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Thinking about the One 

by Helen Smith Perl

~ I ~

     As we think about the One, we need to also think about how we’re thinking. Thanks to the work of 

Heisenberg and others, we know that how we approach a problem can affect what we find to be the 

answer. Watching how we think about the One is an important step towards understanding It. 

     We need to travel the path ourselves, but we can turn to those who have gone before us to give us 

direction. Following the careful line of thought of Plotinus or Paul Brunton or Anthony Damiani will not 

only clarify our understanding but will also force us to think rigorously. As we study, we can develop 

stamina, much like beginning runners build up from shorter to longer distances.

     When we read the works of great philosophers, we need to dive in, and not just float along the surface.

We need to try to understand the train of thought laid out, and then we need to sit with the ideas. First, to 

make sure we understand what’s being said, and then to compare to the point of view we ourselves hold. 

A student was once advised to pause when reading philosophy and look up and down any nearby tree. 

Not only does that give the eyes a rest, but it allows the mind to process what is read. 

     We need to think hard. To grasp subtleties, we need to be able to move past images and even past 

words without relinquishing following the thread of thought. We cannot correctly linger on easy 

statements which may be true but are only part of the truth, like “It’s all One.” We are told that everything

we see is made of material that was born in the sun as well as being lit by the sun, but we don’t say of our 

life and our world that “It’s all Sun.” Likewise, everything we talk about, including the words we use, 

actually is the One, but to dismiss Reality with the phrase “It’s all One” is a vast over-simplification.

     When we can, we need to try to find examples or counterexamples in our immediate experience.1 The 

process of doubting, of checking the truth of a statement with reference to what is being presented to us as

our world, as well as using our own minds to think through the argument, is important. Nothing can 

replace the difficult work of thinking for oneself. 

          In trying to put into words what the One is, when the One must be above words, we may turn to 

saying what it is not. Further, as we develop the ability to think abstractly, we move beyond imagery. 

While analogies, diagrams and even words are enormously useful tools, ultimately to understand the One 

we will need to leave them behind, along with all their limitations on our thinking.

1. “My initial premise is that it’s the world I live in where I’m going to find the answers to the problems I see, and not by 

reading the footnotes to somebody’s book.” – Anthony Damiani 5/21/82
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     We’re “trying to understand that which can’t be understood.” We cannot grasp the Transcendent. We 

can’t get There. There’s no way human thought can comprehend what is above it, nor can we fathom the 

depths of the Immanent. The infinity of possibilities is beyond the scope of our mental faculties.

     Although we may not reach the Infinite with our finite minds, we can approach it. Realizing that the 

effort of trying to comprehend the Absolute might not yield the result we expect is no reason not to make 

the attempt. As the Bhagavad Gita says, “To work alone you are entitled, never to its fruit.” Even though 

we are trying to understand what can’t be understood, we should not stop trying. 

     Instead of downplaying or ignoring contradictory ideas, we need to grapple with them. We need to be 

aware of these conflicts in our thoughts, bringing both apparently opposing ideas into view.  Even if we 

can’t reconcile them, we should not discard them. Better to learn to hold them both. This doesn’t mean 

blank acceptance. If we are going to use these paradoxes to approach the Stillness by shutting down our 

thinking, we first must actually think about them. Trying to grasp opposing points of view may be a 

springboard for our understanding. In any case, there is nothing to be gained by ignoring conflicting ideas

except perhaps a sense of being comfortable. Taking a paradox or a koan and happily saying “Cool” 

while not actually thinking about it misses the point. We need to try to understand it, not just put it on a 

bumper sticker and forget it.

     Getting closer to the truth may require bringing together statements couched in positive terms (what It 

is) with those expressed negatively (what It is not). We need to be able to keep apparently opposing views

before our mind at the same time. It is not only possible, but probably necessary if we have any hope of 

approaching truth. For example, to consider the One as complex doesn’t eliminate considering the One as 

simple, no more than focusing attention on the waves erases the reality of the whole ocean. 

    Trying to stay at the level of paradox or mental conflict may not be comfortable, but it may well be the 

highest form of thinking. We need to overcome our tendency to look for an answer and then to stop, 

resting on that answer. We must strive to understand multiple ways of approaching thinking about the 

One without staying on one point of view, because the One as the ultimate principle defying description, 

falls on neither side of endless opposites while including all of them and none of them.

     As we think about ideas, we clarify them. Nuances of meaning gradually emerge for us. We may begin

to understand different levels of reality. As we come up with different characteristics to attribute to the 

One, we can almost see our own mind getting differentiated (if not clearer). 

     Also, we need to remember that without the correct attitude we may not even know there is a question 

to be answered. If our minds are to be open to understanding new things, we need to try to see problems. 

In fact, we may gain more from formulating questions than from hearing answers.
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     Not only is it important to read carefully, but when we discuss or hear a lecture we also need to 

practice listening carefully. We need to avoid assuming we have the answer, because that will stop our 

hearing even more thoroughly than earplugs.  

     In the One, there is neither motion nor rest, much less time or space. There can be nothing in the One. 

At the same time, nothing can be excluded from the One. While nothing can exist apart from the One, the 

One doesn’t exist in anything, nor does anything exist in the One. 

     From another point of view, instead of saying there is nothing in the One we could say everything is in

the One. In this view, the One includes the prototype or model of everything we can conceive of, 

including the mind we use to think. If the “One” is to be our word for the ultimate principle, it must 

include all. It must be infinitely complex. 

