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INTRODUCTION 

 

THE SHERBORNE THEME TALKS SERIES  

Themes are more than ideas to be thought about. They are aspects of practical wisdom: 

how to live. This wisdom can be awakened by making an active contact with our own experience. 

Observation is not enough and thinking is totally inadequate. The aim we have is to work 

towards a new practical understanding of life so that we can begin to live differently. The 

relation of our inner life to the external world, our bodies, other people and nature needs to 

change. The new life cannot be reduced to a set of rules or commandments which can only dictate 

behavior. It has to been discovered in action, in the hazards of life; and usually through many 

small moments when something is revealed to us that we cannot doubt.  
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John G. Bennett was a master at conducting theme meetings and could draw out the most 

profound lessons from the most faltering of contributions. He helped people to see for themselves 

the practical core of the spiritual path and avoid the twin evils of doubt and philosophizing.  

The Sherborne Theme Talks Series are taken from tape recordings of meetings at 

Sherborne House between 1972 and 1974. We are able to publish only a small selection from the 

hundreds of tapes.  

 

JOHN G. BENNETT 

Distinguished scientist, mathematician and Linguist I, John Godolphin Bennett was head 

of Military Intelligence in Turkey in 1920, and his early contact with Gurdjieff and Ouspensky 

led to intensive work with both men over a long period.  

His studies of Asiatic languages and his extensive travelling in Islamic countries brought 

him into communication with many of the world's spiritual leaders  

Building on the ideas he had assimilated he gave up his purely scientific work and became 

Director of the Institute for the Comparative Study of History, Philosophy and the Sciences, and 

set up the five-year experiment in the International Academy for Continuous Education at 

Sherborne in Gloucestershire, where adults from all parts of the world gathered to learn and live 

the techniques for the Transformation of Man.  

Mr. Bennett died in 1974 and Sherborne House has been sold. But his work lives on in 

the first of the psychokinetic communities in which he saw man's future, at Claymont Court, 

Charles Town, West Virginia, USA; in the many communities set up by groups of ex pupils of 

Sherborne: in the hearts and work of those who knew him: and in the living ideas outlined in 

his books.  

 

THE THEMATIC TECHNIQUE  

When Mr. Bennett began working with themes at Sherborne House he gave the 

introduction reproduced below. Reading the presentation and discussion of themes, without 

having worked on them oneself, can create the illusion of understanding. It is important that the 

reader should try to grasp and take seriously what Mr. Bennett says about the thematic 

technique.  

“The technique of theme consists in this: in persistently and with great determination 

occupying one's mind with a specific clear notion so that one can penetrate into it in depth. 
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There are various techniques that involve this persistent directing of the mental attention 

towards one object. There are various kinds of meditation. There is the Zen Koan exercise where 

the attention is persistently directed towards something incongruous or impossible and because 

the incongruity and impossibility of the Koan is clear, the mind can be occupied with it with less 

risk of wandering off into imaginary solutions to the problem. Another kind of persistent 

occupation of the mind is described in the talks I had with the Shivapuri Baba in Long 

Pilgrimage. He said; ''Think of God alone; put every other thought from your mind. Think only 

of God and then eventually you will come to the realization of the meaning of life".  

The way we shall work with this particular technique, which is one of very great value 

and which, when combined with the other things that we shall be doing can be very fruitful 

indeed, is that every Monday morning I will put before you one theme with which you should, as 

far as possible, occupy your attention during the week, when your attention is not required for 

the external activities in which you are engaged.  

There are subsidiary benefits of this thematic technique. For one thing, you have 

something positive to put in the place of the idle associations that ordinarily occupy our minds. 

You have something to which you can turn your attention when you find you are disturbed, 

irritated. But these are, as I say, subsidiary benefits. The main purpose is to go through the 

verbal and conceptual level of understanding to a direct perception of the real world to which it 

belongs. I use the words "real world" because we can look at it in this way: there is a gradient 

between states of subjective illusion where one is connected with no reality except the immediate 

transient experience, passing through various states of awakening to contact or full realization of 

the meaning of life and one's own real being. These gradations do correspond to different worlds. 

Ordinarily people speak about 'this world' and the 'other world'. But in reality there are more 

than two worlds, each one so different one from another that all we can know about one world 

does not prepare us for the experience of the next world.  

The next world is not like the popular idea of somewhere we shall enter into after death. It 

is the next world here and now. It is only closed to us because we have become almost totally 

conditioned to living in the world of these sense perceptions and the thinking, as we call it that is 

derived from our sense perceptions. Although this is, in the full sense of the word, an illusory, 

that is, not even an existing world, nevertheless while we are in these bodies we have to come to 

terms with it, not merely because it would be awkward for us to disregard the requirements of 

our bodies, but because we have an obligation to do so. We are not here in these bodies for 

nothing, simply to escape from them, but to use them for a definite purpose for which this 

existence was given to us. We cannot learn this purpose nor can we fulfill it so long as we are 

wholly imprisoned in this world; wholly conditioned to it. Some degree of liberation is needed in 

order to see, first of all, what it is like to orientate oneself in the physical world. The ordinary 

state of man is like flatland that is, having only flat dimensions. He has no real experience of 
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height and depth, only an illusory experience coming from his emotions and the interaction 

between his different functions. A real awareness of height and depth is in the sense of a 

transition from one world to another. This seldom happens to people and when it does happen, 

they misinterpret it. But we have to set ourselves to be able to add a dimension to our experience, 

to be able to be aware of the height and depth of experience and not merely of its successiveness 

and its spread around us.  

Therefore, the really important objective in the thematic technique is that it should give 

us the power to move in depth. For this we have to accept and be convinced that there is depth, 

that there is more in simple things than meets the eye, or more than can be described in our 

conceptual language. It is inherent in this, that everything, however simple, has its own 

dimension of depth, its own significance. As Blake said: "Everything that lives has meaning and 

needs neither suckling nor weaning". This means we neither have to put anything into it nor 

have we to extract it out of its environment; it is where it is. This we have, first of all, to be 

convinced of and then, afterwards, to learn to perceive. As we ourselves live in a flat world, we 

also see everything around us as flat.  

The theme is to run through all the other activities of the week, as something independent 

of the other activities. Although activities will impinge on one another, and we will doubtless 

find material in our other activities for enriching our understanding of the theme, and the theme 

itself will throw light on the other activities, they must be kept independent of one another. The 

theme is part of the Work in its own right. One important feature of the way of using the 

thematic technique as I shall do here is that themes will only be given for a limited period of time, 

that is for one week. This is quite unlike, let us say, the perpetual meditation on the meaning of 

life that the Shivapuri Baba recommends, as it is quite unlike what a Zen Master would do for a 

disciple in showing him a Koan exercise or some meditation theme. But it has a special advantage 

of its own, and that is that it is circumscribed set within limits. What you can get from it, you 

must get in one week, after that you have only the distilled results of your own efforts. The next 

theme will then have to occupy your attention to the exclusion of everything else. This principle 

of circumscription or limitation is one that enables an activity to be a completing cycle that is to 

correspond to a completing octave. What is open ended, without an end to which it is directed 

produces certain other kinds of experiences and possibilities, but it does not give the opportunity 

to carry through to completion.  

