SPIRITUAL GROUPSAND COMMUNITIES

‘A group is the beginning of everything. One man can do nothing,
can attain nothing. A group with a real leader can do more. A group
of people can do what one man can never do.

G.I. Gurdijieff

Purpose and Importance

0 Thegroup or circleisthe heart or ‘kernel’ of the spiritual path. It isthe basic human unit
whose members associate and meet together to carry on studies prescribed for them by a
living teacher.

It isimportant to understand the function and the composition of the
group in the Tradition.

It is possible for a person to work in the Tradition alone, but it is more
difficult to do so because the person does not produce and receive the same
amount of energy.

The number of peoplein agroup is not important, so you cannot say a
group of ahundred people is more important than a group of ten. The
guestion is one of quality of activity, not of quantity. (1)

0 The proper development and correct expression of spirituality may require the organization
of people into viable groups and communities.

One startling point of spiritual writingsisthat theindividual aloneis

not the *unit’ of enlightenment, or higher understanding. It isthe group,
correctly organized, that has this possibility, not a person alone. Our history
records the achievements of certain famous individuals, like the Buddha,
Jesus and others. What may well be left out, it is tempting to speculate, is
that these individuals were the public face of a larger group. (2)

0 The analogy of an escape from prison has sometimes been utilized to emphasize the importance
of the group in spiritual work:

Y ou do not realize your own situation. You arein prison. All you can
wish for, if you are a sensible man, isto escape. But how escape? It is
necessary to tunnel under awall. One man can do nothing. But let us
suppose there are ten or twenty men — if they work in turn and if one
covers another they can complete the tunnel and escape.

Furthermore, no one can escape from prison without the help of those
who have escaped before. Only they can say in what way escape is pos-
sible or can send tools, files, or whatever may be necessary. But one
prisoner alone cannot find these people or get in touch with them. An
organization is necessary. Nothing can be achieved without an organi-
zation. (3)



0 The aim and purpose of agroup is known by the teacher, but is only gradually revealed to the
members of the group as their experience and understanding matures.

The next important feature of group work is that groups may be con-
nected with some aim of which those who are beginning work in them
have no idea whatever and which cannot even be explained to them
until they understand the essence and the principles of the work and the
ideas connected with it. But this aim towards which without knowing

it they are going, and which they are serving, is the necessary balancing
principle in their own work. Their first task isto understand thisaim,
that is, the aim of the teacher. When they have understood this aim,
although at first not fully, their own work becomes more conscious and
consequently can give better results. (4)

0 One of the functions of a group is to provide a setting and format in which certain experiences
can occur so as to develop and awaken specific capacities, inner faculties and levels of aware-
ness. These experiences arise, in part, from the interplay between individual members of a
group (the group dynamic) and the impact of activities and exercises provided by the teacher.

| saw the development of a very definite plan. We were not only learning
from G. but we had also to learn one from another. | was beginning to
see G.’sgroups as a‘school’ of some medieval painter whose pupilslived
with him and worked with him and, while learning from him, taught one
another. (5)

0 The goal of the group is to attain the ‘ special knowledge of man’ which includes both self-
knowledge and an understanding of the inward significance of life and the evolution of
humanity.

0 The group provides aframework for contact or access to a higher realm based on the devel op-
ment of more refined states of consciousness. In this sense the group acts as an instrument of
reception and transmission which resonates to the higher impulses (divine grace).

Q: May we have some characteristics and purposes of a living group?

A: Objective: To form and maintain, under appropriate guidance, the
special conditions in which the Teaching can operate.

Intention: To enable as many people as possible, in due order, to achieve
the understanding which will facilitate the higher (as well as the lower)
effects of the Teaching to give the maximum developmental help.

Programme: To keep the group operating as a channel for the successively
refined impul ses from the Source, and to attune the membersto be able
to perceive these impulses. (6)



Selection, Composition and Har monization of the Group

o Thereis aneed for a certain arrangement of factors to enable theindividual to properly benefit
from the efforts of the group. A viable community must include the right people, at the right
time, in the right place.

0 One of the characteristics of aliving ‘organic’ group is that the members are chosen so that
they can align, attune and harmonize so as to develop the maximum learning advantage from
the group. An analogy of the unity of purpose and harmonization successfully achieved in a
group format is that of an orchestra composed of different musicians playing different instru-
ments but all playing in harmony together. To achieve harmonization, the individual members
of agroup need to be carefully chosen.

The majority of any group of people can be conditioned, if the groupisin
effect a random one: non-conditioning-prone groups can only be devel oped
by selecting people who harmonize in such amanner asto help defeat this
tendency.

The primary object is to associate people together who can avoid condi-
tioning, so that a development can take place among these people which in
turn can be passed on to larger numbers. It can never be applied to large
numbers of people directly. (7)

0 People are grouped in a special way in order to complement and learn from each other. By
including individuals of different ‘types and personalities, the progress and the potential
of the group can be maximized. A current or circulation is produced in the group by the
interchange of ideas and sharing of experiences as members profit from each other’s
qualities and capacities.

