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I am going to speak today about conscious labour and intentional suffering; 

Being - Partkdolgduty. We have first of all to clarify when is labour conscious labour. 

One of our difficulties is that we think spiritual qualities belong to us people and 

possibly to angels, but we cannot get it into our heads that we are surrounded by 

spiritual qualities. Everything that exists has to exert itself. A plant has to thrust its roots 

down into the earth and its leaves up into the air. Everything has to work in order to 

live. This is not conscious work. It is necessary. There is that bare minimum for the 

maintaining of life which is a requirement we have to fulfill and so does anything else 

that lives. There is also work, labour, that we are driven to do by our own nature. Some 

of this is true work, essence work, doing what we have to do to fulfill ourselves; some 

of it is imaginary, imitation, suggested to us by the social environment. This can come 

close to slave labour and it has always an element of slavery in it.  

There is the work we do for the attainment of a purpose that we have set 

ourselves; that is, working for reward. It is legitimate, and we can work very hard for 

the sake of a reward, in order to achieve something. Nearly everyone embarks on our 

work in search of a reward: to become better, to become stronger, and to be free from 

this or that trouble, to attain higher levels of being. This does not properly come under 

the heading of conscious labour. The expression acting without regard to the fruits of 

action is one of the conditions of conscious labour. When one is working for reward or 

for the attainment of a result, one must know it and know that the reward is the reward.  

There is another mode where one works because one knows one must work. A 

mother serves her child not in expectation of a reward, unless she is very misguided; 

she does so because she must. It may be hard, she may even complain to herself or to 

others, but the work itself is not for anything. It simply must be done. Whenever we see 

something that must be done it means that we become conscious. The seeing what is 

necessary and seeing what is necessary as necessary, that is consciousness; that is the 

first condition of conscious labour. It is doing what has to be done, but because it has to 
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be done and for no other reason. It is only when we work in that way that work can 

liberate us from our own egoism. Clearly, if we work for a reward, this reward will 

satisfy something in us. This something in us will certainly include our own egoism, 

our own self-love.  

What is the difference between the kind of work that is imposed on us by the fact 

of existence, the working to maintain one's own existence, to feed and care for one's 

body, and this conscious work that one is not aware of instinctually? It is something 

that one is aware of because of one’s human nature. But here something difficult enters 

as to the circumstances that make this work possible. It is certainly very close to, if not 

identical with service, but here we have something special. If we look at the way 

Gurdjieff presents this notion of conscious labour and intentional suffering we can see 

that invariably it is connected with serving the future. It invariably has the quality of 

the sower sowing the seeds, unconcerned with the fruits of action. The sower is sowing 

in hope and is not concerned with who will reap the harvest. This is clear; this is 

Gurdjieff’s intention in everything he writes in Beelzebub's Tales. In all cases you see that 

those represented as having reached objective reason through conscious labour and 

intentional suffering have always been people who have been serving the future of 

mankind. Not only is the sower preparing the future, also the reaper. The grain is not to 

be consumed in the harvest field. It is stored and converted into flour and later becomes 

food.  

In all these illustrations, the sown and the reaper, or bread making, there is 

always the quality if what we do, our conscious labour, is to bear its fruits in the future. 

Because the future is the realm of creation. The future is open to be created. The present 

is always perishing, coming to an end. The closer we are, the more this perishing 

becomes inevitable. Every great thing that has happened in this world has taken time to 

give its fruit. The greatest things take hundreds of years to give fruit, perhaps 

thousands. One should look at it in this way, that conscious labour and intentional 

suffering means the ability first of all to recognize what is needed, to do what is needed 

without regard to the fruits of action and to be content to have sown the seeds for a 

harvest that others will reap. It is not difficult to see that if one works in this way it will 

contribute to liberating us from our own egoism and the consequences of the properties 

of the organ Kundabuffer. Kundabuffer is so much a source of grasping, of demanding 

for ourselves, of avoiding the reality, deceiving ourselves and others. That is all that is 

possible if one is living a pretending, false life. But when one sets oneself to serve the 

future, there is very little that can support the deception, providing one is really 
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engaged in this. Conscious labour to prepare the future that is not combined with 

intentional suffering will run into dryness.  