You have to set the theme before yourself in this way that from Monday until Friday 

night is the time that you have got to penetrate into the theme that I shall give you. Then 

Saturday and Sunday you can either think about it or not, there is no obligation to put it entirely 

out of your mind, though there is a certain in benefit in doing this, so that you will approach the 

next theme on the following Monday without the momentum of the previous week. So in the five 

days from the Monday morning to Friday evening, we try to complete the cycle of penetration 
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into a particular theme. I advise you to picture it to yourself in this way: that what you are 

looking for is really a world that you are not, in your ordinary state, in contact with: a world 

which is beyond our ordinary state. In our ordinary state we can see and touch things, we can 

think about them, we can reason with ourselves about them, we can compare our memories. This 

is not enough.  

If we were fresh, wholly natural people, we should be able to move from that into the 

depth of things but, as it was said in one of the readings we have had recently, man is unable to 

perceive, to see, to hear or to think anything new after childhood. By the time he reaches 

seventeen, eighteen, twenty, twenty-one years of age, he becomes closed and he is only a 

collection of gramophone records. This is a hard thing to accept, but it is really like that, and 

therefore you cannot accept it yet, but sometime this will begin to really break into you, showing 

that all your processes are just automatic results of external influences acting on what has 

already been formed in you, which it is already too late to change. The only hope of escaping from 

this situation is to be able to penetrate into another world. The situation in this world is as it is. 

But as it is said in "From the Author'', although it is possible to cross over from the stream that 

leads to nothing into the stream that leads to the "boundless ocean" it is not so easy. It is not 

enough "just to wish and you cross", for as Gurdjieff said, a long preparation and a great deal of 

hard work is required. This is what we have set ourselves to undertake here. It is not at all easy 

for people to understand that the way of life which is dominant in the world leads to nothing at 

all. The whole of it is now illusion. This is impossible, not merely difficult, but impossible, for 

people to grasp until they have had experience of looking at it from another world and seeing it 

how it is. My hope for you all is that during this time you will have gained this vantage point 

where you will be able to see for yourself and never again lose this understanding. Really, only 

that can give us the strength and persistence to endure what is necessary, in order to transfer 

into and establish ourselves in the stream of real life.  
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MATERIAL OBJECTS 

 

THEME PRESENTATION 

We are trying to wake up from a dream world. This has to be done before we can 

begin to realize our own destiny. There is a spurious kind of inner life that is dreaming 

and useless imagination. In front of material objects we can assess our true situation. Do 

we see them? Do we use them responsibly? Do we have any contact with them? Any 

freedom of attention to direct towards them and their working in our world? If we are 

asleep, material objects become our masters. If we are to begin to be awake, we must 

understand how to be worthy masters of the material world.  

In the whole of creation there is a feeling of passivity and of activity. At the top is 

pure activity, which is God. At the bottom is pure passivity, which is matter. We are 

somehow at the turning point where transformation toward pure activity is possible, as 

well as escape from inertia. It is equally possible for us to descend further and further 

into inert and passive states. In this lowest state of inertia and passivity, there is no 

individualized transformation, only transformation in the mass. We belong to that part 

of the world in which conscious intentional transformation for each one of us is possible 

and that is what we come here to work for.  But we have our place in the other half of 

the world that is the material half of the world. Our bodies themselves are almost 

entirely in the passive hemisphere. When we allow ourselves to be in a passive state, we 

move from the world of activity and potentiality into the world of passivity and 

dependency -light into darkness. Do you remember what Gurdjieff said about the two 

streams? There is the stream which flows automatically and is emptied into the nether 

parts of the earth. There is another stream which flows actively and merges into the 

boundless ocean. One is the stream of involution, the other the stream of evolution. The 

stream of evolution is the stream of transformation. Our aim and hope is that we should 

belong to the stream of life, the stream of transformation. But does this mean that 

because we ourselves are destined to the active state that the passive state has no reason 

for existence? It is neither useless nor inferior. Everything that exists is needed, and 
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everything that exists is still against our tendency toward stupid cleverness, that is 

thinking up ideas about the problem which is in front of us instead of getting into 

contact with it. We people are very passive, almost inert, but we are neither the most 

passive nor the most inert forms of existence. We are created with the possibility for 

transformation and this transformation would not be there if we were totally passive, or 

even if we were by nature predominately passive.  

The precise theme which we must look at this week is to set ourselves to be 

aware of the respect to which material objects are entitled. If we learn to respect, to have 

a conscious, intentional contact with material objects, we shall be fulfilling one of the 

duties which has been laid upon man.  

Man was created with certain powers, with certain freedom of action, not for his 

own egoistic benefit, but so that he should be the responsible ruler of everything that 

exists on the earth. This represents the extreme case of human power, especially over 

the things that we ourselves make: human artifacts. We take the materials of this earth 

and we turn them into objects for our use or our pleasure and they are helpless in our 

hands. In relation to them we are totally active and they are passive. We are their 

creator that is we are as Gods to these material things that we have made. We have a 

God like power. We can make and unmake. We can preserve and we can destroy. It is 

even sometimes good to ask ourselves, "If I am God in front of this, what am I in front 

of God, if there is a God?" But particularly I want you to look at it in this simple way. 

We are active. We command higher energies. We have power. How are we related to 

these various things that we use? We must see how often we are a wanton and 

capricious power, able to do whatever we like in the world without any consideration 

for anything but our precious wishes. This is regarded as man's freedom, his right, his 

progress, his fulfillment. It begins to be a rather rude awakening as we see what 

consequences ensue. This is something I am asking you to look at particularly during 

this week. What does it mean to be responsible towards material objects?  

Everyone who has had training in some art or craft or profession knows that the 

tools of his trade are a sacred responsibility for him. A musician will regard his 

instrument as something sacred for which he will almost give his life, and a carpenter 

will take real care of his tools. He will love the tools that he uses and will see that they 

are always in a perfect state of preparedness for the task they have to perform. It is a 

relationship of love between man and material objects. But mixed up with that kind of 

love is the notion of possession. It is my tool, my violin, part of me, part of my own 

importance that this should be useful. It is strangely noticeable how much more 

difficult it is to take care of common possessions, common instruments, than to take 
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care of those which are one's own, to take care of material objects when they are not 

somehow an extension of oneself - that is to take care of them for what they themselves 

are. How does this relation arise? In what sense can I say that something is mine? Is it 

just a habit that we get into behaving as though somehow or other we are able to 

possess, or is there some reality in it? Is there some objective meaning in the word 

'mine'? That question is worth asking oneself. It is also worth asking oneself about the 

relation between mine, thine and freedom. Is possession an element in our freedom or is 

it an element in our slavery?  

With all these sort of general ideas that I am putting into your minds, you must 

understand that what matters is the immediate moment of perception when you see the 

working of these various things that belong to our human life. You can range as far as 

you like. I have raised some very deep questions that arise from the material objects that 

we make. You can pursue any such line. But not at the expense of the immediate 

awareness of the part that they play in our lives and how we are in relation to them. Try 

to see something of the strangeness in the fact that we have this God like power of 

making or destroying. In the art classes you will be involved in making things. Try to be 

aware of the experience of giving form to the formless, of endowing something with 

usefulness and beauty. In cooking you have another profound almost unfathomable 

mystery of food. In the kitchen there is a remarkable relationship between the different 

presences; the kitchen, the utensils, the cooking apparatus itself, the food. It is a rich 

field for this direct contact.  

