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Praise for Richard Eyre and Spiritual Sevendipity

“Iwo common ‘self-help answers’ are ‘Positive
Mental Attitude’ and “Time Management.’
Neither possesses the spiritual dimension of
Richard Eyre’s thoughtful alternative found in
‘Serendipity.””

—~Gregory J. Newell, United States Ambas-
sador to Sweden

“Business is filled with people who have be-
come efficient planners, schedulers, and time
managers. Much more rare is an individual
who has developed the awareness and flexibil-
ity to notice unexpected opportunities. . . .
Richard Eyre has written about this rare skill
(and how to getit)....”

—J. Willard Marriot, Chairman and President,
Marriot Corporation

“Ninety-five percent of Americans believe in
some form of supreme being or higher power,
and more than ever before we are feeling the
need to reach beyond self~help to find spiritual
help. My longtime friend Richard Eyre has
written a book that not only helps us to dis-
cover the best within us but also teaches us to
find guidance from without—from above.”

—George Gallup
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“serendipity”

Popular definition:
Webster definition:

Original definition:

A happy accident.
The making of
pleasant discoveries
by accident, the
knack of doing this.
The quality or
faculty, through
awareness and good
fortune, of being
able to find
something good
while seeking

something else.

Spiritual serendipity: The same quality, but

with the added input
and direction of
spiritual receptivity

and divine guidance.
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foreword
The Land of Serendip

As T write, 'm sitting on the veranda of my
room in Sri Lanka, looking out through the
jungle toward the beach, watching a man lead
his elephant into the sea for a bath. Perhaps it
is a rather extreme approach, but I've come
here, halfway around the world, to a teardrop-
shaped island in the Indian Ocean, to explore
the origins and the deeper meanings of my fa-
vorite word, serendipity, and to write a book I
hope will share the power of these meanings
with others.

Serendipity, a word coined by an eighteenth-
century British writer named Horace Walpole,
suggests an attitude of mind and heart that can
give people the means to move from where
they are to where they want to be, and perhaps
even from where they are to where God wants
them to be.

I came to Sri Lanka, which was once called
Serendip, because I thought the book ought to
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carry part of the mystery of this ancient land
and of the legend that spawned the word. I will
begin, after this brief foreword, by telling you
how and why Walpole created the word and
about an old Persian fable called “The Three
Princes of Serendip” that inspired him. I found
the fable, one of the few copies of it left in the
world, in the British Museum in London, and
retranslated it into modern English. But before
we get into that, let me make a comment, based
in part on the perspective I feel as I look at our
world from this faraway place.

Americans, as the world starts not only a new
century but a new millennium, live in a unique
society and culture that is more challenging,
more complex, and more competitive than any
other. Compared to people of other places and
other times, our lives are bountiful as well as
busy, but they are almost always demanding
and almost never predictable. No matter what
course we choose, life is filled with surprises
and unexpected turns in the road

The stress and frustration that most of us
feel traces back both to the demands and to the
unpredictability. Over and over, it seems, just
as we begin to get an idea of where we’re going
or what we’re doing, something comes along—
a crisis, a challenge, a circumstance—and sud-
denly we’re in uncharted waters (and over our

heads).

The problems we face are too diverse to have



spiritual serendipity

13

a single answer—unless that answer is an a#t/-
tude: an attitude that can give guidance to life,
an attitude that can turn adversity into advan-
tage, impatience into insight, competition into
charity, boredom into beauty—an attitude or a
paradigm called spiritual serendipity.

In a way this trip to Serendip symbolizes the
core idea of this book. I came here because I
felt guided to or prompted to. It wasn’t a par-
ticularly logical decision, or a financially justi-
fiable one. And it’s not a very planned trip
because I don’t know the options or what to ex-
pect. It is so much easier (and perceived as
more desirable) to do things for more practical
reasons—and to be in control, in charge, to
plan and manage and even manipulate. We
like to say, “act, don’t react” or “have plans
and contingency plans” or “leave nothing to
chance” or “never be surprised.”

But the fact is that we know so little and con-
trol so little. Surprises happen every day. And
there are so many big things and so many small
things over which we have no control.

The fact is that, on our own, we don’t know
enough about the future, or about those around
us, or even about ourselves to choose very con-
sistently what is best for ourselves and best for
others.

But there is a higher intelligence which can
prompt and guide our minds and spirits with
small, sometimes hard-to-notice feelings and
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insights that we call nudges or impressions or
intuitions or inspirations. Spiritual Serendipity
is an attitude that increases our receptivity to
this purer intelligence. With it, we can discard
the futile goal of a totally self-managed life and
adopt the goal of a guided life. May I find more
of it (and share more of it with you) while I am

here.
Richard Eyre
% Sri Lanka (formerly
Ceylon and before that
Serendip)
Off the south coast of

India



A Word from Linda Eyre

My husband, Richard, you need to understand,
is intrigued by somewhat weird, rather obscure
words. 1 told him that “serendipity” sounded
more like a band or a singing group than a
book—and “spiritual serendipity” sounded
like a tongue twister or maybe a gospel singing
group.

I told him he ought to call the book Receptiv-
ity to Intuition or Inspiration because that’s really
what it is about. Or, if he insists on alliteration,
how about Guining Guidance or Discovering and
Discerning Deep or Divine Direction.

Actually, Richard’s fascination with serendip-
ity began before and during our courtship and
was so intense by the time we had our first baby
that he wanted to call her Serendipity. I dis-
suaded him with my observation that kids
might call her Dipity. Still, the best I could get
was a compromise and we named her Saren.
Except that everyone calls her Sara or Sharon,
I guess that has worked out fine (though it is a
little embarrassing when people say, “What
does that name mean?” and we have to say, “A
happy accident”). Someone sent a baby gift
that was an embroidered blanket labeled Saren
Wrap. I'm just glad our first child wasn’t a boy,
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or Richard would have wanted to name him
after the English author who invented the word
serendipity: Horace Walpole.

Seriously, though, bear with Richard and his
strange terminology. I've come to appreciate
the word almost as much as he does. It means,
at least in this book, a lot of powerful things
and it stands for a truly revolutionary new way
of living (and a new way of thinking) that in-
creases our joy as well as our effectiveness.

I think what Richard has done here is to use
the “sandwich” format for this book. The be-
ginning and ending of the book are the two
slices of bread—they motivate us by making
some remarkable promises about what spiritual
serendipity can do for those who obtain it. The
“meat” in the middle consists of explorations
of the serendipity concept and solid sugges-
tions about how people can gain the quality,
and through it become more receptive, more
aware, and much, much happier.

Let me mention Richard’s writing style.
Sometimes he writes poetry and sometimes he
writes prose. And sometimes, as in this book,
he writes some of each and mostly something
that is a combination of the two. At other
times, he tells a story, usually about a personal
experience. It’s a little different, but rather ap-
propriate in this book, where Richard is sug-
gesting ideas and feelings that we have all had
before. He is drawing out of our minds things
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that we already know but have not yet con-
nected . . . so that we will read a page or two
and say, “Ah ha.”