Now about suffering. We have to be clear in our minds about the different kinds 

of suffering. There is first of all suffering which is harmful in its origin and in its results. 

This is evil suffering. The suffering that comes from ill-will, ill-will and hatred towards 

others, everything that has the property of rejecting, the suffering that comes from that 

is of this first kind.  

The second kind, that is harmful in its origin and in its results, is doubt. One 

must understand really well what doubt is. It is the condition where one is asking for 

evidence and proof; one does not accept unless something is shown to one. We say, 'I 

will believe you if you show it to me, if you prove it.' Where does this come from, this 

kind of doubt? It comes from one's own egoism, one's own wish to have something 

without having earned it. We must see that it is a sin to have this doubt. In this world 

the step in front of us is always clear; we can always tell at this very moment what we 

have to do. If we ask ourselves, 'What must I do tomorrow?' there may be questions, 

there is something we do not know. If we say, 'How can I go on unless I am given some 

assurance about tomorrow' then we are making an illegitimate demand. Many people 

suffer from doubt and all that accompanies it; all this inner questioning and agonizing 

which they may even justify to themselves, is both a kind of egoism and also a 

manifestation of self indulgence. When doubt is seen as the wrong kind of suffering, 

our attitude changes. We can see that it is not necessary to doubt. Why? Because it is not 

necessary to have certainty. We can live perfectly well knowing what is to be done at 

this moment without any certainty as to the outcome, or as to what will happen 

tomorrow.  

The third kind is grasping, from which many kinds of suffering arise: fear of 

privation, fear of loss, all the suffering that comes from possessiveness in our personal 

relations with one another over external things. Much suffering comes from this, and all 

of it is illegitimate, evil suffering. It is much easier to see that this suffering comes from 

our own egoism than it is in the case of doubt, perhaps because with doubt we have to 

understand that there is a real difference between being free from doubt and failing to 

be discriminating. Of course one must discriminate, but there is a difference between 

asking questions and demanding answers.  

Then the fourth kind of suffering comes from self love. The most obvious form is 

self-pity. There is a whole range of suffering that comes because we have too much 

concern for ourselves. Very much suffering comes simply because we will not accept to 
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suffer. People who will not take the unavoidable suffering pile ten times more suffering 

on themselves. One must see that it is illegitimate; everything is concerned with 

grasping, possessiveness, 'mine', 'my rights' and the rest of it, all kinds of 

demandingness, all the suffering that arises from that.  

Then finally there is all the suffering that is concerned with time: impatience, 

regret. Where we suffer because of something that happened in the past, because things 

don't happen that we are expecting and hoping for. This kind of suffering was very well 

expressed by Pak Subuh when he once said, “You are suffering because you are trying 

to go faster than God”  

These five forms of suffering are sometimes expressed in different ways. I have 

taken them from one particular part of the Buddhist tradition, but everyone must know 

them and everyone must know that this suffering is illegitimate and sinful. It may even 

be that this is what sin really is. More serious than self indulgence, because from that 

there can come a certain freedom from one's own egoism. But from these kinds of 

suffering the egoism is only more strongly rooted in us. Then there is Gurdjieff’s saying, 

“You must learn to sacrifice suffering” It is all these kinds that form such a great part of 

human suffering that we must learn to sacrifice.  

Then there is another kind. This is not so much sinful as unnecessary, futile. 

Worrying, indignation, indignation over injustice, anxiety about the future; this has not 

got the taint of egoism in it but it has this: that it does no good to anyone. No good 

comes of it. This also one must learn to sacrifice. It is different. It does not necessarily 

come from the wrong place in us, but its characteristic is that it is unnecessary and 

unfruitful and for some people even it can become quite paralyzing.  

Then there is the suffering that is really unavoidable; the suffering that comes 

with disease, with humiliation, with bereavement. There is nothing illegitimate and 

nothing avoidable in this kind of suffering. It has to come; all of us have to have it. It is 

suffering that is capable of being transformed; it has that quality that distinguishes it 

from the first two kinds, that it can be transformed into a positive outcome, positive 

fruit. It can even be an important means for us of purifying our spiritual nature.  