Then there is this other aspect of our power to create order. This is really an 

angelic power and a very great one. We are able to bring order. When you clean, when 

you go round the house and see some disorder and set yourself to tidy it; what is it that 

you are doing? What is the power that you are exercising when you do that? What 

makes it possible for us to exercise that power? Or how is it when we see ourselves 

creating disorder, throwing something carelessly away without asking ourselves who 

will have to put it in order? It occurred recently for example, when somebody, not 

realizing the arrangements about breakfast, went and asked for a breakfast to take to his 

room. He then came back and put the half-finished breakfast on the kitchen table 

without asking, "Who will clean this? Who will put this in order?" It was nobody's 

responsibility but his own. Why should he leave it to somebody else? By this study you 

can sharpen your own awareness. You will begin to see how we people live with 

powers that we can exercise in a positive and creative way, and we either fail to exercise 

them, or exercise them very nearly exactly the opposite way to that for which they were 

designed.  
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It must be clear to anyone with a little reason that these powers are not given to 

us just to satisfy our own pleasure or to make life convenient for us.  

For the purpose of this week's theme, take only inanimate objects, especially 

human artifacts. Our relationship to life is something we have to study differently and 

we shall come to that. It is a much difficult subject. But in our relationship with material 

objects, there is an opportunity of seeing. You can set yourself handling a tool, making 

something, sweeping, scrubbing a floor, putting things in order, or conversely being the 

cause of disorder; damaging, reducing the potential of things by breaking or spoiling 

them. Here in this theme of our relationship with material objects, this is the primary 

observation; to see how we deal with material objects, to become aware of what the 

relationship is. The great part of our relationship with material objects is quite 

unconscious and insensitive. We must set ourselves to make it more conscious, more 

sensitive, to remember that we have that relationship, that we are the creators of things 

we use. We have this power over the material world. How do we use it? Look at this in 

as many different situations as possible. Sometimes it is good to prepare in advance; say 

when I go to do something I will set myself to watch, to observe how I deal with 

material objects with which I work. Sometimes you suddenly remember it and can catch 

it as you are working. Sometimes you see that you have done something harmful, or 

done something particularly useful for the benefit of material things. This can also 

remind you. But in a more general way, it is good to learn to use your eyes and your 

hands differently, to see what you are looking at, and to touch what you are touching.  

 

THEME OBSERVATIONS 

Student. In trying to work with this theme, I was constantly struck by the 

realization that none of the tools I was using would exist if it were not for man. I felt 

very pretentious using these tools, because I knew that if it were up to me, I would not 

even know how to make any of them. For instance, I would not know how to make 

something so simple as the tool we use to pull the shingles off the roof. I was also struck 

by the idea that all the manmade objects around me have an identity. In that sense I am 

a servant to my creation and my duty is to respect it, look after it, and do what needs to 

be done.  

J.G.B. We can see that if we had anything remotely resembling that attitude in 

our social life very few of our problems would remain. But we forget this.  
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S. I had some pretty unpleasant revelations this week. I always thought that I 

was not attached to material objects, but I found quite to my dismay that I am very 

attached. It was my pitchfork. I did not want anyone else using my pitchfork. If I were 

using a particular towel to dry dishes, it was my towel. I found a fierce possessiveness 

which I did not know existed in relation to objects. It was astounding!  

J.G.B. We use this word "my" and never stop to ask ourselves what it could 

possibly mean. In what sense is this "my" chair? What kind of relationship have I got to 

a chair? Really there is something about our relationship with material objects which 

ought not to have this word "my" in it. Yet we are so accustomed to it that it is difficult 

to picture ourselves in a world where we do not have "my". It is extraordinary how 

children seem to get this, and I often watch to see if they pick it up from us. Almost as 

soon as they begin to speak they come out with this word "my, my, my". Even if they do 

not know the name of the object, they know it is ''mine". Do we teach it to them or is it 

something that we have in us as human beings? What makes us like that? We do not 

feel we exist unless we say ''mine". It is partly connected with our emptiness. We cannot 

bear not to have something that we can say "my" about. We cannot say that we own 

ourselves. We do not want to admit that. Therefore, we must say we own something.  

S. When I first began cutting glass I was not at all successful, but after a bit I 

found that I could do it. The change came when I started having a relationship with the 

equipment; the glass and the tool. I discovered that it was not only my feelings that 

seemed to be caught up with the glass and the tools, but that the tools in fact seemed to 

have a life of their own. They were very temperamental. I found that when I was using 

the tool I should not regard it so much as a projection of me, but that it was a very 

clever tool which I was admiring. I admired its work when it made a clean cut, and we 

had a sensitive relationship. I could feel whether the tool was working properly; 

whether it was enjoying the cut. When it did, I was enjoying it too, so we were sharing 

the clean cut in the glass. It was that relationship which made all the difference.  

J.G.B. Operations of this kind, where there is just the right way of doing it, 

certainly teach us something about this connection between us and the material world. 

Where it is much vaguer and indefinite you have to learn other things, but there is that 

particular way in which one has just put some pressure and this beautiful sight of the 

crack travelling along. We started it and then it has its own life in a figurative way. It 

has its own virtue, and because of its peculiar nature, it is able to behave in such 

extraordinary ways. If one comes to have a connection with it there is a world of that 

kind of substance. We have to bring in something ourselves that just corresponds to its 

nature. Then we are able to be in that world. It is the same way with clay and many 
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things, but with glass it is unmistakable, because when you are dealing with cold glass 

it is a very simple thing. But when you are dealing with hot glass it is an extraordinary 

experience. But you give an example here of a particular material and of the world of 

that material. You see just what we have to bring in so that we can have a place in that 

world. There is no entry into that world with the wrong sort of approach. The world 

just rebels against you by going to pieces. There is a lot to be learned from that.  

S. Yesterday after I had finished digging in the garden, I took my spade to the 

tool shed to wash it. I had tried during the whole work period to be careful and to 

maintain contact with the spade. I thought I had been fairly successful in maintaining 

this sensitivity. While I was washing the lower part of the handle the blade banged 

against the pipe near the tap. It made a very loud sound and I realized right then that 

trying to be in contact with material objects is quite a different thing from actually being 

in contact.  

J.G.B. Space and time belong to this world of material objects. Because we live so 

much in this world, we think that space and time belong to everything. Without 

material objects, space and time are totally different from anything that we can 

understand. When you are full of care, you remember this space world configuration; 

how this spade has got in its movements to take into account the other material objects; 

the same way with anything that requires precise timing. It is the material object that 

brings this into it. In other worlds where we also live, it is different from this. We tend, 

because we are so accustomed to interpreting everything in terms of our sense 

perceptions, to think that space and time enter into everything. If we really observed 

properly, we would see that it really is not like that.  

S. At lunch time someone sat near me and he had taken a slice of bread. He then 

decided to change his seat and sit somewhere else, but he left his bread. We do not 

waste anything here, so l took the bread to put it back on the bread plate. But it was 

perhaps six inches out of my reach, so I took the bread and threw it onto the plate. As 

soon as I threw it I felt pain, because it was not a good thing to do to a piece of bread. I 

should have laid it down but there was a definite feeling of wrongness.  

J.G.B. In many countries it is looked upon as a sin to allow bread to fall on the 

floor. I have lived in countries where bread is looked upon as a divine gift and none 

would waste it or throw it. Then we come to countries where none of these things are 

thought of in that way at all, and you ask yourself, how is it that this ancient custom has 

existed for so long elsewhere. People without question feel very badly if even 

accidentally they allow a piece of bread to fall on the floor. They would not throw away 
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a piece of bread large enough to be picked up. It seems that we have lost something of 

the respect which existed before. I think that this is one of the consequences of our 

present way of living where many things have to be done by machine that were once 

done by people. After all, when bread is made by the work of somebody who ground 

the wheat in a quirn, the flour and dough have been made by his own labour, and the 

fire lit from the firewood or dung that he has collected; this bread has already got some 

human energy. The question is whether this bread that we make nowadays with mass 

production ovens has got the same quality as this other bread. This mass produced 

bread is very tasteless. How is it that with all the research and the scientific knowledge 

we cannot make bread that we have pleasure in eating, whereas people who made 

bread with their own hands always find enjoyment in eating it? Very awkward, very 

awkward indeed for us all, because there is not enough time in this world for 

everyone's bread to be made by hand.  

