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Spiritual Bypass — Presence as Source, Not Substitute

Presence pillar. See also: Wheel of Presence, State of Being, Using the Wheel of Harmony, Spiritual Emergency, Discernment.



A woman sits for an hour every dawn. Her breath slows, her heart opens on cue, and for that hour she rests in something she rightly calls peace. By nine she is on her third coffee. Nobody has taken her blood pressure in four years, a tax letter has lain unopened on the kitchen table since spring, and her husband has stopped telling her what he thinks. Asked about any of it, she says that once she is fully aligned with her soul, the rest will fall into place.

Harmonism calls this spiritual bypass. Bypass is not too much Presence. It is Presence kept on the cushion. Every pillar of the Wheel of Harmony carries Presence at its centre under the name its domain requires: Monitor in the body, Stewardship in matter, Offering in work, Love in relationship, Wisdom in learning, Reverence in the living world, Joy in play. Each centre is meditation applied to a domain, and the applying is that domain’s own work. Presence lights every room of a life. Someone still has to move the furniture, and where both happen, the room comes into order.


1. What Spiritual Bypass Is, and Why It Sounds Like Doctrine

Spiritual bypass uses inner realization, real or claimed, to excuse the outer disciplines, and it persuades because its central sentence is half true. The psychologist and Buddhist teacher John Welwood named it in 1984 and defined it as the “tendency to try to avoid or prematurely transcend basic human needs, feelings and developmental tasks.” He had watched members of his own spiritual community use practice to sidestep grief, anger and the unfinished business of growing up.

Its central sentence sounds like scripture because it stands close to scripture. “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you,” runs Matthew 6:33. In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna tells those who worship him with undivided mind that he carries what they lack and preserves what they have (9:22). It also sounds like Harmonism. State of Being holds Presence to be “the state of being from which right action in all domains naturally flows.”

What the bypasser leaves out is the next sentence of that paragraph: the flow “reaches only as far as obstruction has been cleared, and the clearing happens in the outer pillars.” For a being whose eight centres are open and radiant, the activated human being the contemplative traditions describe, the claim holds without remainder. For anyone still carrying obstruction, which is nearly everyone, it describes the destination and gets offered as the route.

The sentence comforts, which is why it travels. Chögyam Trungpa warned in Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism (1973) that the ego takes up practice as one more possession, and a possession that excuses its owner from the dentist, the budget and the difficult conversation is the most comfortable kind. Discernment supplies the question that exposes it: am I accepting this because it is true, or because it tells me what I want to hear?



2. Presence Has a Centre in Every Domain

Harmonism keeps Presence in no single practice: it places Presence at the centre of every pillar, under the name each domain requires. The Wheel of Presence sets out the architecture: “Monitor is meditation applied to the body. Stewardship is meditation applied to the material world. Offering is meditation applied to vocation. Love is meditation applied to relationship.” Wisdom, Reverence and Joy complete the seven. Meditation sits at the centre of the Wheel of Presence as the centre of centres, and the seven others are what it becomes once it leaves the cushion.

Each centre works through instruments, because each domain runs on its own laws. Monitor reads the body through blood panels, morning heart-rate variability, the coat on the tongue and an honest note of how the afternoon drags. Stewardship reads matter through the inventory: what is owned, what is owed, what leaks. Offering reads work through the question of whom it serves. Love reads a marriage through the conversation that keeps being postponed, and Wisdom reads one’s convictions through the book one has avoided opening. Reverence reads the living world through the hours actually spent in it. Joy asks when one last lost track of time.

Presence at a centre works the way light works in a room. It shows what is there: the dust, the crack in the plaster, the chair across the doorway. Light moves nothing. The person standing in it does the moving, and moves better for seeing. To be fully present in a domain lights it, and the domain comes into alignment as its work gets done. Either half fails alone: a lit room left untouched stays disordered, and a dark room worked by touch gets rearranged badly.