I've enjoyed working with my husband in
writing this book. I recommend it to you, but
then I can’t be objective, can I? So read it and
see what you think, or, better put, see if the
book gives you some exciting new ways of
thinking for yourself.

Linda J. Eyre
d Serendip, Sri Lanka
(You didn’t think he

came bere without

me, did you?)
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Living in a World Being
Spiritually Reborn

What’s happening?

I go to New York and the number one play
and the number one books are about angels.

I walk into a bookstore and the best-selling
fiction is on quests for meaning and supernat-
ural insights. The best-selling nonfiction is
about values, virtues, the spirit and the soul.

I read the national opinion polls, which tell
me that more than 60 percent of Americans
feel the need to experience spiritual growth.

I go to my publishers who used to urge me to
modify or delete any “spirit” or “soul” termi-
nology in my “mainstream” books, and they
now tell me to use more of “those words.”

I show them a deeply spiritual book that I
wrote for family and friends and not for publi-
cation, and they say the general market is ready
for it.

Here is what I think is happening: We are
living in a world that is being spiritually re-
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born. We want deeper answers, deeper mean-
ing, deeper feelings. We’re more interested in
finding divine help than in proving we don’t
need it. We feel less and less external security
on our streets and in our society, so we look for
internal security in our souls. We haven’t
found the answers or the peace we want in the
material or the “outer,” so we’re seeking them
in the spiritual or the “inner.”

What if I told you that, at some point, self-help
becomes an oxymoron . . . that ultimately we alf
need help from a bigher source . . . that velying to-
tally on self is more a folly than a virtue . . . that
“there is nothing you can’t do” is a fallacy, that the
truth is, there’s nothing we can do—of real worth—
without spiritual belp?

Would you feel challenged, combative, prone
to argue with me? Or would you feel that I was
a kindred spirit, that you and I have something
in common? Would you hope that perhaps the
book you hold in your hands, though you may
have found it in the self-help section, may re-
veal a new level, a new dimension of help?
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A New Paradigm

for Living

Spiritual Serendipity is the first book in the
“paradigm trilogy.”* It deals with a new para-
digm, a different, more spiritual way of viewing
and perceiving the events and people in our
everyday lives. It is, after all, how we see things
that determines both what and how we fee/ . . .
and do. It is written from the perspective and
conviction that we are spiritual beings and can
communicate (both “sending” and “receiving”)
with a greater spiritual being.

This, of course, is a mainstream perspective.
More than 95 percent of Americans profess be-
lief in God or a supreme being and over 90
percent of us believe there is a spirit within
ourselves that separates from our bodies at

death.

*The second book, Spiritual Stewardship, probes the error
and the inaccuracy of ownership and blames most of the
world’s prejudice, intolerance, insecurity, and guilt on it.
It then calls for a paradigm shift to the more tolerant,
more fulfilling, and more accurate notion of stewardship.
The final book, Spiritual Synergy, suggests that the total
can be greater than the sum of its parts in three separable
and powerful relationships: body and spirit, husband and
wife, and man with God.

Together, the three books of the trilogy take issue
with what may be the three most frantic pursuits of our
day—the pursuits of control, of ownership, and of inde-
pendence—suggesting in their place the more spiritual
pursuits of serendipity, stewardship, and synergy.
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Nevertheless, this book is not directly or de-
finitively about God or the spirit. It is about a
paradigm—about perspectives or attitudes that
can change (enhance and improve) how we see
ourselves, our relationships, and our world. It
is about viewing things in an eternal rather
than an earthly perspective. And since God
and the spirit are reality, it is about seeing
things more realistically and more accurately. It
is about avoiding the deception and pain of
viewing things materialistically, coincidentally,
or as though man were in charge.

Judging by much of our current literature
and entertainment, spiritual perspectives are
popular right now, even trendy. But trying to
understand things spiritually (rather than just
sensually or scientifically) is far more than a re-
cent trend. For most of mankind’s recorded
history people looked principally to the spiri-
tual or the mystical for answers and explana-
tions. Only during the relatively brief period of
the past few hundred years did society look
more to the secular than to the spiritual for un-
derstanding. (The corruption of many church
and religious institutions in the late Middle
Ages and the emergence of early versions of
natural science caused people to turn from one
to the other for answers and explanations.) And
it is the inadequacy of secular answers that is
now turning us back to more spiritual para-
digms. We want knowledge and insight beyond
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what we can learn through our five senses. We
want personal answers to questions that sci-
ence doesn’t even attempt to deal with. We
want to understand more than academics or
philosophy can tell us, and we want our lives
and our destinies to be guided by something
wiser and more insightful than ourselves.

The basic premise of this book, and the
essence of the paradigm it suggests, is that we
simply cannot gain enough data through our
senses to consistently make the best decisions
for ourselves and those around us—that think-
ing we can do anything and control everything
in our personal life is the highest form of self-
deceit. The premise here is that most things,
even personal things, are beyond our real con-
trol, that relaxing and thinking things through
often brings more results than thrashing and
forcing, and that there exists a source of far
higher intelligence and power that we can tap
into. In light of that greater source, the goal of
a guided life is better than the goal of a self-de-
termined life. The most important claim of
this book is that people can develop an attitude
and a state of mind that makes guidance and
spiritual serendipity more likely, more fre-
quent, and far more consequential.
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Serendipity

Serendipity is commonly defined as “a happy
accident” and takes its name from the island of
Sri Lanka, which used to be called Ceylon and,
before that, Serendip.

The notion of serendipity—of valuable dis-
coveries made while seeking something else
entirely—can be illustrated by experience in al-
most every field.

In medicine, Sir Alexander Fleming left a
window open and the wind blew contaminants
onto his staphylococcus culture. Before long,
as the contaminating mold grew on his petri
dish, Fleming noticed that, near the mold, the
colonies of staphylococcus were undergoing
dissolution. Fleming (who once said “chance
favors the trained mind”) observed the phe-
nomenon, isolated the mold in pure culture,
and discovered penicillin.

In physics, Wilhelm Roentgen, who was ex-
perimenting with electricity and vacuum tubes,
noticed the fluorescence of a barium pha-
tinocyanide screen that happened to be lying
near. He found that this radiation could pass
through substances opaque to ordinary light
and affect a photographic plate. The X ray was
born.

In chemistry, Charles Goodyear, who had
tried for years to take the stickiness out of rub-
ber, one night by chance left a piece of rubber
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smeared with sulphur near a hot stove and the
next morning it was vulcanized.

A music teacher named Robert Fouks, walk-
ing home through a dense fog, heard his
daughter playing the piano, but only one note
came through. He used that one bass note to
invent the foghorn.

Robert Watson observed that overhead air-
craft gave reflected signals from radio waves
and thus he discovered radar.

Phoenician sailors used lumps of saltpeter
for their cooking kettles. When they melted
and ran over the sand they produced glass.

As valuable as serendipity has been through
the ages and in the macro developments of so
many fields, it can be mzost valuable now, in the
micro developments of our everyday lives.

At the birth of a new millennium we have all
kinds of new pressures, new complexities, new
challenges. We play the faster game of life by
new and sometimes blurred rules. Options, op-
portunities, and obstacles exist in incredible
variety! The old tools of time management and
the old approaches of positive mental attitude
don’t work as well as they used to. Trying to
control or manipulate or plan everything just
sets us up for frustration. There’s too much
going on, and unexpected changes come too
fast.