Higher learning, for all practical purposes, takes place among people
grouped in a special way so as to reinforce one another’ s abilities. The
analogy might be, if we were to say that there were eleven people with a
productive capability of 10 volts each, linking them would produce 110
volts, which could in turn illuminate alight bulb which would enable all
of them to read a page of a book featuring vital knowledge. (8)

0 Members of a group are instruments with functions to perform as part of an overall unity.

Each member should discharge the functions for the time being allotted

to him, if any, asa communicator of material, as an organizer, or whatever it
might be. The community has to develop a sense of unity of purpose-earning
and devel opment—in which each member is to be regarded as important for the
success of the whole. Members of the group meet as if there were a special
current passing through them. They have been chosen for the group in order to
be able to function in this manner, and people leaving or joining the group
altering its composition must maintain the same capacity of the group to be an
instrument. (9)



0 Certain individuals who make for disharmony may be excluded from the group as even one
unsuitable member can harm the effort of the whole. ‘ One dog will pollute a whole pool
of rosewater.’

0 Members of agroup may be at different levels of spiritual development.

Superficial studentsimagine that when dervishes meet they are all of
similar rank, or that any dervish can attend the meetings of any other, the
difference being only in degree. Infact, it isthe composition of the circle
which isasimportant asthe circleitself. Similarly, rank in the Way may
hold good in one assembly and not in another. Thisiswhy teachersin
one circle become pupils in another. (10)

0 The organization and assignment of people to agroup is done by ateacher with the requisite
knowledge, by “ someone who has completed the learning, who is the end-product, not a
learner in any sense”. People are selected and arranged according to a pattern known by the
teacher but invisible to the students or outsiders.

0 One of the functions of a group is to have a positive influence and effect on other people who
come in contact with the group and its members. The proper development of a group may
require lines of contact with the general population:

Tradition avers, and experience verifies, one of the least-known and
strangest facts about group studies.

Learning groups collect around an individual or adoctrine, or both.

The level of greed and fear, because these emotions disturb the learning
and ‘digesting’ processes, must be reduced to tolerable proportions. Itis
always hard, and sometimes impossible, to do this without introducing

new people who have lower than average levels of these two characteristics.
Such people are ailmost always found in the general population, not mainly
interested in the *spiritual’ purposes of the group which their presence can
help. The only method of attracting them to the group in order for them to
fulfil thisfunction isif they are contacted and interested on an ordinary
“human’ not greed- or fear-based footing.

Thisisthe paradox. This, too, isthe real reason for people who are
‘magnetized’ into an esoteric or spiritual grouping to establish linesinto
the general population which are in areas and in subjects free from the bias
of the group. The extent to which this can be done will determine the future
of the group and the interaction of the committed ‘ groupists' and the mem-
bers of the general population. Each provides something which the other
lacks. Through their interaction a healthy community may form. Neither
on its own will be able to develop into a more advanced organism. (11)

0 The energy and ‘ current’ of a group can be conveyed between members of a group who do not
actually formally meet.

The harmonious interchange of energy is afunction of agroup, and the
group energy has avery distinct and useful function, because it replenishes



the reservoir of energy every time the group meets.

Equally, when the individual person is absent from the group or in a
circumstance when they are not physically present, if their function in that
particular circumstance is useful to the group, the energy which they may
have produced will go into that group-pool of energy even though they are
not physically present in the group at that time. (12)

Preparatory Groups

o Collections of interested people and would-be |earners are often grouped together forming
‘preliminary’ or ‘preparatory’ groups with the intention of accumulating potential capacity.

The would-be student may join ‘associated studies’, a preparatory course
of living or working in some stable form which might help him to prepare
for the next stage. Thisisthe stage of the study group or congregation.
Certain people are required to meet regularly, to read or interchange ideas.
Very often they are grouped in enterprises which bear no resemblance to
spiritual activities as known elsewhere. (13)

0 A student usually begins study in a small group which is connected to a series of similar
groups on different levels and “occupied in different work, according to the state of their
preparation and their powers’.

Do not think that we can begin straight away by forming agroup. A group
isabigthing. A group isbegun for definite concerted work, for a definite
aim. | should have to trust you in thiswork and you would have to trust

me and one another. Then it would be agroup. Until thereis general work

it will only be a preparatory group. We shall prepare ourselves so asin the
course of time to become agroup. And it isonly possible to prepare ourselves
to become a group by trying to imitate a group such asit ought to be, imitat-
ing it inwardly of course, not outwardly. (14)

o Preparatory groups often begin with the intensive study of written materials through a process
of familiarization: “the student is asked to ‘soak’ themselves in them, as rain soaksinto the
earth”.

0 A learning or study group may or may not be under the direct guidance of ateacher or
deputy.

Q: What is the best qualification for running a study group?

A: Common sense. If one has this, and works carefully with the materials,
a sensitivity is developed which becomes the permanent qualification or
capacity. You would be surprised how many people show that they are not
using common sense. (15)



o Preparatory groups are unsuccessful if they deteriorate into a hierarchical power system or if
the group is dominated by the search for lesser personal satisfactions. Members of such
groups seldom realize how easily subjective demands and needs can take over under the guise
of higher aims. “When the membership of agroup islargely composed of people who useit
for lower psychological purposes, the group as awhole will tend to lose the capacity and
desire for recognizing higher levels of materials.”

Once such a group isinvaded by personality or power or other consid-
erations from ‘the World', it cannot be called one of our groups at all.
Thisisnot to say that a group may not be formed with the hope of be-
coming alearning one. But the dangers are great, since unless the deter-
mination to learn and to qualify as an authentic teaching group is stronger
than subjective desires to shine in company, to share secrets, to feel impor-
tant, and so on, the group will go sour, often without anyone realizing that
it has. Or, evenifitisreaized that it has, few people generally suspect why.