I know how it feels when you do something indelicate, which is not as it should 

be. You cannot say it is a sinful thing, but something just is not quite right. There are 

many more delicate and sensitive things in the world than you take account of.  

S. I felt that my life was very much dominated by the use of tools, and that I 

spend much more time and energy relating to them than I do relating to people. I get up 

in the morning and I light a candle or I turn on a light, put on a robe, go to the 

bathroom and use the faucets with running water. I have got a washcloth and a towel. 

Almost every moment of my life is spent relating to tools. I extend a lot of energy when 

I find something out of place. I probably spend more energy being annoyed by it than 

doing something about it. There is the elation I feel on finding tools that have been lost 

for weeks, in the weirdest places, for instance finding gardening trowels in the stable 

block. But it just seemed that as I went through my daily experiences, every moment I 

am using a tool. This house is a tool. My clothing is a tool. Everything I do is related to 

tools.  

J.G.B. It is so. To live in this body of ours, in this incarnated state, involves us in 

this dependence and support of the material world. It has become such a habit with us 

that we do not even relish the thought of dying and doing without a body. This is 

something in the way of existing that has been arranged for man so that he should be 

able to fulfill certain cosmic roles. We have to learn how to do it.  

There is nothing that takes away from our human dignity or from our 

opportunities for fulfillment that we should have to be dependent constantly upon 

material objects. But there are all kinds of unnecessary things that we allow to enter; 
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possessiveness, wastefulness and destructiveness in relation to material objects, lack of 

respect for them. All these things have certain retribution, consequences that have to 

come back to us. We must not forget this. The world is constructed on the basis of 

economy. Everything is possible provided that nothing is wasted. But everything that is 

wasted makes something or other impossible. We do not see this at the time. It may 

seem that this is expendable and that there is no reason why something should not be 

wasted. But what we do not see is that somewhere or other the result of this waste is 

that something is pushed out. Something is prevented from happening. We must learn 

to look at the world in this way, where you see that everything that is disturbed in the 

harmony of the world has got to be paid for somewhere.  

S. What I experienced all week was that I did not have any experiences, and it 

got me really upset. I did not have these big fantastic emotions over buckets and knives. 

I did not have any experiences. I thought about it and I realized that the one reason is 

that I am so insensitive to everything around me. I just constantly take. I take things for 

granted. I take energy from the universe and I never on give anything back. I am like a 

little pig. I just take, take, and take.   

J.G.B. This is subjective. Now objectively, as a matter of fact, how do you look 

after things?  

S. I do not understand.   

J.G.B. When you have things to look after, do you look after them properly?   

S. Usually.  

J.G.B. I think so.  

S. But when I eat, I just eat. I just put the food in my mouth, chew it up, and 

swallow it. I smoke. l talk all the time and ruin all the air. I destroy things and use them. 

I never give anything back.  

 J.G.B. When did you discover this?  

S. Just this week.  

 J.G.B. In that case, this is a very valuable week of discovery. You talk about not 

having tremendous experiences. If you see what you did not see before, that your 

concern is really centered in yourself, if only you really see this, it is not a small thing. It 

can be the start of what makes your life really different for you. But it is necessary to see 

it in such a way that it will remain with you as a part of your own understanding. We 
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will all forget what we are saying tonight. Maybe we will remember some of the stories, 

maybe not. What is significant is whether we actually understand something that is 

going to change the way we live from now on, even if it changes in a very small way. 

What is it that turns something into a factor of our behavior? There are parts in 

Beelzebub where Gurdjieff is gradually leading up to this understanding that there is 

something in us that is outside of our conscious mind, some mechanism in us that 

completes the story. It gets in there deeper in us, so that it will be there even if we are 

not thinking about it. That is why I have asked some people who spoke whether it 

continued after they stopped thinking about it. In one or two cases it did, but only for a 

very limited time.  

S. I have the feeling that we are inextricably bound in this problem of having to 

pay for the way we are in relation to the world. Today I had to go to Northleach and I 

went by automobile. I realized that the world is becoming such that even though we 

know the automobile is harmful, we seem to be fully dependent on it. Even if we do not 

own one ourselves, we use buses and trains, or planes, or use a lot of electricity. Are we 

caught up in this, and as a result, who is to pay for it and how?  

J.G.B. Do you remember in Beelzebub where Hassein speaks of this in the 

chapter on becoming in aware of duty? What has been involved in our being able to live 

in the way that we do, and what debt have we incurred as a result of this? Eight or ten 

thousand years ago people discovered that it was possible out of the seeds of grasses to 

obtain the seeds of primitive wheat. From this one they could get nourishing flour. A 

whole process was discovered. Try to think of a state of affairs in, which people did not 

know about this. Then they discover that not only can they take the grains and chew 

them, but they can dry them, grind them, and cook them. This provides man with 

something exceptional for his whole existence, his body and his psyche also. What do 

we owe to the people who found all this out? How do we pay for all the things that 

Hassein expresses in a few sentences? Did you connect what you were saying just now 

with that reading?  

S. Yes. 

J.G.B. It is an important thing when we connect one thing with another. This is 

the way that it begins to turn into understanding. Here I am. I am able to go to London 

and come back in the same day, so that I could do certain things in London today, and 

yet I was able to be with you at the exercise this morning and come back to have three 

meetings with you in the afternoon. For this to be possible mankind has become 

involved in a terrible tangle of all the consequences of this rapid locomotion: the 
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destruction of the land, the pollution, and the waste of resources. There are also 

extraordinary advantages in rapid locomotion and communication. What have we 

incurred by being in that situation? That is one kind of question. Then there are purely 

beneficent inventions and discoveries. For instance, people discovered that by crossing 

different strains that it is possible to produce highly productive grains. Also the action 

of fire on them is extraordinary. What kind of people were they who did all that? What 

is it that we, their remote descendants of hundreds of generations, owe them? All these 

kinds of things are the way in which we change our understanding from very 

egocentric to objective.  

S. I was trying to be aware of being in the material world. I was walking down 

toward Bourton Park and I was looking at the way the leaves are all drifting off the 

trees. I was thinking that there was some difference between things being alive and 

things being dead, that some matter is animated and some is not. But that felt 

profoundly wrong because somehow I was trying to feel it more than think about it. I 

realized that because the leaves seemed to be cut off from their life force, they were not 

dead at all. They were going to create the soil. Where did I get this stupid idea about 

dead matter that some things are dead and some alive? 

J.G.B. You are right in saying there is no distinction between living and dead. 

How far does this correspond to what is required? If I am living in a way that does not 

at all corresponds to what is required of man, it is much worse than if I was dead. If, as 

you say, the leaves fall from tress, then there has got to be a recycling of this material 

without which life would be impossible. You have perhaps understood that the soil is 

full of a dynamic quality. It would be absurd to think of the soil as dead because it is not 

and organized form of life. 

You realize that we make mental distinctions and we become so accustomed to 

them that we can hardly look at things and see how they naturally are. Then something 

happens when you put off for the moment this conditioning which makes you 

introduce all kinds of ideas that are not there. I do not mean by this that there is not 

meaning in the words living and inert, but this is not the distinction that really is there. 

