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Dr. Matt Foraker 
The Powerful Ideas and Sacred Dances of G. I. Gurdjieff 
 

 

 

As some of you know, as a child I could not accept the beliefs of my 

parents’ Presbyterian Church. As early as 4, while inclined to believe in 

a god, the specifics of Christianity, in particular the notion of hell, did 

not make sense to me. I grew up despising church and only when 

forced would I go. 

While a senior in high school, the fact that I was going to die suddenly 

became very real and terrifying. This led to contemplation of the 

deepest of questions. Very seriously – what is going on? No 
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explanation, none, of the universe made sense to me. Neither religion 

nor science could explain consciousness, art, or music, or life itself. 

Thus began the classic spiritual quest where the hungry seeker starts 

devouring books on the eastern religions, philosophy, magic and the 

occult. I sought the enlightenment possessed by the masters. I did yoga 

with the Sikhs, meditation with the Buddhists, long chants of “Om 

Namah Shivaya” with followers of Swami Muktananda. I got the 

Rosicrucian pamphlets, tried Jin Shin Jyutsu. I consulted psychics in 

Sedona, and of course, there was Timothy Leary and the drugs that 

altered consciousness.  

For years, nothing I could find satisfied me. Finally a name surfaced – 

Gurdjieff. No Google or Internet back then. We had libraries and 

bookstores. The first book was PD Ouspensky’s In Search of the 

Miraculous. Ouspensky, quoting Gurdjieff, introduced the notion of the 

Fourth Way. With this distinction, he categorized ways of pursuing 

spiritual growth. 

 

The first way uses the physical 
body. One obtains mastery of 
attention to the body. Note the 
words “mastery of attention.”   

 

 

 
The second way is mastery of 
attention of one’s heart, feelings, 
emotions. Monks live in prayer, 
worship, and devotion to something 
higher than themselves. 
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The third way is mastery 
of attention to the mind. 
Meditation. Zen. 
Buddhism. 

 

 

The Fourth Way – mastery of attention to BEING: involves the body, the 

heart, and the mind. 

This fourth way concept was completely new to me. It sounded perfect. 

I read more books, but it became clear books would not provide what I 

needed. Will spare you the frustrating details of a search (Fourth way 

schools aren’t in the yellow pages) but at long last I was meeting 

someone for coffee.  

Wayne asked if I was serious. I said, “Absolutely.” He said to come to 

his house at 6 AM the next morning. Each morning at 6, I listened to a 

cassette tape. The man speaking was Wilhem Nyland. 

For a month, I listened to tapes at 6 AM. Then I attended a weekly 

meeting. After six months, I was invited to join the Tucson Gurdjieff 

Group. 

The actual cosmology of Gurdjieff’s ideas is way beyond what I can do 

today, but note that all four ways involve MASTERY OF ATTENTION. At 

the heart of Gurdjieff’s ideas is IMPARTIAL OBSERVATION, IN THE 

MOMENT. 
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A powerful insight I wish to share that is used in many personal and 

spiritual development endeavors, not just Gurdjieff, is the distinction 

between true or false and what is useful. 

You may recall the famous Wittgenstein and his notion of a ladder 

which you see as nonsense after you climb up it, but it was useful to 

climb.  

Is this true? I don’t care. It’s useful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERPRETATION 

 
MIND 

THE PAST 

 

 

TIME 

MIND 

THE FUTURE 

ANTICIPATION 

THE MOMENT 
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Keeping things simple, as one lives life one is moving through time, like 

into the future and leaving behind a past. In the present, what is 

automatically there, it happens by itself, is our mind thinking, our 

emotions respond accordingly. We’re a machine that perceives 

impressions, senses data, processes it, and produces interpretations 

that are stored as memories. It is subjective, thoughts and feelings 

occur and influence each other, and it occurs in time. 

I invite you to consider that it is possible, it’s possible, to try to have an 

experience that is instantaneous. It occurs in a flash. It is NOT thinking 

or feeling. It is distinctly something different. It occurs in the moment. 

It is possible to make a focused, concentrated, spiritual effort to have 

something else, something other than your mind, make an observation 

of yourself, that is objective, impartial, and in the moment. It occurs in 

a flash of no duration in time. There is effort, an energy you expend to 

have this objective impartial observer actually observe your body in a 

particular instant. As you walk through a door way, pick up a pencil, stir 

your coffee, take off a shoe, grill a hamburger. 

You make as many of these efforts as you can each day. You discuss 

them at the meeting. After a year or three, results start to occur.  

 

Something happens. 
 
The result is a called a 
registration. This observation 
you are trying to make DOES 
occur. 
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This flash is an experience of a greater awareness, an experience of a 

fundamentally different quality. It leaves you with a certain realization 

of a different nature that says most simply, “I actually exist. I actually 

AM.” 

Once one starts having registrations, the goal is to have as many as 

possible. As you progress, you begin to know that there is information 

in the registration. You start to “see” objective truths about yourself as 

a being that exists, truths that are objective and impartial. It is direct 

knowledge.  

According to Gurdjieff, our natural state is very much like being on 

auto-pilot.  He called the auto-pilot situation being asleep. However, it’s 

not that difficult to deliberately focus your attention on your own 

current state, your thoughts, your feelings, your body sensations, your 

mood.  

You can become present to your thoughts, focus your attention, and 

become what we alert. The Work effort involves reaching a state of 

alertness, and then making an effort, almost like a prayer, inviting 

something higher, something beyond our mind, to observe us in an 

instant doing whatever we’re doing. This something Gurdjieff calls the 

capital “I”. 