It isatest of astudy group and for its members if social strains develop,
if people leave because there isinsufficient emotional stimulus, if ademand
for action, information, activities, objectives and so on build up.

Truly effective, real developmental organizations are rare or not well
known simply because of the great wastage and metamorphoses through
which they go because of these very human—subjective-demands. (16)

0 Progress in preparatory groups may not be visible or readily apparent as the initial work ison
removing the barriers of psychological and social conditioning that prevent learning and
growth.

Q: Why does a Sufi group go on, sometimes for years, reading books,
meeting and apparently not getting anything done, without any measure-
ment of its progress, and without a sense of how things are going?

A: Such agroup hasto ‘wear out’” emotional expectations. It also has

to provide circumstancesin which the irrelevant and customary associa-
tions, characteristics brought in from other systems may be displayed and
observed, so that everyone can see what is central and what is not. If the
members of the group are not seeing these things, it is not a Sufic group

at al. Much of itsvisible work isthat of a‘preparatory group’. This does
not mean that is might not be extremely important: for where else are you
going to obtain this opportunity of living through and observing your
reactions and those of others.

The main characteristic displayed by the questioner isthat of a person
who wants something (‘ progress, or ‘a sense of how things are going’)
without carrying on an active observation and digesting of experience
happening in and to the group.

Finally, individual and sub-group progressis not always visible to all
participants on demand. (17)



M odus Operandi: Activities and Procedures

o Thereisadifferent energy produced and degree of learning achieved when an activity or
exerciseis carried out by a group rather than by an individual.

0 A wide range and variety of activities are possible in a group setting. These may include:
- meetings, assemblies
- question and answer sessions
- theoretical and practical study
- spiritual exercises
- music, audition
- dance and movements
- work enterprises and tasks
- performances, events
- organization of the environment, physical tasks

0 Members of the group may also learn from the daily teachings and transactions of the spiritual
guide. Infact, “the materials of study may constitute only the action of being present, without
intense reactions, at an assembly of the Wise”.

o Activities are structured to harmonize with each other: the quality, nature, energy and product
of the activities complement each other. There needs to be a bal ance between theory and
practice.

0 The materials and matters discussed at a meeting may have many levels of action. “Something
which is expressed in philosophical form a so has another side, which can operate when one
is not following what appears to be the main thread of thought”.

o The format and formulation of activities must be suitable for the group and consistent with
the time and culture in which it is operating.

o The group is exposed, under correct circumstances, to suitable materials or given atask or an
assignment which can profit the group. “These materials may be written, recorded, handled,
experienced in avariety of different ways’.

o There is an established process through which the group and its individual members learn
when specific activities, tasks or exercises are introduced to the group.

An introduction can be carried out by inviting interested people to read
certain books, etc., and then to formulate their own questions and observa-
tions.

The next stage is to hold a meeting at which the materials are considered,
after which the questions and observations are |ooked at.

Following this, it is decided which questions and observations are answered
or have been sufficiently looked at: the knowledge resident in this group has
been shared so far asis possible at this juncture.



This concluded this phase of the attention to introductory written materials
and responses.

An appropriate group of individuals may then carry on to either: further
study and consideration — or —taking part in exercises.

The group is demonstrated the exercises and then performs them, without
expectations, acceptance or rejection.

When the exercises have been carried out by everyone in such away that
they all know how to do them, the session isended. Members of the group
may choose whether they wish to carry out these exercises by themselves for
aperiod of two weeks, daily. Each day after the first three days (when no notes
are taken) each individual checks in the evening whether he feels that there has
been any effect of the exercise, and what it seemsto be.

This feedback is reported at the next meeting of the members of the group.
According to the reactions, further studies, or none, are prescribed for the
group.

If further studies are prescribed, people are asked to register the pitfalls of
auto- or self-indoctrination, to help prevent the enterprise devel oping, as most
human groups will, into a conditioning system.

The programme continues from there. (18)

Guidance and Supervision by a Teacher

0 The Way requires ateacher who has completed the spiritual journey. The teacher guides and
supervises agroup following a clearly defined path. To organize group work requires special
knowledge: “it can be organized only by a man who knows its problems and its aims, who
knows its methods; by a man who has in his time passed through such organized work
himself”.

0 The appearance of ateacher to shepherd a group follows a need or cosmic law.

Q: Does a teacher appear in a group which already exists, or does he not?

A: Hemay or he may not. He comesto fulfil alaw. He may revalidate the
working bases of a derelict group.

Q: Why does he do this?

A: In response to an inexorable need.

Q: Does the group always recognize him?

A: Certain people generally do. It will depend upon the apparatus of percep-
tion which they have. The onus on himisnot primarily to preach, but to make

himself available to the perception of the people.

Q: Does he need the support of such groups?



A: Both parties can benefit, because there is no such thing as solitary work.
Even aderelict group can be producing semi-consciously a quantity of
necessary force (‘ substance’) which we might say goesto waste unless it

is correctly used. (19)

o Groups areinitially established and organized under the guidance of ateacher.

