 
resistance of the ego. So maybe we give up, but then we start again. And 
that may take days, weeks, years, or decades or a lifetime. So we continue 
to meditate. And we continue saying the mantra. 

And now the mantra brings us to another level of consciousness. And we 
could call this level of consciousness, the hard disk of our minds of our 
being, where everything is recorded, everything is registered. It’s like the 
hard disk of a computer. And it's filled with a lot of stuff, particularly 
memories of traumas or sorrows or losses. A lot of maybe painful or 
difficult experiences in the past that we think are in the past, and they are 
in the past in terms of chronology, but they are still very present to us in 
terms of psychology. We carry these feelings with us even though they're 
not on the surface of our minds, or we're not carrying them consciously in 
our feelings, but they are there in a powerful and often a very controlling 
way, especially in extreme forms like trauma, where something has been 
almost paralysed. The process has become embedded in our operating 
system, and is really controlling our life and our reactions to everything 
without our fully understanding it.  

So here, we meet another kind of level of distraction. We're not just 
distracted, as we are at the first level, by superficial thoughts of problems 
I have to solve by tomorrow, or anxieties I have about a conversation I had 
or will have with someone, or something I saw on TV, or something I would 
like to do next week when I go on holiday. So it's not those kinds of day to 
day distractions or shopping list of things to do. But here, at this (second) 
level, we are entering into a deeper field of memory, memories that are 
still present to us, and memories often that need to be healed or to be 
reconciled, to be integrated. Think of people who have hurt you, for 
example, in the past. You may look back after a year or five years or ten 
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years and you may think ‘well, I've let go of that’, but actually, there's still 
work to be done.  

So just as the mantra at the first level of consciousness, can bring and will 
bring increasing calmness of mind, equanimity, and the distractions will 
become less powerful over a period of time, so at this level too the mantra 
is going to open us to a healing power, to our own self-healing capacity. 
And the root of that self-healing is the Spirit, is grace. So we will simply be 
opening ourselves to the healing of those memories or wounds of the past 
without having to think about them, you don't have to analyse them all. 
Now, it's true, sometimes a thought, a memory from the past bubbles up 
from this, this more unconscious level, into consciousness, because we 
saw thinking about a person, a situation and event that happened maybe 
a long time ago. And we may say to ourselves, I wonder why I'm thinking 
about this again, after all this time. And you may need to think about it, 
you may need to talk about it, you may need to process it consciously. And 
all of this is about coming to self-knowledge.  

These are the first two stages of really entering into that self-knowledge 
which is, in the Christian tradition, the necessary foundation for the 
knowledge of God. So this is practical self-knowledge, experiential self-
knowledge. It's not about psychological introspection or analysis. That 
may be part of it. but it's primarily an experience of how we are and how 
we are doing, how we are operating at this moment and opening 
ourselves to a grace, energy, presence, that in our understanding we can 
call the Holy Spirit or the mind of Christ.  

So the danger at the first level is that you just get caught up in 
superficial, trivial distractions. And these can be very powerful and a lot 
of people really have to struggle with these and they want to struggle 
with them. At the second level, though, the danger is that we just 
become absorbed in our feelings or in our psychological self-awareness. 
And we become very introspective, introverted, looking at what I'm 
feeling, what am I seeing, is something happening now? And as you 
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know, John Main, recommends very strongly, and this is part of the 
tradition that we're part of, not to analyse or to monitor or to evaluate 
the journey that you're making, certainly not at the times of meditation. 

So the way to put that into practice, that particular teaching is, again, to 
be very simply committed to the recitation of this single word. So the 
mantra becomes a continuous guide or path or friend and teacher along 
the way. Of course, the mantra is not an end in itself; the only end in itself 
is God. But the mantra has now begun to reveal itself to us as a path that 
we can trust and that we come to love and that we can share with others. 
This work of the mantra, clearing the way through the resistance of the 
ego, clearing the way through the jungle of our thoughts and the 
quagmires of our feelings, the mantra is opening a path. And all we have 
to do is to follow it and listen to it.  

So is that the end of the journey? No. The mantra then takes us to another 
level, which we could call ‘the brick wall of the ego’. The brick wall of the 
ego, this is what The Cloud of Unknowing calls a ‘naked awareness’ of 
oneself. It's not that we're thinking about, ‘Oh, I should have gone to the 
supermarket,’ or ‘I should have called so and so’. We're not thinking about 
psychological aspects of ourselves, feelings or hopes or hurts. Why is this 
a distraction? Why is this a wall or a resistance? Well, one way of expressing 
it is to say, this is the ‘I’ thought. Ramana Maharshi says, in meditation keep 
pursuing the source of the ‘I’, the source of consciousness – not 
intellectually but experientially, through the work of silence, the work of 
stillness, the work of simplicity. So the mantra then brings us to the sort of 
foundation of the I thought, in terms of the ego.  

So the distractions here are really just the fact that we hit a kind of block. 
We would like to go beyond it, but it's as if we meet a wall which has been 
built up over the years with bricks. Each of these bricks is something that 
we add unconsciously to a wall that protects us from being hurt. This is 
one way of looking at it. We add to this wall after we have experienced 
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some pains and loss, some separation, something from which we would 
feel the need to protect ourselves in the future.  

So what we do here, well, we just continue saying the mantra because 
what else is there to do? But we've learned a lot so far on this journey from 
the superficial mind, through the deeper level of consciousness, the 
unconscious, as we get to almost the root of the I thought. So what 
happens? Is anything going to happen? Does this go on for the rest of 
eternity? No, I don't think it does. Because little by little, we become aware 
that bricks fall out of this wall. And when a brick falls out of the wall, what 
happens? We see through the wall, that there is something on the other 
side. We may not have a big view, but we've experienced maybe a 
liberation from a fear or a compulsion or an addiction or insecurity. And I 
think all of us have experienced this through regular meditation, the 
feeling that we're becoming a little healthier, a little stronger, a little more 
normal, a little more confident not in an aggressive, egocentric way but 
with another kind of self-confidence that comes from self-knowledge. So, 
as more and more bricks fall out of the wall, we find that the ego is less of 
a barrier, less of an interference, less of a separation from ourselves to 
others.  

On this side of the wall, according to The Cloud of Unknowing, we meet the 
sorrow of existence, the fact that we can only go so far and then we are 
blocked – blocked by this ego consciousness, blocked from entering into 
the union, into the freedom, into the authenticity that we aspire to. But on 
the other side of the wall, we find the joy of being. So we pass little by little 
from the sorrow of existence to the joy of being. And then, in God's own 
time, the wall opens up; there’s a passage, through the ego. And we find 
ourselves, as John Main said, encountering the person of Jesus, the inner 
Christ, able to recognise the presence of the risen Christ, Christ in you. As 
we pass through this barrier of the ego, we begin to enter into a more 
personal or intimate, more mysterious recognition of Christ in us. ~  

  