We miss too much if all we see is our list. We
kid ourselves if we think we know enough to
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plan everything. To enjoy and succeed in this
new world we need right-brain receptiveness
as well as left-brain logic. For what’s here now,
and for what’s coming, we need new attitudes,
new approaches, and new answers. But the an-
swers we need are not really new. They are as
old as time—and scripture:

Go to now, ye that say, Today or tomorrow we will
go into such a city, and continue there a year, and
buy and sell and get gain:

Whereas ye know mnot what shall be on the mor-
row . .

For what ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall
live, and do this, or that.

Fames 4:13-15

As we try to shift from attitudes of control,
manipulation, and self-determination to atti-
tudes of awareness and guidance, it helps to
have a mame for our new approach. Horace
Walpole gave us a name, or part of one, more
than two centuries ago. He read an ancient
Persian fable called “The Three Princes of
Serendip,” which told the story of three broth-
ers whose alertness and sagacity allowed them
to consistently discover things that were far better
than what they bad been seeking. Walpole coined
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the word “serendipity” and defined it as the gift
or faculty for finding something good while
seeking something else.

Serendipity can be developed, as an attitude
of the mind and as a quality of the spirit. It
can energize and excite our lives and give us
balance between structure and spontaneity, be-
tween flat, fixed firmness and free, fun flexibil-
ity. It can allow us to get there 4nd to enjoy the
journey at the same time. It can enable us to
tap into a higher, clearer kind of reality and in-
ject joy into what is no longer routine.

And for those who believe in God, serendip-
ity of the spirit can be an attitude whereby our
lives become divinely guided rather than self-
structured. Serendipity of the spirit can be-
come the connecting bridge between our goals
and God’s will.

Spiritual Serendipity might be thought of as a
spiritually toned self-help book. It is a radical
and contrarian book in that it suggests a nearly
opposite approach to the traditional self-help
panaceas of “positive mental attitude” and
“time management.”

For many, positive attitude is essentially a
self-con. We tell ourselves we can control every-
- thing and do anything, while in fact most cir-
cumstances and most people are beyond our
control; and without a higher insight and guid-
ance, we ourselves are extremely limited in
doing anything of real significance. Serendip-
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ity wants us to see the opportunity and the
beauty in things as they really are instead of
naively wishing things were different, and to
seek and trust God’s power rather than our
own.

The problem with time management is that
time is like tides or currents. It needs to be
used and harnessed, not managed. It is far bet-
ter to learn attitudes that help us use time and
flow with it than techniques for trying to man-
age it. (Great rowing techniques don’t help
when rowing upstream in rapids.) There is a
natural (and supernatural) ebb and flow to
time. Time has eddies and slow, stretched
moments when certain things can happen—
things that could not be forced at other times.
Serendipity teaches us to respect time rather
than manipulate it—to shift directions within
its flow and to use its power rather than thrash
against it.

On one level, serendipity is the ability to no-
tice what others miss—to observe and appreci-
ate beauty, to sense needs and opportunities, to
be receptive to impressions, intuitions, and in-
sights. On a higher level, serendipity of the
spirit is receptiveness to inputs beyond our
senses—to the deeper nudges and inspirations
that come to our hearts and our souls.
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The Plight

(of Those Who Live in Our World)

On this emerald-green, high-mountained
island

in the indigo-blue Indian Ocean

(“Sri Lanka” means resplendent isle)
workers are fortunate if they earn

100 rupees per week (just under $4).
With that (and the fish they catch

or the rice they grow)

they feed large families.

Yet, as in many poor parts of the world,
people’s faces reflect more joy

than discouragement.

Nowhere have I seen a higher ratio

of smiling, open countenances,
childlike in the positive sense that they
never look away from your glance.
Their own glances

are layered with light.

Faces that look out at you

with no self-consciousness

and invite you to look right back in.
The concerns here are as simple as they are
severe:

food to eat, a roof,

and shelter in the monsoon season,
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basic health care,
and education for the children.

Sri Lankans are an intelligent, joyful people.
Most returning tourists come back as much
for the people

as for the perfect beaches

and cool, jungle mountains.

Because the pace is slow, and the contrasts
vivid,

(and because my word was born here)

this is a good place to think

about the Three Princes and Horace Walpole.
And it is a clear-perspective place

from which to look back and think about
our world,

yours and mine,

the world of Western civilization as it enters
the twenty-first century. . . .

Our world

is boisterously busy!

(and confusingly complex).

Options, opportunities, and obligations
proliferate and

- grow like grass

and most problems stem from surplus
rather than scarcity.
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Our windows

(they’re still rectangular and made of glass but
now

we turn them on and off with a switch

and change their view with a wireless remote)
show us our competitors and

make us materialistic,

conjuring new wants and then disguising them
as needs.

We find that

trying to do it all and have it all and be it all
won’t work.

Because there’s no time.

No time for “choose to do’s”

because the “have to do’s”

and the red-tape and responsibilities
swallow up the tiny time allotment of the
every day.

We try to prepare, to prioritize, and to plan.
We make our lists and try to control the
events

that swirl around us,

but nothing ever goes quite as we planned.
Impediments and interruptions

knock us off course

and turn our planners into

testaments of our failures.
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Work and family and personal needs

jerk at each other

like a three-way tug of war.

We look around us

and try for comfort (or at least company)
in the fact

that everyone has the same stress, the same
frustration,

the same unbalance.

Part of the problem is that,

woven in and wound around

the accepted thinking

in our society,

is the dangerously stiff and brittle thread
of quantity.

We measure (and are measured)

more by how much we do

than by how well we do it;

more by explicit external exhibit

than by invisible internal insight;

more on our breadth than by our depth;
more on our doing and our getting than on
our being;

more on more . . .

more on quantity than on quality.

Success is outer accumulation and position
rather than inner character,

ownership rather than stewardship,
recognition rather than relationships.



spiritual serendipity

35

And we sometimes reserve our respect

for those who win, who acquire, who run
things,

forgetting or undervaluing less visible gifts
like sensitivity, spontaneity, and even charity.

So how do we change this system,

this society?

We don't.

What we change is our susceptibility to it,
our stereotyped subscription to its standard,
our dependence on its approval.

What we change is

ourselves.

And the tool

that turns and times the transition
is something this book calls
spiritual sevendipity.

The Problem
(of Our Time, Our Place,
and Our Culture)

We are a people free and mightily blessed
with almost limitless variety and diversity.
Compared with our forefathers,
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we can choose among so many different
lifestyles,

so many different causes, careers,
concentrations,

and circumstances.

With all these blessings, how can we be
frustrated or confused?

Surprise: It is because of all we have

that many are perplexed.

More expectations demand more
performance.

More desires demand more work.

More education demands more money.
More needs seem to demand more time.

e. e. cummings may have said it best:
“more, more, more, more, more

My hell, what are we anyway—morticians?”
More expectations, desires, and needs

lead us inevitably to the perplexing questions
of How and Why.

How do we find the time?