The first and most important feature of groupsis the fact that groups are
not constituted according to the wish and choice of their members. Groups
are constituted by the teacher, who selects types which, from the point of
view of hisaims, can be useful to one another.

No work of groups is possible without ateacher. The work of groups
with awrong teacher can produce only negative results. (20)

0 Groups comprised of individuals belonging to study or preparatory groups may also be
accepted by ateacher.

0 A teacher may have to avoid or prevent fixation upon his or her personality by would-be
students. The nature of contact with the students may vary depending on the presence and
strength of this factor.

If you have any experience of spiritual groups, you will know that too
many people focus their attention on the teacher and not on the teaching.
Indeed, thisis such afrequent abuse that some people become completely
fixated on ateacher, whether true or false.

Even in the East, people mistake this phenomena for sanctity, or for
religious experience.

Knowing this, many Sufis do not teach directly at all; much will depend
on the condition of their followers. It is not uncommon for teachersto write
out or dictate teachings, which are then read or read out.

When, however, individuals or groups of learners are able to concentrate
on the essence and not on the appearance or presence of the teacher, meetings
do take place. (21)

0 The teacher must balance the needs of the individuals within a group, the group itself, and the
larger teaching situation.

A person who isteaching will relate to each individual in agroup as an
individual; also as a member of the group; and also in terms of the teacher’s
overall function within the Tradition in relation to that individual as a person
in the Tradition.

Each of those three entitiesis treated, stimulated, damped down, or what-
ever elseis needed, according to either the situation, to their state, or to the
needs of the circumstance. Inevitably, the aim is to produce a harmonious
situation between these three entities. (22)

0 One of the functions of ateacher isto monitor the progress of groups and to intervene when
necessary in order to improve the group’ s functioning and performance.



The function of ateacher in the Tradition isto take certain aspects which
are co-related and, according to the ability, capacity, intention and energy
of agroup, illuminate these areas so as to bring them more into focus and
harmony with that particular group.

Thisisnot asimple activity, because for various reasons, each group
behaves in a different way to a particular impulse or impact. You have
to strike abalance.

Some of the teaching done by ateacher in the Tradition must sustain
the various groups that he teaches by *illuminating’ certain aspects of the
Tradition and feeding them fragments, pieces or phrases, according to a
certain tempo which the teacher has to establish. He has to maintain that
tempo, and once he has got the momentum going, it has to be kept moving
by the momentum of the group itself, plus alittle bit of push from him. (23)

0 Groups may sometimes be guided by a‘deputy’ who isin contact with the teacher or source
of the teaching. The deputy administers and coordinates activities on behalf of the teacher in
agiven region or geographical area and acts as a liaison between the students and the teacher.

0 Senior members of agroup are encouraged to provide guidance and assistance to newer
members.

When a group becomes large enough, and is working harmoniously

enough together and relating to other groups; certain sub-functions of the
group should be established at that time. In every group we have people
who are more experienced. They are usually people who have been longer
in the group and have more knowledge and information about the Tradition.
Part of their function, as far as their knowledge goes, isto explain certain
aspects of the Tradition to newer members; to make themselves available,
possibly to establish and sit in on small discussion groups, to generally
explain and help the correct functioning of a group, and to explain certain
exercises and technical terms which we use in the Tradition. (24)

Levelsof Learning in Groups

0 A group is not necessarily a permanent entity. “It may be dissolved, recombined, suspended
for months or even years, so that the unwelcome characteristics of a group are avoided”.

o Thereisacyclical process of learning in agroup that varies with time.

Remember, too, that the advantages which you gain from the study circle
and its materials vary from time to time. That isto say, we cannot, and
should not imagine we can, extract all the nutrition from any piece of
study material at onetime.

What we have to do is familiarise ourselves with certain information,
technigues and so on, so that our attention is not focussed upon them when
the time comes to use them. Then, as and when we can do so, we extract
the use of the materials on successive occasions. (25)



o Rates of progress and understanding differ among individual members of agroup. In some
cases, slow learners or ‘laggards’ may be told by more advanced members of a group that
they, too, are not yet learning or “never seem to get anywhere” in order to prevent comparison
and anxiety which disturb the learning process.

Immature individuals, still suffering from too much material thinking,

may be found resenting the fact that they have to wait for othersto make
acertain kind of progress before they can benefit fromit. They have failed
to note that others, too, are waiting for them to progress. (26)

o In onetraditiona formulation, students and groups are classified into three categories.
(a) ‘Weak in Understanding': the lowest level “consisting of people below a certain
level of information, experience and contacts”.
(b) * People of the Groups': “those who have organized themselves in a useful pattern
within some sphere of activity”.
(c) ‘Disciples of the Path’: progression beyond a certain stage and activation of a higher
perception.

Each grouping, far from being fixed or even central to the organization, is
preparatory in nature. Students are moved from al three categoriesinto
what are called ‘ organic enterprises as soon as they develop the necessary
perceptions. Such may not be of a nature ordinarily thought of as ‘spiritual’
and relate to a high order of understanding.