3. Why the Cushion Does Not Carry It There

What sitting cultivates travels into the day, and the work waiting there is still undone when it arrives. Harmonism and Chess sets out the distinction on measured ground. Giovanni Sala and Fernand Gobet found that the apparent benefit of chess training for unrelated cognitive skills shrinks as study design improves, toward nothing under proper controls. Adriaan de Groot’s masters reconstructed a real position from memory about ninety-three per cent of the time against fifty-one for club players, and fell to the same poor showing as everyone else once the pieces were scattered at random. A perception trained on chess positions perceives chess positions. The finding holds for every discipline, the cushion included: “Nobody carries the cushion into the day; what is carried is what sitting on it cultivated.”

What carries is what sitting cultivated in the three centres: a steadier will, a warmer heart, a quieter mind. It walks into the kitchen at seven in the evening as available as it was at dawn, and it can be turned on the evening’s choices or left resting in itself. Monitor begins when someone turns it on the body. Bypass leaves it resting.

Waiting fails for a second reason. State of Being names the outer pillars as the primary instrument of the via negativa, the clearing of what obscures Presence: physical dysfunction, material chaos, vocational misalignment, relational strain. The alignment a bypasser waits for is assembled, in part, out of the work being deferred until it arrives, so the wait has no end.

The Way of Harmony builds its sequence on this. A flicker of Presence starts the journey, and Health grounds it at once, because “if you cannot shift sleep and nutrition, the meditation won’t stick.” The woman at dawn knows it from the inside without having named it. Her clearest sits follow the nights she slept before eleven, which follow the days she drank no coffee after noon, which follow the afternoons she paid attention to.



4. Why the Promise Holds Only for the Offered Life

The scriptures that promise “all these things shall be added” demand the work inside the same texts, because the promise is spoken to a life already offered. Matthew’s Gospel carries the kingdom-first verse and, nineteen chapters later, the parable of the talents (25:14–30): the servant who buried his master’s money to keep it safe is called wicked and slothful, and loses even what he had. The Gita that promises to carry what the devotee lacks spends its third chapter refusing inaction: “Perform your prescribed work, for action is better than inaction; even the maintenance of your body would not be possible without action” (3:8).

All five cartographies hold the same pairing. In the Indian, Padmasambhava, who carried tantric Buddhism into Tibet, left a couplet on view and conduct: “My view is higher than the sky, / My attention to the karmic process finer than grains of flour” (in Adam Pearcey’s translation). In the Abrahamic, the hadith collected by al-Tirmidhi has a Bedouin ask the Prophet Muhammad whether to tie his camel and trust God or leave it loose and trust God; he is told to tie it and trust. The Chinese names the sage’s conduct wu wei, action without forcing, and it remains action. The Greek holds it at dawn: Marcus Aurelius, reluctant under his blankets, tells himself “I am rising to the work of a human being” (Meditations 5.1, in George Long’s translation). The Shamanic holds it as sacred reciprocity, ayni in the Andean, in which what the earth and the community give is returned through labour.

Harmonism reads the pairing through the centre of the Service wheel. Offering is work given as gift, the form surrender takes at the register of action. Provision is promised to someone whose days are already offerings, and an offering is made of something. No verse in either text licenses a life that gives its mornings to stillness and its afternoons to nothing.



5. The Forms Bypass Takes

Each form of bypass leaves one centre dark while the cushion stays lit, so its forms fall along the seven peripheral pillars around Presence at the centre.

The body. The practitioner opens Ajna, the centre of seeing, before grounding the lower centres or opening the heart, and becomes what The Practice describes: one who sees clearly but cannot “act with love or ground their insights into embodied life.” Willpower names the floor beneath every such attempt, since no framework bypasses constitutional vitality.

Matter. Possessions become an obstacle to the spiritual life and money something faintly shameful, which Stewardship calls asceticism as evasion, against the Harmonist stance of Optimalism: a life equipped with whatever genuinely serves it and its Dharma. Its twin holds that abundance follows the right attitude or a vivid enough visualization, and Stewardship answers that wealth comes from systems understood and action taken.

Work. The practitioner declines to contribute because love is enough. Kahlil Gibran answered that position in 1923, and the Wheel of Service keeps his answer: love that finds no expression in labour remains incomplete.

Relationship. Forgiveness gets pronounced before the injury has been felt, and serenity is offered in place of the conversation. Welwood’s first cases lived here. Humour and Harmonism catches the same move in laughter: a joke forced over a live wound is bypass, because a thing must be genuinely passed before it becomes funny.