To what extent is this thing having a chance to be what it is? That is what matters. We 

can have a feeling of satisfaction if we see things given a chance, whether they are 

things that we have made or simply materials of nature.  

Just stop for a minute and try to see this thing on a very much bigger scale. Some 

people introduced this idea of human action on the material world. It is quite true that 

we are dependent, that this body of ours cannot exist without material objects, and 
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particularly without the existence of matter in a solid slate. We would be in a poor way 

if we did not have an earth to support us and did not have all the objects that enable us 

to act in this world. Supposing that the earth were all at the surface, which we could not 

penetrate; just air, water, and no objects that we could do anything with. What an 

inconceivable state of existence that would be. It is not only that we are dependent, but 

also that we have power, extraordinary power in this material world. It is true that 

nowadays things have come to the stage where no one person can exercise a great deal 

of power. Look around you and see how few of the material objects on which you 

depend you could bring into existence. If we men have done all this without having any 

idea what we are doing, we are merely being led on a blind wave by a little more 

benefit, a little more material advantage, a little less trouble, and more experience, to 

involve ourselves in the enormously complex world of material things, largely human 

artifacts, which has now imposed itself on our way of life.   

But there cannot be any question of going back. It has come too far already. How 

far will it go before body something happens and compels mankind to stop wasting the 

resources of the world, to stop polluting, and abandon this idea that expansion is 

progress. How is it going to come about?  

Many of you have seen in an extraordinarily true way the right kind of 

relationship with material objects. You must also be struck by the complete contrast 

between even this relatively straight forward thing and the way that the whole of this 

world of ours is going. Even in the short time that we have been together here, you can 

see even by this tentative fumbling change with the material world that our life is much 

more normal. It becomes much more normal for us to treat material objects with 

respect.  

One day you will have to go away from here and find out for yourselves what 

you can do about it. But it depends upon people who not only see it, but have actually 

understood that there is a price that you pay. Something has to be sacrificed. A certain 

amount of our attention and a certain amount of our energy have to be sacrificed to 

treat the material world around us as having the right to be respected. This is the 

beginning of conscious labour and intentional suffering. In this way life becomes more 

open. Our own development is made more certain. This is the foundation.  

There have been theories about the divorce of the material world. This is the 

dualistic theory which contrasts matter and space and regards matter as evil and spirit 

as good principles. It is not at all like that. In fact, that is totally wrong. That is the old 

system, dividing everything into black and white. There is nothing satanically about the 
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material world. There is only one thing that is satanically, and that is when we enter 

into a wrong relationship with material objects.  

S. You mentioned the ancient gentleman who made this material world possible. 

How do we repay this ancient gentleman?  

J.G.B. Beelzebub said to Hassein, that he did not have to think about it since he 

was only twelve years old. Now we come precisely to the point where we have to pay 

for it. You have asked one of the great big questions, and it is going to take me ten 

months to answer. It is really one of the main aims of this work that we are going to do 

together. Hold on to this question as it reveals itself to you. Then you will see that your 

life will become clearer; no more doubts, no more questions when you see the answer to 

this, when you see how to pay the debt of your existence. This is the only thing that 

counts.  

S. I was walking along carrying a pitchfork and someone asked me, "What are 

you learning about your relationship to material objects?" I started to give an answer 

and I realized that I was swinging the pitchfork, just playing with it. So this is one of my 

basic relationships. It is one of amusement. I am constantly playing with things.  

J.G.B. And when you are digging how is it?  

S. Then it is different. I am much more into it.  

J.G.B. Play is a right relationship. There is a great deal of play in this universe. 

The universe has been constructed in such a way that there is room for play in it. It is 

not just a dreary machine or a timetable that leaves you no room for playing. If you do 

not know how to play you are out of tune with the cosmos. When they made butterflies 

they took this sort of expression.  

S. One thing that I noticed was that if you could establish a rhythm with the 

instruments you were using or the pattern you were working within, everything 

seemed to flow with the activity and the material. I found it was an enormous help to 

try to establish a rhythm and then keep it going.  

J.G.B. That is so. We can do twice as much work with the same consumption of 

energy if we can learn how to be rhythmical in these movements. This is why they do so 

much in Africa and the East with music and chanting when doing physical work. It 

helps to keep it rhythmical.  
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S. One of the difficulties here that I observe, particularly in the garden, is that 

people forget that there are other people around. They will do something like leave rake 

teeth up, or leave a pitchfork blade up, or carry a pick axe in such a way that anyone 

walking near them can get it in the head or dull a shovel so that it is not usable. We 

ought to be aware of this in a community situation.  

J.G.B. There is also the spatial plane. In general, when things are not in use, they 

are in a passive state. They also have to be in some position. When a spade is not in use 

and it has been left somewhere out in the garden, then this results in loss. Supposing 

that somebody has all these beautiful rhythmical movements, and they are using the 

spade and everything is lovely. Then they go off the job and simply throw the spade 

down. This is a characteristic of a situation where our relation to material objects must 

be positive. There is the completion of a cycle of our relationship with anything. We can 

first of all study and understand this cycle in relation to material objects. Parting with 

things is no less important than meeting with them or having intercourse with them.  

I will give an example of what I mean by parting with things. l was walking out 

yesterday in the garden here, and I saw a number of cigarette ends thrown on the 

ground. Then I thought, "Well these people smoked them for their own satisfaction. I 

have nothing to say about that". But how did they part from the cigarette? They just 

threw it away and trampled it underfoot, leaving it there for other people. Somebody 

sooner or later will have to pick it up. But the person who did it did not have any sort of 

respect for it. Is it really right that one takes it, smokes it really without any 

understanding of what this relationship with tobacco is, but as a mere habit, and then 

throws it away?  

I will tell you a story. When I first went to visit the Shivapuri Baba, a very 

extraordinary old man who lived near the Himalayas, he had this respect which was 

really wonderful. The little compound where he lived, in a wood just near the Gurka 

camp outside Katmandu, was beautifully kept. One would have thought that every 

pebble in the path was put in order, and the edges were just beautiful. There he sat in a 

spotless garment. I did not smoke, but he asked me to smoke, so I did it out of courtesy 

to him. I smoked the cigarette and then I was aware of this problem that there was 

nowhere to throw the cigarette end away, because everything was so neat and so right. 

He saw what I was thinking and he said, "That is right, because you noticed that l do 

not throw things about. Nearly everybody who comes here, when they smoke a 

cigarette, they throw it down.''  
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It was interesting to see this relationship. There was a man 135 years old. He had 

really made his account with the material world with which he was totally not 

identified, quite free from contact with the actual forces of matter. Yet he saw to it that 

his account was always kept straight, that everything he did with a material object was 

done well. One of the methods he had for teaching was really to teach people who came 

to him very painstakingly how to discover a really full relationship with the material 

world. For example, he would teach people how to make tea.  

I have seen where tea making has always a certain quality of real care for 

everything that is used; the teapot, the tea, the fire, the water, the way the fire is 

prepared. I remember having tea made for me by a dervish in Persia. He took more 

than half an hour, because he would not put the kettle on the fire, which was just made 

from sticks, until all the smoke had stopped and there was nothing but glowing 

charcoal. You know the very elaborate tea making ceremonies in many countries. All of 

these sorts of things are where teachers use this as a way of getting people to discover 

how to have a right relationship with the material world.  