Nor are such groupingsin any way hierarchical. Teachers grade students
not in terms of their present state but according to their potential. Thusa
student in alower grouping may be held in higher esteem than one in a higher
grouping because of what is seen to be possible for him. (27)

0 The personal work of individual members of agroup takes different forms and is specific to
each person.

Every man has a certain feature in his character whichis central. Itislike
an axle around which al his ‘false personality’ revolves. Every man's
personal work must consist in struggling against this chief fault. This
explains why there can be no general rules of work and why all systems
that attempt to evolve such rules either lead to nothing or cause harm. How
can there be general rules? What is useful for one is harmful for another.
One man talks too much; he must learn to keep silent. Another man is silent
when he ought to talk and he must learn to talk; and so it isalwaysand in
everything. General rulesfor the work of groups refersto everyone. Per-
sonal directions can only beindividual. In this connection again a man can-
not find his own chief feature, his chief fault, by himself. Thisis practically
alaw. Theteacher hasto point out this feature to him and show him how to
fight against it. No one else but the teacher can do this.

The study of the chief fault and the struggle against it constitute, as it
were, each man’sindividual path, but the aim must be the same for al. (28)



0 The activities and tasks given each member of agroup by the teacher are graduated in terms
of difficulty and complexity.

Asarule only very easy tasks are given at the beginning which the
teacher does not even call tasks, and he does not say much about them
but gives them in the form of hints. If he seesthat he is understood and
that the tasks are carried out he passes on to more and more difficult ones.
More difficult tasks, athough they are only subjectively difficult, are
called ‘barriers’. The peculiarity of barriers consists in the fact that, having
surmounted a serious barrier, a man can no longer return to ordinary sleep,
to ordinary life. Andif, having passed the first barrier, he feels afraid of
those that follow and does not go on, he stops so to speak between two
barriers and is unable to move either backwards or forwards. Thisisthe
worst that can happen to aman. Therefore the teacher is usually very careful
in the choice of tasks and barriers, in other words, he takes the risk of giving
definite tasks requiring the conquest of inner barriers only to those people
who have already shown themselves sufficiently strong on small barriers. (29)

o Not al individualsin agroup will learn in the same manner and at the same rate, and there
may be a separating-out process based on capacity and potential.

Accidental collections of people centering around ateaching will always
endure a separating-out, like the separating of butter from milk, in the
presence of the agitating factor, which is manifest or concealed but none
the less present, whenever arenewal of teaching startsto work. Thisisthe
shaking of the vessel containing the milk. People imagine that, like butter-
milk, when there is a movement, they will all be affected in the same way.
But both butter and skimmed milk have their functions, although these may
bein different fields. (30)

0 The separating-out process in a group, when some members leave or are asked to leave,
revedls aspects of their personality that may have been hidden or dormant.

But there is nothing that shows up a man better than his attitude towards
the work and the teacher after he hasleft it. Sometime such tests are
arranged intentionally. A man is placed in such a position that he is
obliged to leave and heisfully justified in having a grievance either
against the teacher or against some other person. And then he is watched
to see how he will behave. A decent man will behave decently even if
he thinks that he has been treated unjustly or wrongly. But many people
in such circumstances show a side of their nature which otherwise they
would never show. And at timesit is a necessary means for exposing a
man’s nature. So long as you are good to aman he is good to you. But
what will he be like if you scratch him alittle. (31)



0 Members of groups are partly preparing themselves to be selected, when ‘ripe’, to carry out
more advanced studies. By maintaining contact with and profiting from the Teaching,
students are placing themselves in a position to be selected for “ specia activities and higher
understanding at the proper time”.

Attitude and Orientation

0 A correct orientation is needed to make effective use of the materials provided to the group
for study. Some of the qualities required by a group and its individual membersinclude
trust, patience, responsibility, attunement, focus and effort.

o Theright kind of effort is necessary to accomplish the goals and aims of the group and to
achieve something beyond the normal range.

The energy produced by a group is directly proportional to the amount

of real effort which they have put into their activities. Asto the degree

of effort they have put in: a group should aim at a certain constant level

of effort. The Tradition does and must work in a harmonious and balanced
way. Equilibrium and harmony mean just that. Harmony cannot be of a
stop-start variety. (32)

o Disciplineis aso central to the correct functioning of agroup. Disciplineisnot arigid
structure of behaviour, but rather means following the instructions and indications of the
teaching and the teacher.

These techniques will require two forms of discipline. Oneisthe discipline
| ask from you, and the other is the discipline you impose on yourself. From
your point of view, the second disciplineisthe most difficult. Don’t forget
that the activities and techniques of the Tradition help you to develop this
discipline.

You are not alone in disciplining yourself; nor isit abattle in which you
are tearing yourself apart. If you like, you are using functionally useful tools.
Knowing how to use these tools gives you the ability to use them. (33)

0 One of the functions of a group is to provide the opportunity for members to observe their own
reactions to group meetings and to help in the work of self-observation.

The first aim of a man beginning work in a group should be self-study.

The work of self-study can proceed only in properly organized groups.

One man alone cannot see himself. But when a certain number of people
unite together for this purpose they will even involuntarily help one another.
It is a common characteristic of human nature that a man sees the faults of
others more easily than he sees hisown. At the same time on the path of
self-study he learns that he himself possesses al the faults that hefindsin
others. But there are many things that he does not see in himself, whereas
in other people he begins to see them. Thus other members of the group



serve him as mirrors in which he sees himself.