Why can’t we ever feel satisfied?

How can we have “outer success” (job, career)
and “inner success” (family, character)?
Why, with technology and

“labor-saving devices,”

are we busier than ever?

How do we handle life’s unpredictability?
Why is it so difficult to set

clear long-range goals?
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How can we be disciplined and structured
and yet retain some spontaneity and flexibility?
Why does time seem to pass ever faster?
How do we handle life’s surprises?

Why do relationships die

before we know they are wounded?

How do we raise moral children

in an amoral world?

Why do opportunities pass by

before we can see them clearly?

How do we discover our unique niche,

our individual destiny?

Why, when we have more of everything,

do we seem to have less of joy?

How do we conform our lives to God’s will?
Why do we spend so much more effort on
things

than on people?

How can we know if we’ve made the right
choices

and are “climbing the right mountain”?
Why do we live, why do we love,

why are we here?

What kind of questions are these?

They are the 700t questions

of life!

On their answers hang our happiness here
and our station in the hereafter.

But too many questions—can the whole list
be compacted into one?
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Sometimes the spiritual context both
supersedes

and simplifies . . .

equaling a single question:

How can we request and recerve

the guidance of God?

If we view an unlimited, personal Heavenly
Father,

loving us, caring,

wanting to guide us, prompt us,

enlighten us . . .

but committed to our agency,

thus not interfering, not taking the initiative
fromus. ..

If we view our very limited selves,

operating under a veil, aware of only

a thin slice

of reality, a tiny percentage of variables,
knowing too little to sort out our own destiny
and make key decisions

without divine guidance . . .

If we view things this way,

then life is not so much about our own skills
or our ability

to schedule and scheme and sort out success.
Instead, it is about our receptivity

and our own ability to request and quest for
light.

And both growth and joy are
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more about being perceptive

than competitive,

more about being guided

than about being gifted.

And we should worry more

about not feeling than about not failing.

The challenge of a more spiritual paradigm is
to rise above

the usual treadmill

of comparing and competing,

the usual pattern

of praying deeply only in crisis,

the usual life of essentially drifting into things,
of letting circumstances or envy

or paths of least resistance

decide our direction

instead of shafts of light from above.

(Or at least insightful glimpses from within.)

The Promise
(of @ More Peaceful,
Movre Productive Paradigm)

There is an attitude that can change

the way we see life

and the way we Jive life.

It is an attitude that involves new awareness,
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new approaches,

and a fresh answer

to the deepest and oldest questions
of how personal guidance is obtained.

We ask: How do we avail ourselves of the
insight, impressions, intuitions, inspirations
that belief in God tells us

must be possible?

“Ask for it” goes the short answer.

But to be effectual,

asking must be accompanied by an
awareness . . .

by an approach or an aztitude

that helps us ask the right questions and then
hear (and see and feel)

the unexpected answers.

The attitude can be easily named,

but will take

this whole book

to explain.

It is spiritual sevendipity.

Spiritual serendipity is not a program
or a technique or a method

or “six steps” or a “sequence of actions.’
It’s not about how to do something,

or even about what to do.

In fact,

it doesn’t have to do with doing.

)
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It has to do with

being.

The changes it advocates are not out,
1n our actions,

but 7z, in our spirits.

A new attitude, deeply understood,
does more than change what we do.
It becomes a part of us and thus

it changes who we are.

Serendipity of the spirit requires shifts

in our paradigm.

It suggests a new way of looking at ourselves,
our world,

and our relationship with the Being

who made both.

The attitude holds forth promises so grand
that their mere mention breeds skepticism.
But they are listed anyway

in the hope that your “keep reading” interest
will grow faster

than your “stop reading” skepticism.
Spiritual serendipity,

besides opening you to greater guidance

and incremental inspiration, can:

[J Relax you, reduce your frustration and
stress,
[J Increase life’s excitement, remove boredom,



richard eyre

42

[J Sensitize you to beauty

and deepen your feelings,

[J Orient you to ideas

and increase your creativity,

[J Make you more people-oriented

(and less things-oriented),

[J Strengthen your beliefs in the Divine,

[J Let you see more

of life’s amusement and ironies,

[J Make you more flexible, more spontaneous,
more fun,

[J Make your life longer

(time seems to slow down

for those who are highly observant and
aware . . .

and a calm spirit contributes to longevity),
[J Give you peace and joy,

[J Make you a better parent, a better spouse,
a better friend.

Forgive the expression of what spiritual
serendipity does

before the explanation of whatitis. . .
but the latter wili take a while.

Best to begin with “mental serendipity,”
which comes of sharpened senses

and agile awareness

and is accessible

to anyone who takes the time

to understand and apply.
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Then can be approached

the extended concept

of spiritual serendipity

which can unlock the stronger doors

and which is accessible only to those who seek
the higher power

and gain the gift.

But first,

let’s discover the word itself. To do so

we need to go back to the word’s birth,

back more than two hundred years to England
and to

Horace Walpole.






Part 2

Walpole:
His Nature,
His World,

and His
Word
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Horace Walpole, in a letter written in 1754 to
Horace Mann (it must have been a popular first
name), commented on his attraction to “The
Three Princes of Serendip,” whom he had read
about in an ancient Persian fable:

They were always making discoveries, by accidents
and by sagacity, of things of value that they were not
in quest of.*

What kind of a man was this Walpole? Did
his interest in the concept of serendipity and
his intrigue with a fanciful fable spring from
the type of person he was?

Walpole was born in 1717, the son of Sir
Robert Walpole who would later become Eng-
land’s prime minister. He grew up a son of
privilege and leisure, a product of Eton and
Kings College, Cambridge. Leaving the uni-
versity, he set out on a two-and-a-half-year
tour of France. While he was abroad, his father
had him elected to Parliament. His life was
the epitome of the privileges of noble birth
in eighteenth-century England. But Walpole
seemed to derive productivity and widespread
interests from his ease rather than compla-
cency and laziness. Antiquary, novelist, poli-
tician, poet-master, social charmer, architect,

*Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable, Centenary Edi-
tion, 1977.
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gardener, and political chronicler all became
his appropriate descriptions. Always apprecia-
tive of the unique and unpredictable, he de-
signed and built a Gothic castle in which he
lived and wrote. His environment inspired
mysterious stories of romance and intrigue
that made him into what some call “the father
of the gothic novel” and influenced the writ-
ing of Scott, Byron, Keats, and Coleridge. His
“insightful and voluminous letters and corre-
spondence give us the clearest picture we have
of the social and political life of eighteenth-
century England.

Hugh Honour, in his book on Writers and
Their Work, called Walpole “one of the most
delightful characters who ever put pen to
paper. He knew everyone worth knowing in
his elegant age. He had a substantial passion
for antiquities, architecture, printing, letter-
writing—everything that could enhance the
pleasure of life.”

You and I may not have much in common
with this man who was born into wealth and
position, but he had a freshness that we can all
admire, and knowing a little about his nature is
helpful in understanding the word he coined.