You become the object, an object that something else, the capital “I” 

will observe in an instant. The “I” observes the “it.” These concentrated 

efforts over time are the path. Where does this path lead? 
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This is the three body diagram. Don’t try to process all of it. For now, 

just know that Gurdjieff teaches that human beings are three centered 

entities, with a physical body, emotional body, and intellectual body.  

Human growth, he teaches, progresses along scales according to 

universal laws, principally the law of three and the law of seven. 

Automatically, the physical body develops to complete maturity. The 

emotional body starts developing later. 

The bottom triangle happens by itself. Everything is linked. To continue 

spiritual progress into the upper triangle, spiritual practices are 

required. The upper triangle does not happen without effort. 
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The work I am describing today is ONE way, not the only way, to pursue 

spiritual growth as expressed in this diagram. Other methods and 

practices exist. What I will say is that simply believing something will 

not deliver results. 

 

 

 
 

Again, don’t try to actually get all of this, but the enneagram, a nine 

pointed circle associated with the Laws of Three and Seven, is a 

cornerstone of the Gurdjieff explanation of the universe. Note that 

142857 does not contain 369. 

There’s a lot of literature about the enneagram for those that are 

interested. Those interested can read this literature and ponder the 

theories. 

The Law of Three 

The Law of Seven 
 

1/7 = 0.142857142857.. 

2/7 = 0.285714285714.. 

3/7 = 0.428571428571.. 

4/7 = 0.571428571428.. 

5/7 = 0.714285714285.. 

6/7 = 0.857142857142.. 
 

1/3 = 0.333333333333.. 

2/3 = 0.666666666666.. 

3/3 = 0.999999999999.. 
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I want to focus on the work 
attempts. Let’s say the service 
is over. As you rise from your 
seat to sing the Peace song, 
you make an effort to have 
something outside of yourself 
observe your body as you 
stand. Then you try again as 
you turn your head slightly 
while you sing. Again. Again.  
 
 

 

 

When it’s over, you try to have something observe you as you pass 

through the door. As you exit the building. On the sidewalk. You try 

again as you open the door, as you pick up a cookie, pour coffee. Sit at 

a table. Get into your car. 

It involves the extensive use of reminders. Notes on the refrigerator, 

bathroom mirror, nightstand, dashboard of car, desk at work, a rock in 

your shoe, a wrist band, a rubber band on your finger, your wallet in 

the opposite pocket, a timer that goes off every 15 minutes. One day, 

do everything with the opposite hand. 

It is the purpose of your day, building an inner life in addition to the 

ordinary life. 

Engaging in this effort shows a person how much we live our lives on 

auto-pilot, since these efforts are anything but. It is not a habit, and 

never becomes one. We are SO automatic. 
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I kid you not. You will park your car extra far away at the grocery store 

for the sole purpose of making efforts as you approach the store. You 

plan it out, efforts to observe getting the cart, putting things in the cart, 

and so on. You park. After a few steps you see a Trump 2016 bumper 

sticker, or a classy vintage sports car, or someone really hot. 

The next thing you know, you’re leaving the store, cart full of groceries, 

chatting away inside your head just fine, and see your car in the 

distance, and go (smack your head).  

You start to see that while you are your personality, you are also more 

than your personality. Those who practice meditation gain a lot of 

clarity about the distinction between being one’s thoughts and being 

one who has thoughts.  

Engaging in this work long enough allows one to distinguish 

components of oneself that are distinct from the automatically 

behaving personality. 

Related to the observations and the development of awareness are the 

sacred dances. Gurdjieff called them movements. When done with 

mastery these movements are extremely precise. Mastery of even one 

dance can take years. One is not simply managing the body. One is 

managing the sum total of one’s being, thoughts, feelings, spiritual 

state, and of course precise movements of the body. Set to music, they 

can produce a deep spiritual experience with all that is happening. 
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Every component of a movement means something. You can get a 

sense of this. (Raise arms to ceiling and look up.) This means 

something. (Cross arms over chest and look down.) So does this. (Stand 

where can be seen and points arms down to ground.) So does this. 

Two distinctions that are deepened by participation in this effort are 

seriousness and authenticity. What is it to be serious? Gurdjieff work 

develops a person’s relationship with the notion of seriousness. One of 

the questions people ask in work about a person is, “Are they serious?” 

Do you think that if you are just casually trying to have something 

higher than yourself observe you in a moment, there will be a result? 

How serious are you about this? Really. 

Which introduces authenticity. In general most people think of 

themselves as authentic. Just like seriousness, there are levels with 

authenticity. This is discovered when you engage in something that 

cannot be faked. Let’s face it – people fake their way through all sorts 
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of things. We figure out what works and do that. We behave in ways 

that we think we get us what we want. 

In WORK, you cannot fake it. The results will not happen if your efforts 

are not serious, heartfelt, utterly sincere, and authentic. 

 

The key take away I would leave you with today is something you may 

already believe as a UU here in church on a Sunday. There is more to 

the universe, and more to being a human being, than what we see 

before us in the usual sense. We don’t get from balls bouncing at 

random to consciousness. 

I’m not saying there’s a God or that there’s life after death. Maybe 

there is. Maybe not. My experiences over ten years in this group have 

not given me the keys to the kingdom. I did not reach the top of the 

mountain. I don’t have profound answers. My experiences did produce 

one conviction. 

This is something more to this picture. And when I say something, I’m 

talking about Something with a capital S. 

Thank you. 

Dr. Matt Foraker 

Sermon Delivered 6/26/2016 