Furthermore, in the work of self-study one man begins to accumulate
material resulting from self-observation. Twenty people will have twenty
times as much material. And every one of them will be able to use the
whole of thismaterial because the exchange of observationsis one of the
processes of the group’ s existence. (34)

0 Members of a group must be honest and sincere and tell the teacher the whole truth. “Telling
the teacher adeliberate lie, or being insincere with him, or suppressing something, makes their
presence in the group completely useless’. Members of a group must remember that they are
in agroup to learn and must follow the instructions of the teacher.

If, therefore, once they are in the group, they begin to feel or to express
mistrust towards the teacher, to criticize his actions, to find that they
understand better how the group should be conducted and especialy if
they show lack of external considering in relation to the teacher, lack of
respect for him, asperity, impatience, tendency to argument, this at once
puts an end to any possibility of work, for work is possible only aslong as
people remember that they have come to learn and not to teach. (35)

Relationship Between Groups and the Teaching

0 An‘organic’ group is developed and comes into being in response to the potentialities of a
situation. A group carrying on real spiritual work must fulfil the requirements of proper time,
place and people.

Certain physical conditions are necessary even before such a situation
(ateaching situation) can exist. The human community isinvolved in an
evolutionary movement. The existence of the teacher and the community
in a given place is connected, by cosmic laws, with a necessity of the com-
munity. Thereis, infact, an organic situation of which the psychological
position is merely a part. (36)

o The inter-relation between correctly grouped people and areal, living teaching has a holistic
nature in which all operate as one whole. The structure of the Tradition is dependent upon
the harmonious interplay of the students, materials, structure, energy and essence of the
School.

As soon asyou join astudy circle, you come into a certain special
relationship with its members, with its teacher, and with the whole of
the studies.

That iswhy it isimportant to maintain a special sort of relationship
between the members, and a specia sort of attunement in the student.

The study materials themselves, the membership of the group, the
activity as awhole of the school, the proceedings which are carried out
— these are the means whereby the special harmony and receptivity, as well
asthe inter-relation between the students and the study, take place. (37)



o Teaching is generally carried out in both large and small groups. Sub-groups may also be
formed to further the teaching impulse. “When a group of people becomes too large, it must
be sub-divided, in order to maintain the organic nature of the group, of the movement of
people.”

0 Groups complement each other, and the collected experience of different groups becomes part
of the accumulated knowledge of the whole. An analogy is sometimes given of individual
peoplein agroup being a link in achain, and each group being alink in a still larger chain.
The links of the chain work together simultaneously, sharing energy and enhancing each
other’s understanding.

o Contact and communication between groups takes many forms, from the conventional and
ordinary to more refined and higher level experiences. This sharing of arange of experiences
enhances the feeling of fellowship and communion that exists in the teaching enterprise.

Identification with other groups also means understanding how they are
functioning. They all basically function in the same way when it comes
to meetings, activities or exercises. However there are slight modifica-
tionsin the way they work with a particular exercise or a particular piece
of music.

By knowing the people and identifying with them, you possibly discover
that the slight variation of activity they are performing is because of the
nature or type of the people or the society which applies there. (38)

o It isimportant that individuals belonging to different groups should not compare or share
exercises or activities, as these are specific for a given group and may not apply to another

group.

Communicating and Sharing Ener gy

o Communication occurs between individual members of a group, between the teacher and
students, and between the Teaching and each individual person. This process includes not
only verbal communication but also aform of communication ‘ beyond words'.

o It isthrough the correct inner devel opment of the group that the stage of ‘direct communica-
tion" may be achieved.

The second communication element is that when the group is operating
correctly in accordance with the requirements and in the proper balance
without too much emotion, and without too much intellectuality, thereisa
direct communication among all the people connected with this work, and
that communication is telepathic. (39)



o The relationships and energy developed in a group produces a ‘ special flavour’ or atmosphere
than can be recognized and experienced, but in talking about this energy field within the group
it isimportant “not to become excited or emotionally involved with it, because this will
interrupt it”.

0 A group generates an energy that is circulated and shared among the members of the group.
Each person produces and receives energy, passing on a proportion to others.

In a situation where a person may be doing an exercise or reading something
or thinking about something within the context of the Tradition in a positive
way, this person is producing a certain amount of positive and useful energy.
Asaparticipant in a group, doing asimilar thing or listening to something,
they are producing energy as individuals and they are also producing a group
energy.

Asan individual they produce energy which they are capable of using.
Within the group, they produce energy which they are capable of using as
individuals, and also which the group as a group is capable of using. The
important distinction is that, in that context, there is a pool of energy which
is produced in the form of what | would call “group energy.” The group
benefits from the transmission, exchange and interchange of this energy, and
an individual within the group can benefit according to his or her need. (40)

0 When groups achieve a certain harmony, an energy wave is produced that can link with the
corresponding energy wave from another group, allowing energy to flow in both directions.

0 The energy of a group may benefit another group in some other place or at some other time.
“Energy produced in agroup activity can be shared with and drawn upon by another group,
without detriment to the group that produced it”.

0 Groups and individual s performing an activity within the Teaching not only produce a certain
energy, but also receive a certain type of energy from the Teaching itself.

When a person becomes a member of a group, he or she participates in the
energy which is generated by the group, and also additionally benefits from
another type of energy which comes from the Tradition to the group. An
individual working in a group thus has access to a minimum of two qualities
of energy.