I quoted to you before the story of Ahmed Rufai, the founder of the Rufai 

dervishes, which is so often told about him. He did have a singularly hard life and he 

was not generally accepted because of his unorthodoxy in his interpretation of Islam 

and because of his ascetic practices, but however that may be, what he said was, 'I 

wanted to get into the Kingdom of Heaven and I tried one gate after another, but there 

were always so many people trying to get in that I could not even get through the 
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crowd. And then I came to a little gate where there was no one trying to get in, and I got 

in very easily. Over the gate was written ‘Humiliation’. It is a very true saying. If you 

know how to profit from humiliation it is wonderfully easy. There is, of course, with 

illness, sickness, the easy entry of a false kind of suffering. It can be a support for the 

kind of suffering that is self pity and grasping. People can exploit illness, of course, and 

this is a very big loss for them.  

But the real suffering, the suffering that is close to death, is different from that. 

Whoever has been near death in illness knows that the door is open. There are things 

that have happened to me that could only have happened when I was close to death. 

One can be most thankful for that. One can say that the kind of suffering that comes 

with failure, humiliation, disease, the approach of death, bereavement, loss this 

suffering has a totally different quality from the other kinds. It is capable of being 

transformed into positive emotions, or sacred impulses. Out of it hope can come, faith 

and obedience can come, love can and does come.  

Now let us come to the suffering in which our own action is involved, that we 

ourselves choose. As you know, Gurdjieff made a distinction between voluntary 

suffering and intentional suffering. Voluntary suffering is quite straightforward. It is 

the suffering that one imposes on oneself to attain a purpose. For example, the suffering 

of an athlete who disciplines himself in his diet and his body, who submits to the orders 

of his trainer, who gives up his own will to the will of his trainer and deprives himself 

of all or most of the natural pleasures of life in order to win the race. There is the 

reward, as when I spoke of labour; the two are not widely separate from each other 

here. Another characteristic example is that of the miser who goes without everything, 

starves himself, simply in order to accumulate money. This is voluntary suffering. It is 

only justified by the result. If the result is what we want, then the suffering was 

worthwhile. It can go to some extent beyond the result, but rather less than one might 

expect.  

So what is left here? What is meant by intentional suffering? This is the crux of it 

all. We had to look at all the other kinds of suffering in order to be clear about this. 

Intentional suffering is the suffering that one incurs, that one exposes oneself to, in 

order to do one's duty: to accept a situation knowing that it will, or may, result in 

trouble for oneself. The simple example is doing good to somebody and being quite 

prepared to accept that there will be ingratitude and misunderstanding, and that one's 

relationship with that person may be worse than if one had passed by on the other side. 

It is necessary to see how important this kind of suffering is. Then we have to look at 

ourselves and ask, 'What does intentional suffering mean to us?' How it is with 
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Gurdjieff: who also exemplified the same principle of conscious labour and intentional 

suffering for the sake of the future? How is it to be with us? We happen to be living 

now at a time when the same things are happening in the world, when great changes 

have to come about. Those changes can only come through people who are able to bear, 

who are able to stand the stresses that will come and that are already beginning. We 

have to prepare ourselves for this. In every case there is a preparation.  

This is also represented in the life of Jesus. His mission did not begin until he 

was thirty years old. It happened with the Buddha. His mission did not begin until he 

was thirty years old. And Muhammad; he was nearly forty.  

How are we to look at it, all of us? Is this only for the special rare ones? Or even 

is it only for their disciples? The disciples of the Buddha, the companions of 

Muhammad, the apostles of Jesus, were all involved in the same conscious labour and 

intentional suffering.  

Now it is different in this respect. The needs of the world are so much wider that 

it is no longer a task that can be performed by a few. Many people are needed. Jesus 

said that the harvest is plentiful but the reapers are few. How much more true is this 

today. The harvest is enormous: it is the whole of mankind. How we are to face this 

now that we are in front of it? It is not enough to say, 'I wish to serve. I must be able to 

serve.' And it is not really legitimate to say, 'I will serve when it suits me.' It seems to 

work out differently. That we have to serve just when it does not suit us. This is why we 

have to listen for this. “Watch and pray, for ye know not the day nor the hour when the 

son of man cometh” 

It is very important for us to realize that when we speak about intentional 

suffering in the terms that Gurdjieff uses this, Being Partkdolgduty; he does not mean 

involuntary suffering, he does not mean useless suffering, and he does not even mean 

voluntary suffering. He means this; to commit oneself to give oneself to the future of 

mankind. This is how we can look at it.  