Some of Walpole’s literary peers and con-
- temporaries lend personal insight: Macaulay
said that “Walpole rejected, with gay abandon,
whatever appeared dull, while retaining only
what was in itself amusing or could be made so
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by the artifice of his diction.” James Boswell
spoke of “Harry’s constitutional tranquility or
affection of it.” Gilly Williams, who knew him
from boyhood said, “I can figure no being hap-
pier than Harry.” Thackeray who, like many,
felt that Walpole’s correspondence was his
greatest legacy and contribution, said, “Noth-
ing can be more charming than Horace’s let-
ters. Fiddles sing all through them: wax lights,
fine dresses, fine jokes, fine plates glitter and
sparkle. There never was such a brilliant, jig-
gling, smirking Vanity Fair as that through
which he leads us.*

What was it about Walpole that gave him his
tranquility, or his happiness, or his gift for see-
ing life as a graphic, sparkling, exciting adven-
ture? Was it an attitude—an attitude he already
had and for which he found a name when he
read the fable of the three princes?

As interesting as the views of friends and lit-
erary peers might be, Walpole’s own words and
self-description carry even more insight. In a
letter to H. S. Conway, dated June 28, 1760, he

writes:

I have papers to sort; I have letters and books to
write; I have my prints to paste, my house to build,

*Hugh Honour, Writers and Their Work, F. Mildner &
Sons, London, 1957.
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and everything in the world to tell posterity—how
am I to find time for all this?

And a few more examples, again from Honour:

I love to communicate my satisfactions. My melan-
choly I generally shut up in my own breast.

This world is comedy to those that think, a tragedy
to those that feel.

In short, the true definition of me is that I am a
dancing senator—not that I do dance, or do any-
thing by being a senator; but I go to balls and to the
House of Commons—to look on, and you will be-
lieve me when I tell you that I really think the for-
mer is the more serious occupation of the two: at
least the performers are move in earnest.

What should we gain by triumph [over the
colonists]? Would America laid waste, deluged with
blood, plundeved and enslaved, replace America

flourishing, rich, and free?

This man, then, who seemed interested in
everything, who loved fun and spontaneity,
who was open and candid about his own feel-

-ings and weaknesses, who was part cynic, part
political critic, part romanticist, and who was
always trying to discover what was inside him-
self as well as the world around him—this man
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coined the word “serendipity.” The concept of
happy accidents and good things discovered
through awareness and sagacity appealed to him
because so much interested him and because life
held such adventure and intrigue for him.
Perhaps the most revealing of all Walpole’s
insights was the occasion when he tried to see
himself through the eyes of one Reverend Mr.

Steward, a fellow guest at the country home of
the Earl of Hartford.

Strolling about the house, he saw me first sitting on
the pavement of the lumber room with Louis, all
over cobwebs and dirt and mortar; then found me in
his own room on a ladder writing on a picture; and
half an bour afterwards lying on the grass in the
court with the dogs and the children, in my slippers
and without my hat. He had some doubt whether I
was the painter or the workman from the factory or
the tutor for the family’s children; but you would
have died at bis surprise when he saw me walk into
dinner in formal dress and sit by Lady Hartford.

Lord Lyttelton was there and the conversation
turned to literature. Finding me not quite ignorant
added to the Reverend’s wonder; but when he saw
me go to vomyps and jumping with the two boys, he
could stand it no longer and begged to know who
and what sort of man 1 really was, for he had never
met with anything of the kind.”

*Honour, op. cit.
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It appears that Walpole cultivated an attitude
of awareness, unpredictability, spontaneity, and
joy, and that he relished the unexpected, the
happy discoveries and surprises of life. Perhaps
he found slight frustration in the fact that there
was no word to describe the attitude or quality
that he most valued.

Then he came upon an ancient Persian fable
called “The Three Princes of Serendip.” In the
story he found a clear expression of his attitude
and in the title he found the root for a new
word.



Part 3

The
Three
Princes
of
Serendip
b

Persia
Early in the fifth century
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Prologue

I have been searching off and on for a copy of
this fable for twenty years, and I now hold it in
my hands. The story itself is a fairy tale, set in
the fifth century a.p. in the royal days of Anu-
radhapura on the island of Ceylon, which we
now call Sri Lanka but which was then called
Serendip. It was the time of the Sassanian em-
pire in Persia and of the famous dynasties of
Gupta and Vakatakas in India. The original
fable was passed from one generation to the
next and acquired several different versions. All
were essentially about the gift of finding valu-
able or agreeable things not sought after.

I am at the British Library in the British Mu-
seum in the heart of London. There are eleven
million volumes here, some of which line the
wall, three stories high, that encircles the
round reading room where I sit under the huge
gold and blue dome that arches eighty feet
above my head. William Wordsworth sat here
to write. So did Karl Marx.

This copy was printed in Russell Street,
Covent Garden, London. It is an old volume,
published in England in 1722 for a man named

Will Chetwood. It is as old as the copy that
Walpole read. It could conceivably be the copy
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that he read. The cover is old leather, polished
by the hands that have held it over the years. It
was translated from a French edition that had
been published earlier in Amsterdam. The
French had been translated from the original
Persian.

What follows is my own minimally retrans-
lated version. Read it to yourself; try to read it
with the same interest and insight with which
Walpole read it, and, if you get a chance, read
it to a child.
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The Three Princes

of Serendip:
a fable

g
z{%&,

here is a land far off, at the
very end of the earth, called Seren-
dip—a resplendent island where
tall trees grew on emerald mountains. Long,
long ago on Serendip, there lived a great and
wise king called Jafer.

King Jafer had three sons. When each was
born, a strange and beautiful bird with golden
wings and eyes like fire dipped low out of the
sky, but was seen only by a handful of children
near the ancient Mountain of Great Serenity.

The king wanted to prepare his sons well so
that they could someday become good rulers
of Serendip. He wanted them to learn three
things: virtue, science, and wisdom. Being a
wise man himself, he asked even wiser men and
women, both of his own country and of other
lands, to come and teach his sons.

But few teachers would come from other
countries because the ocean that surrounded
Serendip was filled with great and fearsome
dragons—sea monsters who attacked ships
with their sharp claws and slapped holes in the

g



richard eyre

58

hulls with their long, whipping tales. The
teachers who did come from other lands were
therefore filled with courage as well as knowl-
edge, and they taught the boys to see and per-
ceive with both their eyes and their hearts.

The three princes were good students. Their
teachers taught them much virtue, science,
and wisdom . . . as well as grammar, languages,
poetry, and music. They also taught the man-
agement and handling of elephants, the most
important and useful animal in Serendip.

When the three princes were no longer boys
but young men, King Jafer decided to inter-
view them (and to test them) one at a time. To
the eldest prince he said, “I want you now to be
king,” holding his own crown over the boy’s
head. The prince noticed that his father’s fin-
gers held the crown very tightly, and he said,
“With respect, Father, I decline. I am not yet
prepared to rule.”

When the middle prince came in, the king
got up off his throne and offered the magnifi-
cent chair to the son, saying that it was time for
a new king. The prince listened carefully and
heard how strong and clear the king’s voice was
and told him that he was still a great and able
king and could rule yet for many years.

Then the king sent for the youngest prince
and asked him to be king. The young prince
observed the sparkle in the king’s eyes and
knew it was a test. “Oh, no, Great King. I am
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yet a boy and your eyes are still clear, and your
mind strong.”