I advise you all to pursue this, not to leave this connection and responsibility for 

material objects where we have it, but to continue always to refine it. When you see 

people who have this sort of sensitivity to material things, you realize that this 

sensitivity is also freedom. There is a peculiar paradox about it. You might think that it 

would be the other way round, that not to notice and be sensitive toward material 

things implies freedom from them. It is not like that. But also take account of what I 

have said just now about finishing the last step of a cycle. I suggest that those of you 

who smoke should not regard this act of smoking a cigarette as completed until you 

have parted from it. Be aware of parting in the right way. Ask yourself the question, 

"Have I really profited. Has this been for me a really positive experience, or simply a 

habit?" In every cycle one should look at its completion. The completion of a cycle has a 

particular quality and significance that enters only there and nowhere else, certain 

energy, that is released when the cycle is completed and is not released elsewhere. 

Therefore, when we do not complete a cycle that particular thing does not happen. It is 

worth a special study.  

S. Most artifacts that we have are solid. That is, not gas or liquid, but something 

you can pick up with your hands. They stay in one place.  

J.G.B. If we were to set ourselves really to reflect on this one observation, that we 

deal with solid objects that more or less retain their shape, we should then begin to find 

out many things about this state of existence. The trouble is that we stop short. This is a 



The Sherborne Theme Talks Series #3 – Material Objects 
 

20 
 

starting point for something. If you were astonished, then it would be a very good 

thing, because in truth there is something astounding here. We overlook it because it is 

so much a part of our constant experience.  

S. On the morning of the last exeat I was hurrying to make my bed, as I had just 

time enough to catch the early bus into town. As I was putting on my jacket to go, I 

overheard some people in the hall talking about the theme. It was the first time during 

the week that I even thought about it. I opened the door and then looked back at my 

bed. I had made it all right, but the pillow was not quite straight and the blanket was 

not just right. There was a strong conflict going on inside. I knew it would only take 

minutes to redo the job with some quality, but I was not sure if I would catch the bus or 

not if stayed to do it again. I did not like it at all, but ran out the door and made it to the 

bus stop with five minutes to spare.  

J.G.B. This illustrates a very important principle that I can now speak about, 

because your observation is very simple and apt. Can anyone else see the principle that 

I am talking about?  

S. Yesterday morning I was given the job of building a hut for hay storage. I built 

it and it is there. But it is so dull and dead. I could have done a better job. I could have 

put more care into it.  

J.G.B. It is not necessary to go on. You have said what is needed. This exemplifies 

the principle of temptation. It is very hard to understand what temptation is. In making 

the bed there is neither one thing nor another. It has to be done. It has even become 

automatized, but you do it anyway. You are also reminded that there is this theme, so 

you bring in your attention and see what you are doing. Then something happens and 

you see a little more than you reckoned for. You see that the sheet is crooked and that 

you could put it right. You are being tested. Will you take the opportunity that presents 

itself to you at the moment? It would not have presented itself to you if you had not 

done something right before. It is said that only good people are tempted. It seems a 

strange saying this one. One explanation is that the devil is not interested in bad people, 

because he has them anyhow. He only looks for good people to tempt, but this is a 

rather weak explanation.  

Temptation is a very real thing, but very little understood. We are only tempted 

when we do the right thing, but why is this? It is because the second opportunity that 

has been earned by making the first effort is what really counts. If you had stopped, had 

not been so impatient to get finished and go away, and had gone back and put the sheet 

right and done it with an eye on perfection, this would have had a different quality. It 
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does not matter how small and trivial the situation may be. It still fully exemplifies this. 

That is why it is valuable to have such a simple illustration, but it is not easy to grasp 

and very difficult to learn to live with.  

The principle can be put this way: that the reward for doing something right is 

the possibility of doing something wrong. This is temptation. If you can overcome that, 

then there is something which is your own from it. The first effort is not your own. You 

have done what is required. You had to make the bed. There is nothing in this that gives 

you something for yourself, but what it brings for you is the opportunity, because then 

you see this other one.  

There is this example of the hut also. You were asked to do it and you did the job 

that was allotted to you. But you could also see that there is here an opportunity for 

doing something more than you are required to do; something which calls for some act 

of choice and some sacrifice from yourself. You are tempted to disregard this, to look 

upon it as unnecessary. You were not asked to do that. This perfection was not required 

of you and you rightly say only you can require it of yourself.  

Once you begin to grasp this and see that it is so for yourself, and then you begin 

to be responsible for your own work. I said that this principle of temptation is that the 

reward for right action is the opportunity for wrong action. It sounds very strange and 

paradoxical, but there is a real moment of choice for us. Doing what we are required to 

do keeps us where we are. Making your bed gives you a bed to lie on, but doing what 

we are not required to do opens new possibilities. Another way of putting this principle 

of temptation is in the expression that work is not effort but super effort. This does not 

mean simply more, but an effort that is of a different kind that only presents itself as 

possible when an ordinary effort has been made. Another way of putting it is: doing 

one's duty does not count that is only what one does beyond one's duty that counts. But 

this is not a sufficiently subtle way of putting it. The real subtlety lies in the fact that 

what is beyond is of a different kind. It is the change from quantity to quality. So much 

has to be done, but with what quality do we do it? In one way or another this has to be 

understood because this is the way by which we become free.  

S. Thinking about the theme, I realized how cold I was towards the things I use. 

They were made for men to use, and yet we treat them coldly. There were a few times 

when I related differently to the instrument I was using. One-time l used a scythe, and 

instead of hacking away and using up a lot of energy, I got into a rhythm and was 

swinging it back and forth. I used a lot less energy and got more done. l felt really good. 
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There was one time today when I was sitting on a ledge, and I felt a warmth coming 

from the ledge instead of coming from me.  

l noticed how we take everything coldly, and how we accept everything; this 

house, the floors, the way they are made for us. l haven't the slightest idea how l could 

ever make anything like that. It's fantastic!  

J.G.B. I said before that there is an indication that one has really seen something, 

that is, when one expresses astonishment. How surprising this world is when we wake 

up to it. The dullness of the world all comes from our own dull state, because we are 

just not seeing the world in which we are.  

This other thing, of seeing that there is a change in quality, is also important. This 

is a positive side of the other. If you take that extra trouble to discover the rhythm of 

using a scythe, everything is transformed. If you do not take that extra trouble, you 

remain in the same world. This whole thing that you describe; this feeling of 

satisfaction, sense of rhythmical movement, of you and the instrument being connected 

with one another; all this comes because you took the moment when you noticed that 

you were using the scythe clumsily. One of Gurdjieff's sayings is this: that we are three 

brained beings, or three centered beings. Perceptions in one centre only are 

hallucination, in two centres semi hallucination. We can only see things as they really 

are when we see them with three centres. When we do things with one centre it is sleep. 

You cannot really grasp how strange it is to be living in this world where everything 

depends on everything else in particular with our kind of society. Do you see how 

much we depend upon other people's skills? We do not see this until our bodies, our 

minds, and is our feelings all wakes up to it. One of the reasons I introduced this 

particular theme was in the hope that it would put many of you into a situation where 

you would see that there is something extraordinary in this apparently very 

commonplace part of our lives that just consists in using human artifacts. It is right that 

we should be thankful to all these material objects, because they can cooperate with us 

in making life full of interest and surprise 

S. Last week we were putting in a new drain outside one of the ablutions rooms. 

I had never known before the joys and frustrations of working with concrete. One has to 

be sensitive to its needs. There is a moment when it will cooperate with you perfectly. If 

you miss that moment and the concrete goes hard, you end up with a lot of mistakes to 

undo.  

