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In his famous “Allegory of the Cave” in The Republic, Plato describes the vision of the true 
philosopher, and how the philosopher is perceived by others in the everyday world. The world 
we see, Plato tells us, is like an underground den or cave. On the far wall, cast by a fire at some 
distance, shadows flicker and dart, and most people, chained where they sit and unable to look 
elsewhere, mistake these shadows for reality. The philosopher, however, drawn by a love for the 
truth, frees himself from his chains and wanders toward the fire, eventually ascending from 
the cave into the light of day, where he beholds the fiery source of light, the brilliant sun. In 
Platonic thought, this means that he sees for himself that the ultimate truth of things behind all 
appearances is Goodness. Making his way back into the cave, the philosopher tries to tell others 
about the light he has just seen, that the shadows on the wall are not reality at all but only the 
merest reflection of reality cast by the light of a higher truth.  But he has been blinded by the 
light, and stumbles around the world of shadows now like one lost in what should be a familiar 
place. “Men would say of him that up he went and down he came without his eyes.” He tries to 
express to others something of the higher reality of which they know nothing, but he appears to 
them to be more than a little crazy—out of touch with the reality of the cave and its shadows, 
the only reality they know.

One of the main precepts of ancient metaphysical writings East and West, the new physics, 
and Field training, is that reality is a construct of our consciousness. This idea, surely one of 
the most profound—if not the most profound—to emerge in the history of ideas, is like the 
blinding truth beheld by the philosopher in Plato’s allegory, one to which it seems many of us 
have been asleep as we struggled against the shadows of the world.

Light is truth and consciousness, and therefore, the state of being awake. The darkness of the 
cave, of course, represents the state of ignorance, literally “not knowing.” To the extent that we 
remain in the dark about reality as a by-product of our identity, it can be said we’re dreaming that 
we’re awake; as it dawns on us that the world has no “objective” reality apart from the identity we 
bring to it, we’ve awakened to the truth of our dreaming. We become lucid dreamers. In other 
words, we’re still dreaming, but now we know we’re dreaming, and as Novalis writes, “We are 
near awakening when we dream that we dream.”

In Field training, we continually awaken from dreams to lucid dreams as we shift into ever greater 
alignment. This means that, the more deeply and consistently our beliefs and desires agree with 
each other (the more aligned we are), the more awake we are, and the more joyful, gratifying, 
beautiful, creative, expressive, and fulfilling the reality-dream becomes. This applies conversely, 
as well: If the dream of life is joyless, ungratifying, ugly, stagnant, boring, or disappointing, the 
problem is not with the dream but the dreamer. 

The shadows on the wall never flicker randomly; there are messages there, if one can see them. 
Seeing them depends on the willingness to recognize them as a construct of one’s consciousness; 
in Field training, we call this “taking radical responsibility.” The instant one does this, everything—
license plates, billboards, bits of overheard conversation—suddenly can show up in the dream 
as messengers telling us where we’re contradicted, where we’ve failed to honor, trust, and love 
our ideal.



Of course, one can get too caught up in looking for messages. If this happens, it isn’t the messages 
that are in the way; it’s the looking for. Like the philosopher who wanders back into the cave, 
we may find our eyes are not as well adjusted to the darkness as they were. This is why, in Field 
practice, we let these things come—messages, imaginal fulfillments, nonlocal promptings; we 
don’t try to make them come. We don’t “visualize” or “affirm” this or that in order to make it 
real. This “making real” is one of the most convincing dream-shadows on the wall of the cave. 
We know that if there’s something to make real, it will never be real. We know that everything 
we want is already real; its reality is evidenced by our wanting. It simply needs to be allowed to 
express itself in our lucid dream. 

Now, let’s look at three features of dreaming and waking, with practical considerations, so that 
we can begin right away to make good use of this information. The three features are: identity, 
complementarity, and retrieval, and the first two can be handled together. 