    Considering just a fragment of what might be called “all,” it can be encouraging to the student to take 

the view that our whole experience, with us included, is in the One, like a dream in the mind of a dreamer.

Nothing is separated from the One. Nothing is apart from it. Every possible detail of an unimaginable 

multiplicity of worlds is included in it. 

     If we remember that all differences are from our finite point of view, we can regard the One as 

containing all. We can consider that the infinite variety of combinations of the Many are prefigured in a 

distinctionless mode in the One. We must be careful not to consider that these differences in our 

understanding of the One actually exist in any way in the One. There can be no possibility of otherness in 

the One. 

     Is everything that is not the One illusory? To avoid setting up the Absolute as one of a pair of 

opposites, we can consider the answer to the question to be “no.” However, we can conceive of 

levels of reality, with the One being the most Real.

     The One eludes our understanding with a seemingly endless number of contradictory aspects. Still, 

each one needs to be carefully considered in its own right, as well as being compared to or juxtaposed 

with other facets. 

     For example, are there two principles, the One and then the Many, in some kind of relationship? Is the 

One disconnected from the Many? Is there a hiatus when we consider the relation between the Intellectual

Principle and the One? Or is there a continuum? Is there a connection that touches us in the spaced-timed 

world we live in? 

     Some opposites may be found to be complementary, some that appear in conflict may be reconciled, 

possibly by finding higher ground that includes both views. Considering opposing concepts not as 

enemies but as complements may be a way to move our thinking upward. 
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     Can the One be both simple and complex? Can we conceive of a pure, distinctionless paradigm at the 

same time as the source of the immense variety of the manifested cosmos, along with all the principles 

above manifestation? 

     How can we think about two apparently opposing ideas at once? One approach is to consider a blue 

cup. It is a round cup and a blue cup, but that doesn’t make it two cups. Since we routinely observe 

different aspects of objects without considering them to be more than one thing, it is not out of the 

question to consider the One as having different aspects without turning it into a Two. 

     We use thought to “build a sturdy staircase,” but there comes a point where thought has gone as far as 

it can go. There must be a higher principle, above human thought and certainly above any words. All our 

investigation of complexity may end in simplicity and silence. There may be a human faculty above 

intellect that could be used, but we must not delude ourselves that the delicate hints of the higher that we 

may receive in silence constitutes understanding the Absolute. 

     We can never get beyond Being. There’s no continuous path where we can scramble up the levels of 

the Divided Line and end in the One. No words, no diagrams, no expression, no thought -- will land us at 

the Absolute -- only Silence.

     In many ways, the only possible correct “essay on the One” would be a blank sheet of paper. There’s 

nothing that could be said about the absolutely totally transcendent One. However, until we ourselves are 

that clear, we need to continue to try to understand.

     One view says the One is transcendent, above all possible descriptions, in no relation with anything 

else, not even standing as a paradigm of everything else. An empty sky. But our experience immediately 

confronts us and contradicts this, and we must try again to explain that “everything else.”

     There are many analogies for how the Many might arise from the One. Just to choose one -- the sun, 

hot in itself, radiates heat as well. Thus, it is a source that is not depleted or changed by emanating, and 

the outflow or effervescence is continuous with its source. In other words, without losing anything of 

itself, the One emanates everything, starting with Intellectual Principle but including our sensible world. 

Not a perfect analogy, but a reassuring idea that even in our far-from-ideal world we are not disconnected 

from the Absolute. 

     Can we avoid sliding into considering the impartible One as having separate aspects-- a part that is 

transcendent and a part that is immanent? We have an example immediately available of how something 

which is intact could have a variety of distinctions within it: our own single mind and its myriad thoughts.
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     However, we must avoid thinking that there are definite distinctions in the One. Distinctions are for us.

We need them in order to think, but we can conceive of the possibility that there are no distinctions above

Being. This includes the distinction we make between considering the One as Transcendent and as 

Immanent. Speaking and writing are dualistic. Not only is there a subject creating words as we think, but 

in addition there is the presumption of an “other” we are addressing. 

     There’s a temptation to imagine a Great One hovering in eternity somewhere above the stream of 

varied life spread out in time and space, like the sun shining on the earth. It’s a comfortable analogy -- but

not correct. To suppose a One and a world so separate is to suppose in fact a Two.

     The analogy of water and waves may help us envision the lack of symmetry between the Absolute and 

the varied universe. The relation of the One to Being, or the One to the Many, cannot be symmetrical. The

primordial Absolute cannot be in the same relation to anything else as that other is to it. There is an echo 

of this in dreams: the relationship between a dream subject and a dream object could be considered 

symmetrical, but the relationship between the dreamer and the dream subject could not.

     How can possibilities maintain their identity while appearing indistinguishable? When different colors 

of paint are mixed to make brown the individual colors can’t be distinguished but think of light through a 

prism. The colors are indistinguishable when together in the white light, but they retain their identity as 

definite colors. 

     In the perfect, transcendent One all differences are abolished. When we just consider the ocean to be 

water, the details of waves and foam are done away with. Transcendent or immanent, complex or simple, 

One or many: these are all verbal distinctions, attempts by our limited thinking to grasp what must be 

above thinking. While “What is the One?” may not be a question humans can answer, there is something 

in many of us that compels us to try.

     We may try to understand the Absolute through symbols and words, reading great philosophers, and 

trying to find analogous examples in our immediate experience, but finally we need to consider the 

paradoxes of truth in silence.
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