King Jafer was pleased—each of his sons had
wisdom and modesty. He decided to complete
their education by sending them abroad, for he
knew that until they had seen other parts of the
earth they would not realize how many good
people there are in the world, or how many
good ideas, or how many different ways there
are of thinking, of living, and of being. He
hoped that, in addition to enhanced perspec-
tive, they might complete a quest that would
free his kingdom of the curse of its dragon-
infested waters.

He called them to him and said: “My
beloved sons, the ancients have said that the
mists of yesteryear were marvelously distilled
into a magic formula, written in one hundred
lines of verse upon a single scroll. The formula-
poem is called Death to Dragons. A liquid po-
tion can be made by following it, which, when
poured into the oceans, will poison and kill the
dragons that surround our island. I send you
forth to find Death to Dragons. Do not return
until you find it or until you have my permis-
sion to come home.”
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e _g Q&sﬁw
he three princes, wearing plain

clothing and riding unadorned
)y elephants (for they felt they would
learn more if they could not be recognized as
princes) set off on their journey. As they started
their trek to the sea, they moticed, more than
ever before, the beauty of Serendip. They knew
they would miss their home and their father,
but they were determined to find Death to
Dragons.

The journey across the ocean to India was a
dangerous one, but the princes found a large
and fast boat and made it safely across. Dur-
ing the journey they saw several of the ugly
and ferocious sea dragons riding upon the
waves.

On the other side, the princes began to ask
questions and to search for anyone who knew
of the formula in Death to Dragons. They were
adept at asking questions and they did so in
such a polite and fair-spoken way that people
were naturally inclined to like them and to try
to help them. They were directed to a grizzled
old sage who had heard of a mysterious one-
hundred-line poem. “There is only one copy in
all the world,” he told them. “It is in the keep-
ing of an ancient seer with strange, shining
eyes. His name is Aphoenicius and he carries
the poem in a silver cylinder and guards it al-
ways. He has a hundred disguises and is at
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times invisible. He never stays in one place for
more than one night.”

“Have you ever seen Aphoenicius?” asked
the eldest prince.

“He stayed with me one night,” said the
sage, “and because you are so courteous and
because I believe you seek the poem for a noble
purpose, I will tell you what I know. At night
Aphoenicius spoke in his sleep and said what I
believe to be two lines from the magic verse:

Though the treasure saline be,
You will not scoop it from the sea.

The princes wrote down the lines, thanked
the sage, and continued their journey.

ventually they entered the land of
Persia, which was ruled by the
4 “powerful King Behram, and pur-
Chas‘ed camels to cross the desert. In mid-
journey they passed a caravan and were asked
by the caravan master if they had seen a camel
that had been lost. The eldest prince said, “No,
we have seen no camel except those we ride.
But may I ask you, Did your camel have only
one eye?”

“Yes,” said the master. “Then you have seen
him.”
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“No,” said the eldest, “we saw no camel. But
did the one you lost have a tooth missing from
the front of his mouth?”

“Yes,” said the master. “You are joking with
me. Show me where my camel is.”

“We’ve not seen it,” insisted the first prince.
“But did it have a lame hind leg?”

With that, the caravan master, convinced
that these young men had stolen his camel, had
them arrested and brought to court.

King Behram, hearing of the case and find-
ing it interesting, decided to sit in judgment
personally. The three princes were not allowed
to speak, but there were many witnesses who
had heard the eldest prince describe the camel
completely, and thus it appeared that they must
be guilty. Regretfully (because the young men
were polite and upright) the king sentenced
them to die, as the law demanded. But Behram
was a good king, inclined toward leniency, and
offered to pardon them if they would return
the camel. The princes could only repeat that
they had never seen the camel.

Just then a great bird with golden wings and
shining eyes swooped low in the sky. Only one
old woman saw it, but immediately afterward
the lost camel’s owner burst into the court-
room saying that his neighbor had found the
camel and begged forgiveness for his false ac-
cusation of the three princes.
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King Behram, embarrassed by his improper
judgment and impressed with the three broth-
ers (who had never revealed their identity as
princes) invited them to his castle and asked
them to explain how they knew so much about
a camel they had never seen.

The eldest prince graciously did so:

“Where we saw tracks, we observed that the
grass was nibbled on only one side of the road,
so we knew the camel had lost an eye. Along
the road we noticed partly chewed bits of grass
and concluded that the camel was dropping
them through the gap of a missing tooth. And
in the tracks themselves, we saw evidence of a
dragging rear leg. We know even more than we
told, Great King. We know that the camel car-
ried butter and honey. We noticed ants, which
seek after fat on the left of the road, and flies,
which seek after sweet on the right.”

Delighted and even more impressed, King
Behram invited them to stay at his palace for a
time. They agreed to do so, and continued to
ask everyone they met about the old man with
shining eyes who carried the formula in Death
to Dragons. Because they were so friendly, and
because their motive in wanting the formula
was unselfish and altruistic (to save their island
from fierce sea dragons), everyone wanted to
help them, but few had heard of old Aphoeni-

cius and his silver cylinder.
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f! ‘ f;\i . :
47 %’gne evening, at a dinner attended by

é«* / several of King Behram’s ministers
" and viziers, the three princes were
sitting together and, as they often did, dis-
cussing their feelings and the impressions that
sometimes came mysteriously to their minds.
The eldest said that he sensed that the wine
they were drinking came from a vineyard that
grew on a sepulcher or cemetery. The youngest
prince said he felt that the mutton they were
eating came from a lamb that had been raised
and suckled by a dog rather than a ewe sheep.
The middle brother said that he wished his
own impression was as harmless as these, but
alas, it was not. He perceived that one particu-
lar vizier, seated there in the dining room, had
malicious and seditious thoughts and was per-
haps plotting to take the life of King Behram:.
The king, sitting across the table, heard his
name mentioned and insisted that the three
princes tell him their entire conversation.
When they had done so, King Behram asked
them how they were able to perceive such
things, and they told him that it was by what
they observed and by what they felt in their
hearts and minds. The first prince, for exam-
ple, told him that he had experienced a peculiar
and sad feeling as he tasted the wine and then
had glimpsed a vineyard-cemetery in his mind.
The third prince explained that the mutton
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tasted slightly unusual and put him somehow
in mind of a dog. The second brother said he
had noticed one of the viziers change color as
the king had spoken earlier of punishing the
guilty, and that the vizier’s eyes, full of mali-
ciousness and indignation, had not left the king
since.

The next day, King Behram checked the ac-
curacy of the princes’ feelings. He summoned
the wine master, who confirmed that the wine
had come from a vineyard planted over a sep-
ulcher. He summoned the shepherd, who told
him a story of how a wolf had killed a ewe
sheep leaving a tiny lamb, which had been
suckled and raised by the shepherd’s dog. And
in checking court records, he found that the
angry vizier had a son who had been banished
from the country as punishment for a crime.

Amazed and impressed, the king went to the
three princes to ask their advice on how to dis-
cover or escape from the vizier’s plot of re-
venge. The second son said he had observed
that the vizier had a lady friend to whom he
probably revealed his plans.