We have to be like the air; to let everything take us, to deny ourselves to nothing, 

to let everything breathe us, to let everything be transmitted through us.  

We can help one another. By all accounts Muhammad would never have actually 

got going on his mission if it hadn't been for Hadija, his wife, and for his uncle. They 

supported him when his faith was really wavering. His doubts about himself, and 

whether he was to trust the vision that he had, were so strong in him. That was really 

his temptation, to give up at that point, because it seemed to him that this was terrible 
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presumption, that he should believe that he had a direct command from God. We need 

somebody else, particularly in that kind of temptation, where one is really afraid that 

this, the voice of God, may be the voice of one's own egoism. We do need to turn to 

others, not only to sustain us, but also to verify, to be able to liberate us from this 

difficult situation. We so doubt ourselves that we doubt even when something is given 

to us. Of course it is terribly easy for ill-will to enter here, too, because when somebody 

has a sense of mission he can very easily feel that those who oppose his mission and 

obstruct him are, by that, evil and therefore he begins to have ill-will towards them. 

This is a trap also into which one can fall. The really pure ones never fall into that trap.  

Student:  What you said a moment ago reminded me of something I think Christ 

said; that those who are not against us, are for us. But what about those who are against 

us? What attitude should one have, ideally speaking, towards people who we think are 

clearly against us?  

J.G.B: Well, in the Sermon on the Mount, Christ said, “Resist not evil” The whole 

of the end of that passage and the next verses are all about this. “If a man take your 

cloak, let him have your coat also”. And “If men compel you to go a mile, go with him 

twain”. “Bless them that curse you; pray for them that despitefully use you and 

persecute you”  

Student: In connection with that, there seems to be an expression of a disposition, 

of a wish. When one looks at that from a standpoint of method, of what will work, this 

is when all the doubt arises. It is easy to say, do this, but in the real application of things 

in life it is difficult.  

J.G.B: You must understand that suffering is not something to be run after. That 

we must really understand. This is very clearly put in the account of the Mount of 

Olives, of the final moment when Jesus said, 'If this cup may not pass from me except I 

drink it, Thy will be done.' There will be no running after it. People say, 'Oh, he ran 

after it; He brought it all on His own head by the way he behaved in the Temple', but it 

is to remove any question of this sort that we are given this clearly. That if it had been 

possible for it not to happen in that way, if it would be possible, then let it not happen 

in that way.  

You hear what I say; perhaps you will agree with all of it and no doubt you 

agree, with most of it. But if you look at yourself you can say, 'Well, sometimes I have 

really been like that when I have had this attitude towards suffering, towards what has 

to be eliminated, what has to be transmuted and what has to be accepted. But I have not 
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yet made this my own; it has not yet become understanding for me. Only experience 

will do that. There is no short cut to it.  

This I can say; this experience will come. It is a great thing when our attitude 

towards suffering is really changed so that it is separated. It is really liberated from 

these other attitudes. It does not mean that we have become perfect or that we have 

attained the freedom that is required, but that our attitude is different. When we do not 

regard suffering as an affliction. It is also a matter of opening the inner eye. You must 

really believe me when l say that we have got an inner eye that can see things as they 

really are. When this eye is opened, then we see and are not taken in. I can say that 

because I know that it is so. You see the working; you see that this suffering is required 

on account of that situation, and you no more want to avoid it than you want to avoid 

putting your left foot on the ground when you are walking. You know that in order to 

walk, your right and left feet must follow one another on the ground, and you know 

that in the spiritual path, joy and suffering must follow like right and left feet. You no 

longer mind which foot it is that is going on the ground. On the contrary, you realize 

that it is extremely uncomfortable to try hopping all the time on the joy foot.  

And now I think it's time for tea.  