J.G.B. It is interesting that you give an example where you were working with 

material in the other capacity, which is not bringing order to what is already there, but 
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bringing something new into existence. Working with concrete has that interesting 

lesson to be learned of what is the potential for finishing. You are right in saying that a 

moment comes when it is wholly responsive, when you can get a really fine quality into 

it, but you have to be able to recognize the moment. There is a very real kind of 

communication with material objects, particularly when one is in the process of making. 

We find this in shaping wood or shaping stone, or as you saw, in shaping concrete, 

getting a finish to something. It is not fanciful to say that there is something in the 

material object that suffers or rejoices according to the way in which we use it. Yes, they 

are inert. They are helpless. They have got no sensation as we have. They are not alive. 

All this is true, but it is not true to say that material objects do not have their own kind 

of being. They have. People who work often with some kind of material become very 

much aware of this. In spinning, for example, there is a very special kind of satisfaction 

that you cannot help feeling the thread is sharing with you when the spinning goes 

right. One must not think that these things are fanciful. There is the possibility of this 

sense of rightness. We must develop this sensitively.  

Let us just stop and reflect. Here we are in this world where it is impossible for 

everybody to have what they need. It is probably true to say that in the design of this 

world all that is necessary is provided. It is through our own failure to use this  

rightly that the world has become more and more out of balance, so that now the 

general shortage begins to be a serious threat to our future. Is this responsibility we 

have for taking care of the material world only a matter of our convenience? ls it simply 

that we are making life difficult for us as human beings, or is there something more to 

it? There is very much more to it, but it is not self-evident. It is not at all evident that 

neglect of the lower, spoils the higher. When you come to understand what I said about 

temptation, you will be surprised how much this simple principle can teach about our 

spiritual welfare.  

This material world is our testing ground. It is here that we are able to find the 

opportunities for our own transformation. This notion has been forgotten. We just look 

at this earth as made for us, not that we have an essential responsibility for it.  

S. I was using the pliers and it struck me very strongly what an amazing tool this 

is. It could do everything I needed to do right at the moment. I began to feel that 

everything that has a material form has that form because it serves a purpose. I began to 

have the feeling that whatever purpose we are here to serve; our bodies must have been 

given this form to fulfill it.  
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J.G.B. I said before that it is perceptions with all three centres that put us in 

contact with the truth. You describe something here where your mind, your feeling, and 

your body all connected, coalesced into a perception. This is the kind of perception 

worth having. It has limitless possibilities. You see something which perhaps you did 

not see consciously. It was very well expressed in what you were saying. Our tools are 

not so alien to ourselves. The pair of pliers, after all, is only an extension of what our 

thumb and forefinger does. The instruments that we use are all manifestations of 

ourselves, even the very elaborate ones.  

Then there is this difficulty that we can become identified with our particular 

tools, that nobody must touch my bag of tools. Therefore, if one can open oneself to a 

sense of gratitude towards this creative power with which man has been endowed, then 

we see it in everything and the 'my' goes out of it. Here everyone shares. We all use the 

same forks and spades in the garden and the same tools.  

We can become aware that this world of human artifacts is a spiritual 

encirclement for mankind. It is not alien to us. We are endowed, as several people have 

seen, with this power of transmitting to material objects some of our own properties. 

We have this power of exerting pressure between finger and thumb. We make various 

tools. We have this lever in our arms and we make levers that extend a hundred or a 

thousand times over our own strength. We have more extraordinary electronic systems 

than anything man has ever dreamt of in our nervous system. At the same time, we are 

able to reproduce a good many of its operations. But if one looks at it, one can see how 

this is our human world, our natural world. One must not turn ones back on this and 

say that we only want to live with plants and animals. We must not turn our backs on 

the instruments and tools that man has made, and has been making for a million years 

or more. Here the danger comes in. This is associated with our egoism, either through 

possessiveness, or through our love of power, or through some other little nastiness of 

ours.  

S. When something broke it was always me who was to blame. I did not watch 

out for the pattern or the structure of this thing that broke. I did not use it rightly. When 

you first talked about the theme you mentioned that we are like Gods to the tools. I 

made the simple analogy and came up with the idea that if something is going wrong 

with me, it is the Gods who are to blame. This does not seem quite right, but I cannot 

get any further with it.  

J.G.B. This is a big question that has to be faced. What I said was that if one has 

more power than another form of existence, then that form is passive and we are active. 
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That relationship of active to passive must be understood. In spite of the ingenuity of 

instruments, it is they which are passive. We can never justifiably blame the instrument. 

Therefore, your analogy does strike one. If we are wrongly made, or if we manifest 

wrongly, is it our responsibility or that of the power that made us? You must 

remember, however, that we are already at a level in the scheme of being where our 

power is very great, and therefore, some responsibility must be with us, whereas with a 

material object, which is very low on the scale of being, the responsibility is very much 

less. It is not true to say that it is wholly absent. It may be a defect that is not attributable 

to anyone's carelessness. The casting may have a defect, or it may lead to some disaster. 

But your question is a very important one, which we will have to face.  

S. Earlier this week I was given the job of repairing a hole in a wall with some 

concrete. To do this I had to use a trowel, which is an instrument I am very unfamiliar 

with. After getting the cement mixed it took me a while to work out a way of getting the 

concrete onto the wall and getting it to stay there. I sort of evolved my own technique 

for doing this. When I was about half way through the job, the house supervisor came 

in and suggested that there was a tool which one could use in conjunction with the 

trowel that makes the job more efficient. He got the tool and showed me how to use it. 

Immediately a conflict came up within me as to whether I should continue going the 

way I was, knowing that it was slow but successful, or whether I should start this whole 

learning situation all over again with this new tool. I finally decided to continue the 

way I had before, because l was afraid I would not be able to master the new technique, 

and would not be able to complete the job successfully. By doing that I took a lot longer 

with the job than l might have if I had had the courage to try the new tool.  

J.G.B. This is one other aspect of our relationship with material objects; that is the 

opportunity they give us to learn. Learning is a necessary part of life. One important 

reason that we exit here on this earth is to enable us to learn, and we should be thankful 

for everything that gives us that opportunity. A normal person learns from his first 

breath to his last, but the last thing to learn is how to breathe your last breath. I was 

reading that the great teacher Bahauddin Naq'shband said, "When I come to die, I'll 

show you how a dervish dies, how a dervish should die". It was a wonderful story. That 

came to my mind as you were saying this. You may think that it is a little bit far away 

from the subject of toweling a wall, but there is always that element of leaving, of 

finishing the job and withdrawing from it. Everything we do has this element of death 

in it. One must never think of death as something to turn away from, because when one 

does know how to die, one dies the whole time. Every job one does is the last time one 

does it.  
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There is also this element of always remaining open. You have to be thankful 

that it gives you that opportunity of learning. We try to diversify everything, so that if 

you really set about it, you can make it as a decision with yourself that you will learn 

something new every day. If you learn something new every day, you will never grow 

old. You only grow old when you stop learning.  

S. We were talking about being tidy, and I have kept that in mind. I observed 

myself being tidy and putting things away. I noticed several times when I did it that 

everything seems to have a place and everything seems to have a purpose. It seemed 

that everything went where it should be.  

J.G.B. One of man's functions here in this world is to produce order and to resist 

disorder. This is the use of our intelligence. The simple example of intelligence is to 

recognize where a thing should be or how it should be used and act accordingly. That 

simple action, which we have opportunities of doing all the time, is contributing to the 

general task of mankind on this earth. If we do the opposite if we create unnecessary 

disorder, or leave disorder behind us which need not be, then that particular part of our 

task as human beings is being neglected. It would be totally wrong to think man has 

just this demiurgic task of keeping the world in good order, because he has other things 

to do beyond that, but we must not forget that this is possible for us. Without 

intelligence everything would fall into disorder, and does so.  