Those who have taken the Course, and really those who haven’t but have read the material on 
our web site, know that identity is at the heart of Field theory and practice. When we talk about 
belief, we specify that we mean beliefs about what’s real and beliefs about who we are, but the 
first class actually always can be distilled into the second. What does this mean in practical 
terms? It means that any situation we face corresponds to something we believe about who we 
are. The plot thickens when we remember that these beliefs are often unwitting. So, if you want 
to know what you’re believing about who you are, we suggest that you pass on the impulse to 
take a psychological inventory of what you (think you) believe, and instead, look into the mirror 
of your experience in the world. The world has absolutely no choice but to support, justify, and 
fulfill whatever you believe about yourself. 

Now, looking at how this works: Let’s say you learned, perhaps early, that winning is everything, 
and further, that you never questioned it. Okay, this is a belief about what’s real. Note that it 
can be distilled into the identity belief, “I am the one who wins at all costs.” You win, period. No 
matter what. Against incredible odds. In fact, the belief only really proves itself worthy when 
the odds are incredible.  What does the belief require for its fulfillment? A contest! Something 
working against you. What can it mean to win if there’s no losing? So, someone will ask you 
“How are you?” and in your reality, a shadow flickers…something about which of the two of you 
is doing better. The question is an invitation to compete, to win. It has to be. It’s who you are. 
And this is complementarity.

If we could understand that the world is only operating as a perfectly obedient servant, and 
that what it’s serving up is the complement of our identity-beliefs, we would have much more 
compassion for the world, for others, and for ourselves. Instead of running to the rain forest or 
India or a guru or a new romantic relationship or whatever to “find ourselves,” we’d look at our 
world as it is right here, right now, and wake up to the realization that the self is all we ever 
find, because the Self is all there is. So, if we’re not complacent, if we apply the first principles of 
awakening to reality as a construct—these two, again, being identity and complementarity—
how does it look? Let’s peek outside the cave, and see where we stand in light of all this: Suppose 
your employer, a co-worker, and your lover all begin withholding from you. In the same week, 
your promotion is stalled, the co-worker isn’t giving you a promised and now overdue memo, and 
your lover seems to have lost all interest in making love. The same shadows are flickering in so 
many areas of your life, you wonder if some weird karmic debt didn’t come due during the night. 
For some reason, up till now, it hasn’t occurred to you that you’re the common denominator.



Then, you remember identity. You remember complementarity. And you ask yourself the most 
important question we can ask, the question the answer to which has the power to resolve 
any difficulty: What am I believing about who I am that requires this situation? Asking this 
question is retrieval. You’re retrieving yourself. From what? From the dream of the world. From 
the shadows of fact and evidence that seem, so convincingly, to be the cause and the culprit.

You ask yourself this pivotal question, and as you apply the principle of complementarity, it 
strikes you that the withholding of others “fits” your unwillingness to receive. When “I am the 
one who does not receive,” in whatever form this belief takes, then the world appears, must 
appear, withholding. You hold your identity up before the light of consciousness, and it casts an 
exact shadow.  Of course, the belief may be different while fitting the facts no less, for example: 
“I am the one who is denied what she has earned,” or “I am the one who remains sad so others 
can be happy.” You can’t consult a book of dream symbols to grasp the meaning of a symbol in 
your waking dream. You have to be still and let it come.

And here is another point of practice: The self is retrieved from the dream-world through 
being still. Corollaries here would include: Being still wakes us up, and being still brings us into 
alignment. Putting this to use means that if you find yourself facing any situation in the world 
that you don’t like, you remember that the situation complements something you’ve agreed—
wittingly or unwittingly—to be, then simply allow yourself to be deeply still.  You sit in the 
sunlight of radical responsibility, willing to hear what you’ve believed about yourself up to this 
moment. It will show itself. All it was waiting for was the light of a little willingness. Then you 
can choose, either to continue to believe this, or to believe something else, something better. If 
you’re willing to let go of the payoff of the old belief (and there’s always a payoff, else we wouldn’t 
have gone into the darkness in the first place), then you see the cave flooded with light, and 
when the acceptance is wholehearted and natural, you find yourself in a new world, the one that 
corresponds to the new version of you, as it must.

Identity, complementarity, and retrieval are the philosopher’s best allies for waking up. In their 
company, we can leave the world of shadows long enough to step into the light of a truer version 
of self. Returning to the world against which we may have struggled desperately, even for years, 
we see in a flash that it was on our side all along.
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