The function of a group also entailsindividualsin the group helping other
members: an individual can thus help or support another. For instance, if one
or two people are absent from a group, the others can try and compensate for
that absence. (41)

0 Groups produce and receive four different types of energy, in terms of use, assimilation and
absorption.

When they are working harmoniously with nature, they have the energy
they produce themselves, the energy which comes from working in a group,



the energy which comes from the natural surroundings, as well as the energy
which comes from the source of the Tradition.

Each individual should be able to use all four energies together, and in
order to use the energy correctly they must first learn how todo so. That is
why we have a discipline of action in the Tradition, which istherein order to
help you use the energy better.

It is very important for you to feel that you are receiving the energy and
using it. You have to feel what we call the circle of energy passing through
you, and as you receive, so you harmoniously use the energy. That iswhy we
use another analogy when we call it the chain. Eachindividua isonelink in
that chain. (42)

0 A group can assist other members of the group who may beill or physically weak, by
generating and sending energy to help such an individual.

0 The production and transmission of energy in agroup follows certain precise rules and laws.

Useful energy is not produced easily. There are special situationsin which
energy can be generated or transmitted between individuals or between groups,
and such special situations can be used to correct a balance which has become
disequilibriated.

Such production and transmission of energy from person to person or from
group to group is not produced by atension situation. It can and should be pro-
duced according to a very careful analysis of the situation. The equation is
absolute: efficient thought, put together with correct intention and useful action
must produce developmental progress. (43)

Characteristics of Deteriorated Groups

o There is an almost inevitable tendency for groups of all typesto become ossified or mechanical.
All kinds of social, religious, psychological and philosophical schools, lacking an organic
nature, have been turned into a system or ‘religion’.

Among the tests are whether the group will deteriorate into a power-system

or ahierarchical set-up; whether the activities of the group will degenerate
into amere search for personal satisfactions (since social satisfactions can,

of course, be obtained anywhere €else), or whether some other kind of im-
mature demand will develop. Very many such groups are not successful,
since their members, by a sort of unsensed conspiracy, seldom recognize how
easily subjective demands can take over and under how deep a disguise they
may operate. Many of the collections of spiritual people which one seesin the
West, and not afew in the East, arereally thiskind of group. Stabilized they
may be; spiritual activities they are not. (44)

0 Groups which lack cohesiveness and the potential to develop have a tendency to break up and
may in fact be encouraged to do so.



There are many easy ways of helping these groups to deteriorate, and one

uses those methods. For example, when we get letters from these people
which reveal that they are seeking emotional, excitement; or they ask questions
which show usthat they are merely looking for a social stabilization, we send
them the kind of direction which will cause the group to dissolve through dis-
satisfaction. (45)

o0 Random collections of ‘like-minded peopl€e’ or irregular arrangements of students who gather
together for group-mentality reasons cannot, for all practical purposes, form areal learning
group. Every gathering of people hasits own potential. Those collected arbitrarily have only

physical, mental or emotional potential.’

Sufi groups are not recruitment groups. They are not collections of people
who have all answered a newspaper advertisement, or formed a group after
reading a book or hearing alecture, or because they are related to someone,

or have been made interested in the Sufi Way; or people who simply seek a
group. Such non-Sufic groups may be recognized, even by complete outsiders,
by the personality conflicts which arise within them. (46)

o People who lack friends and normal social relationships often try to use agroup asasocia
organization for companionship and mutual-comfort. If group members “already have a
sound social equilibrium, they will not need to convert their study atmosphere into a source
of stability and reassurance”.

In such cases, the natural development of a social sense in the grouping stunts
aspiration. Only the introduction of different types of people into the group,

in order at least to restore it to anormal cross-section of people, would be likely
to revive this group’ s possibilities. But a social group of thiskind isamost by
definition hostile to such introductions; people who seem to think in a different
manner are regarded as hostile or ineligible. (47)

0 Groups can easily develop into aclan or ‘in-group’, becoming narrow sociological communi-
ties of the elite when refusing to accept those outside their ranks. Many such groups have a
strange or abnormal atmosphere, making newcomers feel uncomfortable or unwelcome. A
good test is to see whether friends, relatives or even complete strangers feel a easein the

group.

The special relationship is crippled by the exploitation of one member by
another, so that co-operation between individual members must be kept within
reasonable limits. The development of smaller, informal relationships between
small numbers of people from within the grouping must not be encouraged, as
such ‘sub-groups’ without official sanction start to cause the group to operate
in an unbalanced manner. The group will in such cases operate as an ideo-
logical, socid, intellectual or other entity, of which in any culture there are
enough already. (48)



o Another pitfall of the group process occurs when members are magnetized around certain
ideas, readings, exercises and so on. There may be an overly intellectual approach to studies
and atendency to take thingsin aliteral sense. Individuals who seek to acquire and extract
intellectual satisfactions from the group are so filled with thoughts and ideas that they are
unable to concentrate on subtle concepts.

0 Another indication of deteriorated groups is acommunity produced and maintained by the
process of indoctrination and conditioning.

Learning groups collect around an individual or adoctrine, or both. Because
virtually all human actions are motivated by greed or fear (‘carrot’ or ‘whip’),
these are the mainsprings of all study-groups. But these negative character-
istics, although they alone caused the individualsto find, enter and persist in
the group, are a distinct barrier to learning. (49)

0 Many people in study groups, rather than wanting to learn, are actually craving emotional
stimulation or are looking to attract attention to themselves. Such people are characterized
by over-enthusiasm, strong subjective feelings and excitement.