S. I was chopping up wood for the compost and suddenly I remembered the 

theme. I was aware of the damage that I was doing to the compost board with the 

spade. After that I did some thinking. I abuse tools. My attention seems to be on what I 

am using the tools for and not on the tool at all. For example, if I am taking weeds out of 

the ground, I am concentrating on the weeds and not at all on the implement which I 

am using.  

J.G.B. You spoke about attention being on the material, in this case the earth and 

the weeds, but this is also attention on material objects. It is not just a question of 

keeping your attention on the instrument, but on this material operation that is in front 

of you. Ask yourself, "How am I to do this better?" Then ask yourself were your 

attention will have to go to do it better. It will have to go on three things: your own self, 

the ground, and the tools. Keeping your attention on maternal objects can teach us a 

good deal. For instance, it can teach us how little we are aware of the objects with which 

we are in contact. It can also help us to perceive, to be sensitive to the possibility of 

doing the operation better. If you do this kind of thing for a couple of hours and you do 
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not do it much better at the end than you did at the beginning, you have been wasting 

your time. We should always remember this.  

S. I would like to ask a question. I do not understand 'to be.' or 'to do' yet. ls it 

possible that material objects have this happen to them through man, that they get a 

chance to be, to do, by our contact with them?  

J.G.B. I was just seeing how we are in front of the higher powers. It is also true of 

us that there are some things we cannot do, but we can be used. One difference between 

us and the inert material objects is that for us to be used by the higher powers requires 

our consent and our response, because the way we are used with the powers is such 

that it needs to be intelligent and conscious on our part. It does not mean that we are 

not used in other ways like things. All this is described in the last chapter of Beelzebub, 

which is where Gurdjieff makes this point so forcibly. So long as we are not awake, we 

are useless for what he calls Great All Universal Purposes or Great Cosmic Purposes. 

We have to be used willy nilly, whether we know it or whether we do not, just like a 

thing. When we are finished with, just like a thing, we are destroyed forever. But it is 

also possible for man to cooperate consciously with the higher powers. Then his destiny 

is totally different.  

It is quite true that creative energy has gone into making human artifacts. It is 

primarily in the design, in the bringing out of a particular function, and in many cases 

this is evolved over thousands of years. Something of human creativity has gone into it 

and, therefore, there is an affinity between man and his tools. You should not regard 

them as something alien to us. Some humanness has gone into them.  

There is a bond between a skilled craftsman and his tools which is in itself a very 

fine thing. But it is also a picture of the kind of bond that there can be between us and 

the higher powers. They can love us, as we can be turned into something of an 

altogether higher potential by allowing ourselves to be used. As the tools of a skilled 

carpenter are very different from ordinary tools that you can either buy or have in a 

general workshop, so it is with us. Something of the creative power has entered into us 

also on a higher and more intensive level which gives us also an affinity with the higher 

powers. The creative energy remains as a bond between us, and our creative power is 

really a transmission of what has come from above. So it moves through the whole 

cosmos. The picture of Michelangelo carving marble, what a thing that is. What is 

happening?  

S. After we left the theme meeting last Monday, I went up to the second floor to 

mop. As I was mopping, I was aware of how worn with human hands the mop handle 
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felt. I wondered how many people had used this mop before me, and I felt a bond with 

all of them. It then came to me that this mop handle had been a tree, and this phrase 

that we say at meals; "All life is one," suddenly seemed to make a good deal of sense. I 

had a different kind of respect for this mop than I had had a few minutes before. I 

thought about it a lot at the time and since then, this feeling has come back to me 

occasionally.  

J.G.B. I said before that it is very useful, very necessary, to have these insights. 

They come just by a combination which allows us to come into a different kind of 

awareness. One minute it is just a mop, and the next minute you see it. You see its 

history. You see how man and nature have combined to give this to you. The great 

thing is to stop and to let this moment of seeing remain unspoiled. When you said you 

thought about it a lot at the time I was disappointed, because I thought that you had 

seen it and kept it fresh. But perhaps when you say that, you do not mean what 

Gurdjieff calls wiseacring. This is part of the training that we can do ourselves. I can tell 

you about it, but it is something that we all have to do, that is keeping the freshness of 

our impressions, especially when they have this character.  

This is a good example of seeing. It is more penetrating than thought, because 

thought can only do one thing at a time, but insight can see the whole. If you have this 

moment when you see it in a piece of wood, the tree from which it came and the life 

which made this possible, then this is a true insight. If it came back to you a number of 

times, that is also good. But the great thing is not to spoil it by adding something to it.  

In the Yoga Shastra Patanjali there is a phrase in the translation which I read. It 

said, "Memory is not surreptitiously adding to the previously experienced". That is 

taken literally out of the Sanskrit, but it is that not adding something, which is 

important. Try to avoid what Gurdjieff calls wiseacring. If one wiseacres very 

intelligently and produces theories, then it is called super wiseacring. You can learn 

from children. Children do not begin to wiseacre until we make them do so by taking 

anything they say and wiseacring with them about it. But they can see and they can 

sometimes tell you what they see, and one is astonished. How is it that they see this? It 

is because the power of seeing is there in us. It is born in us. But it has not been properly 

brought out by the way we have been educated. We have to get it back. It is essential for 

us all. 

The Sherborne Theme Talks Series – #1; The First Liberation - Like and Dislike  

This theme is also called 'The First Liberation·. Overcoming like and dislike is the first 

practical step out of the dream world. What is there in our nature that is slave to like and dislike? 
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How easy is it to break free from that slavery? What is opened up for us then? No practical 

treatment of human life can neglect like and dislike. It is the main subject of the Shivapuri Babe’s 

“moral disciplines: and we need to understand it if we are to make any progress in the inner 

world,  

ISBN O 900306 32 7   

The Sherborne Theme Talks Series – #2; Noticing 

Unless we notice we cannot be in a position to choose or act from ourselves. It is a 

transition from one state of existence to another. The significance of this transition -which is not 

a process in time – is largely negated because we fail to understand its concrete relevance to 

freedom. Noticing is the opening of possibilities. How can we train ourselves to grasp this kind of 

opportunity?  

ISBN 0 900306 34 3 

The Sherborne Theme Talk Series – #3; Material Objects.   

We are trying to wake up from a dream world. This had to be done before we can begin to 

realize our own destiny. There is a spurious kind of inner life that is dreaming and useless 

imagination. In front of material objects we can assess our true situation. Do we see them? Do 

we use them responsibly? Do we have any contact with them? Any freedom of attention to direct 

towards them and their working in our world? If we are asleep, material objects become our 

masters. If we are to begin to be awake, we must understand how to be worthy masters of the 

material world.  

ISBN 0 9000306 35 1  

The Sherborne Theme Talk Series – #4; Food.   

 Like any living creature man eats to live and draws on the lives of other beings to provide 

for his own life. But man, unlike the animals, can be conscious of the significance of eating. Man 

can also abuse food by eating in a wrong way. The right relationship to food is not produced by 

excessive attention to diet. It comes through the practice of simple disciplines towards whatever 

it is one happens to be eating. One can come to the point of glimpsing what it really means to eat, 

not simply on the physical level or even the psychological level, but also in the spiritual sense. 

ISBN 0 9000306 45 9 