Learning. The mind is declared the enemy and the ego something to kill. Harmonism holds the intellect to be a faculty of Ajna and the ego a structure to see through and integrate. The epistemic form lives in this pillar too: “trust what resonates,” which Discernment names the contemporary substitute for the faculty itself. Discomfort is no surer a guide than resonance: it accompanies the new path and the old wound alike, and marks contact rather than direction.

Nature. Surroundings are declared irrelevant to an inner state that ought to be independent of them. The Power of Silence answers that the nervous system processes its environment whether or not consciousness attends to it, and that the master who meditates undisturbed in Times Square did not start there.

Play and the horizon of a life. Joy gets performed instead of found, positivity worn over grief. At its furthest reach bypass becomes what Life After Death calls ascension spirituality, the belief that this life matters little because the next matters more. All five cartographies hold otherwise: this incarnation is the field in which the soul works.



6. What Bypass Is Not

Two things resemble bypass without being it: the sanctioned pause, and the opposite error.

Someone in spiritual emergency is told to cut back intensive practice, to sleep, eat, walk outdoors and be held by people qualified to hold them, and for a season to let much of ordinary life wait. Gabriela Picciotto and Jesse Fox’s 2018 study of expert clinicians found that they distinguish beneficial forms of bypass from detrimental ones. Three marks separate a pause from bypass. Someone holds the pause, it has an end, and it points back toward the domains it has set aside. Bypass runs unwitnessed, open-ended and pointed away.

The opposite error does all the work with every centre dark. Using the Wheel of Harmony lists it as its fifth pitfall: a person can eat well, exercise, meditate, earn, keep friendships and read books “and be completely mechanical and asleep.” Harmonism refuses both errors at once. Light without work is bypass, and work without light is mechanism.

Realization also has limits, and the limits disarm bypass’s grandest promise. Masís put the limit in one line in 2002: “Enlightenment is seeing through the illusion of self, but is not necessarily a way to heal a wounded self.” A genuine opening leaves the old wound, the unpaid bill and the untrained body where they were, only now visible.



7. The Test and the Practice

The test of Presence is the state of the domains it claims to light, and the practice is to carry the morning’s attention into one domain each day and act there.

Using the Wheel builds the test into its weekly review: rate each pillar twice, once for what is being done and once for how present one is while doing it. Presence that is real shows up as a pattern across months, as the body’s markers settle, the accounts become legible and the conversations get had. Discernment puts the same question across time: did the practice leave the practitioner “more aligned with the real over time? More capable, more present, more in Dharma?” A practice that answers no in every pillar has produced an imitation, however luminous the sitting.

The practice walks the Wheel of Presence through a single day, in three movements. It opens in Intention: a direction set for one domain each morning, a sacred intention the Vedic tradition calls sankalpa, toward a body that will carry you at sixty, a household out of debt, a marriage in which the hard thing gets said. Intention “creates the conditions, the direction, and the attunement that make action effective. But action is still required.” Presence then holds the direction through the hours, as attention that keeps returning to that domain instead of resting in itself. The act completes it, and the act is Harmonics, the Way lived rather than contemplated: one thing done in that domain before evening, small enough to be certain. Book the blood test, open the letter, begin the sentence.

A gardener knows the order without being told. Stones and roots come out of the bed, seed goes in, and watering happens daily. In a working garden all three go on in every season at once, as the via negativa and the via positiva do in a life.

Presence sits at the centre of the Wheel, and the Wheel is the shape Presence takes when it is lived rather than only felt. Logos orders a cosmos in which a body obeys the laws of bodies and a marriage the laws of marriages, and Dharma is a human being meeting those laws awake, in every domain at once. The woman at dawn needs no less meditation. She needs it to leave the cushion with her and become Monitor at the doctor’s, Stewardship at the kitchen table, Love across it. Then the rest comes into alignment, as she said it would, because she is doing it.



See also: Wheel of Presence, State of Being, Discernment, Using the Wheel of Harmony, Spiritual Emergency, The Way of Harmony, Harmonism and Chess, Intention, Stewardship, Spiritual Bypass
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