There was once a man who had been put in charge of astudy group. He
decided to introduce supposedly ‘ spiritual exercises’ and took some from a
book. The people all became excited, and they all thought that something
important was ‘moving in them'’. Then this group leader read somewhere else
that it was only after people were not excited by exercises that they could
develop higher understanding. So he carried on the exercises to look for such
people. Most of them just became more and more hysterical. But one never
seemed to be affected at al.

“Well,” said our hero to himself, “at least we have one real student here.”

When the music and dancing and jumping up and down and swaying were
finished for the evening, he went up to the man and asked him to follow him
into his private room, so that they could have atalk.

The man cupped his hand to his ear, “What did you say?’ he asked. (50)



REFERENCES

. Omar Ali-Shah The Rules or Secrets of the Nagshbandi Order (Reno: Tractus Books, 1998), p. 27.

. Robert Ornstein The Psychology of Consciousness (New Y ork: Penguin Books, 1986), p. 292.

. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 30.

P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 222.

P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 238.

. Idries Shah Learning How to Learn (London: Octagon Press, 1983), p. 175.

. Idries Shah Learning How to Learn (London: Octagon Press, 1983), p. 258.

. Idries Shah A Perfumed Scorpion (London: Octagon Press, 1983), p. 55.

. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 203-4.

10. Idries Shah The Way of the Sufi (New Y ork: Penguin Books, 1982), p. 252-3.

11. Idries Shah Seeker After Truth (London: Octagon Press, 1985), p. 91.

12. Omar Ali-Shah The Course of the Seeker (Reno: Tractus Books, 1996), p. 56.

13. Arthur Butterfield “ The Pattern of the Sufis’ in The Diffusion of Sufi Ideasin the West (Ed. L.
Lewin) (Boulder: Keysign Press, 1972), p. 209.

14. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 231.

15. Idries Shah Evenings with Idries Shah (London: Designist Communications, 1981), p. 30.

16. Idries Shah “ Current Study Materials’ in World of the Sufi (Ed. Idries Shah) (London: Octagon
Press, 1979), p. 273-4.

17. Idries Shah Learning How to Learn (London: Octagon Press, 1983), p. 269-70.

18 Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 331-2.

19. Idries Shah The Commanding Self (London: Octagon Press, 1994), p. 186.

20. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 222.

21. Idries Shah The Commanding Self (London: Octagon Press, 1994), p. 222.

22. Omar Ali-Shah The Course of the Seeker (Reno: Tractus Books, 1996), p. 48.

23. Omar Ali-Shah The Sufi Tradition inthe West (New York: Alif, 1994), p. 232-3.

24. Omar Ali-Shah Sufism For Today (New York: Alif, 1993), p. 56.

25. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 142.

26. Idries Shah “ Sufi Spiritual Rituals and Beliefs’ in Sufi Thought and Action (Ed. Idries Shah)
(London: Octagon Press, 1990), p. 17-8.

27. H.B.M. Dervish Journeyswith a Sufi Master (London: Octagon Press, 1982), p. 123.

28. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949),

p. 222-3.

29. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 228.

30. Idries Shah Wisdom of the Idiots (London: Octagon Press, 1984), p. 32.

31. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 228.

32. Omar Ali-Shah Sufism For Today (New York: Alif, 1993), p. 56.

33. Omar Ali-Shah The Course of the Seeker (Reno: Tractus Books, 1996), p. 291-2.

34. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 222-3.

35. P.D. Ouspensky In Search of the Miraculous (New Y ork: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949), p. 225.

36. Abdul Hamid “First Statement” in The Diffusion of Sufi Ideasin the West (Ed. L. Lewin) (Boulder:
Keysign Press, 1972), p. 138.

37. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 142.

38. Omar Ali-Shah The Sufi Tradition in the West (New Y ork: Alif, 1994), p. 92.

39. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 25.

40. Omar Ali-Shah The Course of the Seeker (Reno: Tractus Books, 1996), p. 49-50.

41. Omar Ali-Shah The Sufi Tradition in the West (New York: Alif, 1994), p. 26.

42. Omar Ali-Shah The Rules or Secrets of the Nagshbandi Order (Reno: Tractus Books, 1998), p. 27-8.

©CONOONWNPR




43. Omar Ali-Shah The Course of the Seeker (Reno: Tractus Books, 1996), p. 210.

44. |dries Shah A Perfumed Scorpion (London: Octagon Press, 1983), p. 180.

45. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 27.

46. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 35.

47. Idries Shah The Way of the Sufi (New Y ork: Penguin Books, 1982), p. 283.

48. Idries Shah Knowing How to Know (London: Octagon Press, 1998), p. 203.

49. |dries Shah Seeker After Truth (London: Octagon Press, 1985), p. 91.

50. Idries Shah Evenings with Idries Shah (London: Designist Communications, 1981), p. 30.




	Purpose and Importance
	Selection, Composition and Harmonization of the Group
	Preparatory Groups
	Modus Operandi: Activities and Procedures
	Guidance and Supervision by a Teacher
	Levels of Learning in Groups
	Attitude and Orientation
	Relationship Between Groups and the Teaching
	Communicating and Sharing Energy
	Characteristics of Deteriorated Groups
	References