King Behram located the lady, befriended
her, and flattered her with promises of position
and gifts. She told him of the vizier’s plot,
which involved presenting a jeweled cup to the
king at the next state dinner and then propos-
ing a toast to his health. The jeweled cup was
to contain poison.
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When the night of the dinner came and the
vizier presented the jeweled cup, the king said,
“So much feeling comes with the cup that I
cannot accept it until you drink from it first.”
In horror the vizier confessed by saying, “I am
fallen into a misfortune that I had prepared for
others.” King Behram, urged by his ministers
to put the traitor to death, insisted on consult-
ing first with the three princes. They advised
him to show compassion and to imagine how
he would feel if he had a son and if his son, like
the vizier’s, had been banished. Thus the king
adopted an attitude of empathy and arranged
for the vizier to be banished rather than exe-
cuted—banished to the same land where his
son had previously been sent.

Before his banishment, the repentant vizier
went to the three princes to voice his gratitude.
In their conversation, the princes asked if he
had any knowledge of the ancient sage with
shining eyes who carried the secret of Death to
Dragons. The vizier recalled once spending a
night in an inn with such a man, who in his
sleep had muttered a portion of a verse so curi-
ous that the Vizier had committed it to memory:

And often from the sight is hidden
Such magic not by self-love bidden.

For saving his life, King Behram offered the
princes any three wishes that he could grant.
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They replied that their only wish was to serve
him well and to be his friends.

» *"’i}hortly thereafter, King Behram
~ called the three brothers to his side

, # to ask them a great favor. “When
my grandfather was king,” he explained, “he
possessed the great Mirror of Justice, which
had the power to reflect both truth and false-
hood. Whenever there was a dispute in the
land, the two arguing or opposing parties were
made to look into the mirror. The rightful or
truthful party was reflected as he was, but the
wrong or dishonest person was reflected in the
mirror with a face of dark purple. The guilty
party could return to his former complexion
only if he went down into a deep pit for forty
days with only bread and water and then came
forth and confessed his error to everyone. Be-
cause of the mirror there was justice in the
land. People dealt with each other fairly and
thus grew prosperous and happy.”

The three princes listened attentively and
with great fascination. (Indeed, listening was
among their greatest skills.) The king explained
that his father and uncle had fought over the
throne after his grandfather’s death. When his
father won the battle and became king, the
uncle, in bitterness, had stolen the Mirror of
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Justice, taken it to the far coast of India and
sold it to a young king.

The mirror ceased to reflect justice when it
was taken out of Persia, but the Indian king
who purchased it found that it did something
else, also of great value. In his kingdom, a large
and terrible five-fingered hand rose from the
ocean’s horizon each morning and hung omi-
nously in the sky beneath the sun all day. In the
evening it suddenly descended, grabbed a man
from the city or the shore, and hurled him into
the sea. The Indian king discovered that, when
the mirror was held up to reflect the hand, it
changed its behavior, grabbing instead a pig or
a dog or some other animal each day to cast
into the sea.

King Behram explained that a young queen
now ruled the Indian kingdom—a daughter of
the king who had bought the mirror. King
Behram said that he had petitioned her to re-
turn the mirror, but she had steadfastly refused
except on condition that someone succeed in
destroying or disposing of the hand. “Now,”
said King Behram, “with my great confidence
in you three brothers, I am asking you to go
and conquer the hand and then bring the Mir-
ror of Justice back to me.”

Without any plan or foreknowledge of what
they would do, but with faith in their own in-
genuity and in the power and intuition that
seemed to guide them, the three princes ac-



spiritual serendipity

69

cepted the challenge of the king. They also
hoped that at the far coast of India they could
find further clues in their quest for Death to
Dragons. After brief preparations, they took
their leave.

After seeing them off, King Behram walked
back to his palace, noticing with great joy the
beauty of the fields and forests around him and
the rich color and textures of the baskets and
rugs made by the people in the villages he
passed. He stopped along the way to pray for
the welfare and success of his three young
friends and thus found himself following their
example and their advice to be wazchful, appre-
ciative, and prayerful.

few days after the princes had
left, a merchant, knowing of the

% king’ great love for music, came
to the palace and exhibited before King Beh-
ram some instruments and musical treasures
brought from faroff lands. In the merchant’s
company was a young woman of such appeal-
ing grace and beauty that the king could not
take his eyes from her. Inquiring, he was told
that she was Diliramma, a young woman of un-
known origin whom the traders had found as a
small girl, abandoned in the forest, dressed in
blue silk, and wearing a curious necklace of
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tiny interlocking silver crowns. The merchant
had adopted her as a foster daughter. The king,
overwhelmed by her beauty, said to the mer-
chant, “She is not of the number who has need
of ornaments to set herself off. Rather, the or-
naments have need of her to make them more
bright and glittering.”

Only then was the king informed that Dili-
ramma was also a singer. She was summoned
and sang before the king in a way that filled
him with such rapture that he could only say,
“You have equally charmed my eyes and my
ears.”

Unsurprisingly, the king offered to make
her the palace musician and give her sumptu-
ous apartments in the palace. The merchant,
pleased at his foster daughter’s good fortune,
quickly agreed.

In the days that followed, King Behram was
in bliss, hunting in the royal woods by day and
listening each evening to Diliramma’s songs.
He reflected that the only thing that could add
to his happiness would be for the three princes
to return with the magic mirror.

One morning he invited Diliramma to go on
a hunt with him. She agreed, and off they went
with a hundred servants, riding the great royal
elephants. Most of those who surrounded the
king were fearful and subordinate—quick to
agree with him and striving to say to him only
what he wanted to hear. But Diliramma was
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different, joking and laughing and saying ex-
actly what she truly thought and felt.

After observing the hunt for a time, and see-
ing what an exceptional archer the king was,
she gave him a challenge. “I would like,” she
said, “to see you pierce both the hoof and the
ear of a deer with a single arrow.”

Great marksman though he was, the king
thought the task was impossible . . . until he
remembered the attitude of the three princes
who always looked for a creative or innovative
way to do everything. He thought for a mo-
ment, then shot an arrow that grazed and tick-
led the deer’s ear. The deer lifted his hind leg
to scratch his ear and as it did, the king let fly
another arrow which pierced the deer’s ear and
its hoof. The courtiers and servants cheered
and clapped, not only for the king’s skill but for
his stratagem. Diliramma was also impressed,
but she winked and said, “You have deceived
both the deer and me and succeeded only
through a trick.” In sudden silence, all eyes
were turned to Diliramma and to the king,
whose face turned red with embarrassment and
temper. He was not used to any form of criti-
cism or to anyone joking with him. On impulse
and in anger he stripped off her cloak and rode
off yelling back at his guards to leave her alone
in the deepest part of the forest.

When the king arrived back at the palace, he

realized what he had done, and inside of him a
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great conflict arose between anger and love.
Love said, “For an indiscretion, for a trifle, you
treat so cruelly the most beautiful person in the
world? Bring her back!” Anger replied, “No,
you cannot resent this indignity too much! If
you recall her will you not be thought like the
weathercock that turns with every wind?”

Recognizing the truth of the first voice, King
Behram sent all of his guards to find and bring
back Diliramma. But they returned at night-
fall, reporting that she was nowhere to be
found. Imagining that she had been eaten by a
wild beast, the king was heartbroken and felt
the terrible burden of guilt. He became very ill,
and as days passed his condition grew steadily
worse.

‘'n the meantime, the three princes
‘were experiencing a very challeng-
ing journey to the far coasts of India
in thelr quest to find and recover the Mirror of
Justice. They reached a wide river, which was
the boundary of the coastal kingdom. On their
side, on the steep rocky hillside that faced the
river, was an ancient monastery. The abbot in
charge was impressed with the polite behavior
of the three princes but became very con-
cerned when they told him of their quest to
vanquish the great hand and recover the magic
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mirror. He told them of a demon who lived un-
derground in the forest on the opposite bank of
the river—a demon who took delight in pro-
tecting the great hand and who could look up
through the earth and see the intent in men’s
eyes. “I have observed others who came to
fight the hand,” said the abbot. “If the under-
earth demon sees intent to destroy the hand,
he pushes the ground up, causing trees to fall
and boulders to roll, knocking the men from
their horses and either burying them or swal-
lowing them into deep cracks in the earth.”

The third prince, always full of courage, said
he would cross alone to test the danger. He
hired a boat and crossed the river, but just as he
stepped to the shore the ground began to
heave. Huge stones tumbled in his direction
and tall forest trees fell toward him. He scram-
bled back into the boat and paddled back out
into the river just in time.

The other two princes watched from the op-
posite bank, frightened and confused by what
they saw. They pulled their brother to safety
and all three returned to the monastery, where
they asked the abbot if there was any way to get
past the demon.

The abbot told them of the monastery’s
great library and said he believed that most
every answer could be found in books. For the
next several days the abbot and the three
princes researched and studied. All they could
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find was one ancient passage that reminded the
princes of the verses in Death to Dragons. It
said:

One feather from a peacock’s tail
In wisdom’s band may oft prevail.

Since it was the best they could find, the
abbot presented each of the three princes with
a beautiful peacock’s tail feather and said, “It is
possible to follow even a clouded or dark say-
ing part of the way.”

Not feeling that they could wait any longer,
the princes hired a boat and set out to cross the
river, hoping that something in their sagacity
or intuition would help them get past the
under-earth demon. They made the river cross-
ing in silence, each searching his mind for a
strategy. Just as they neared the other bank, the
middle prince noticed that his peacock feather
had dots on it that looked like blue eyes. “Let
me go first,” he said. “I have an idea.” He
climbed from the boat, holding his feather over
his eyes like a mask. He could see through the
feather’s tiny cracks, but the under-earth de-
mon saw only the flat, blue eyes of the peacock
feather and could not see the intent in the
prince’s real eyes. The earth remained still and
calm. The other princes followed his example,
and all passed through the forest safely.

On the other side they sought out and found
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the young queen of the coastal kingdom, who
dazzled them with her beauty and courtesy and
quickly agreed that they should have the Mir-
ror of Justice if they could conquer the evil
hand.

That evening the queen took them to the
seacoast where they saw, low in the eastern sky,
the terrifying sight of a huge suspended hand.
As the sun set, the hand swooped toward the
beach. As it did, one of the queen’s guards held
up the Mirror of Justice. The hand changed di-
rection, grabbed a milk cow from the nearby
field, and hurled it far out into the ocean.

The following morning the three brothers
went to the seacoast and observed the great
five-fingered hand rising in the sky just be-
neath the sun and gradually moving across the
sky.

The day wore on, and still the princes could
develop no plan of action. Just as evening fell, a
golden winged bird with shining eyes flew
silently overhead. Only the youngest prince
noticed. Suddenly, without warning, he stepped
out onto the beach and asked the guard to lay
the mirror aside. As he did, the sun set and the
hand suddenly swept down directly toward the
youngest prince. As the huge hand came closer
with all five of its fingers extended, the young
prince held up his own right hand with two fin-
gers extended and the others curled together.
Immediately, the hand veered off its course and
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plunged into the sea, sinking into the depths
like a stone. The other two princes rushed to
their brother, who explained that a strong im-
pression had come to him that the hand’s mes-
sage was that five men, perfectly united in an
evil cause, could destroy the world. His re-
sponse was that two people, perfectly united in
worthy purpose, could overcome all evil and
master the universe.

The young queen, who had watched the
drama, rushed forward, congratulating the
young prince and exclaiming, “Everywhere,
true courage meets with quick respect.” He re-
peated to her the message his two fingers had
sent to the hand—that two people, perfectly
united, could overcome all evil in the universe.

The queen quickly kept her end of the bar-
gain by giving the three princes the Mirror of
Justice. She begged them to stay at her palace
for a day or two before returning to King
Behram and they consented.

That evening they celebrated the demise of
the hand at a great palace party. The princes
noticed that the queen, despite her joy in her
country’s deliverance from the hand, still had a
look of sadness that occasionally flickered in
her dark and lovely eyes. Later, when the other
guests had gone home, the princes asked her to
share her hidden sorrow.

She told them she had once had an elder sis-
ter called Padmini who had been her best
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friend. One afternoon long ago, on a day when
they were wearing identical blue silk dresses
and necklaces of tiny interlocking silver crowns,
a fierce nomadic tribe charged them as they
frolicked together and stole Padmini away.
Guards had pursued the kidnappers and finally
caught them three days later. But by then the
evil men, hoping to escape the guards, had left
Padmini in a dense forest. She had never been
found.

Deeply touched, the eldest prince said, “As a
vine bowed with the weight of grapes, we are
honored to share your grief.”

The three princes then told the queen of
their quest for Death to Dragons and asked if
she had ever seen or heard of the old sage
called Aphoenicius, the keeper of the silver
cylinder.

After a moment’s thought, the queen re-
called the strange but kind man with shin-
ing eyes who had whispered to her a short
verse shortly after her sister Padmini had been
taken.

One may seek but cannot borrow
This mystery lying close to sorrow.

Recognizing the words as another piece in
the puzzle of Death to Dragons, the princes
wrote them down with the other clues they
had collected and, leaving the beautiful young
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queen their fondest wishes and best regards,
departed the next morning to carry the prized
Mirror of Justice back to King Behram.

As was their practice, the princes tried to ob-
serve everything and to learn all they could
during their journey. On their way, they came
to a small village and decided to spend the
night there. They made friends with several of
the villagers and were introduced to the village
chief. They noticed the worry and anxiety in
his face and asked if there was any help or as-
sistance they could give. The chief told them of
a rumor that Drakir, the three-headed serpent,
had broken loose from his cage high on top of
Prison Mountain. Drakir had been captured
and imprisoned many generations before by
the people of this very village—by the ances-
tors of the chief and the other villagers who
now told the tale of his escape to the three
princes.

“The high Prison Mountain is very far away,
and if Drakir truly has escaped, it will take
some time for him to come. But we must get
word to King Behram, for Drakir will surely go
there first to get the Standard of Power.” They
explained that when the ancients had captured
Drakir, their leader had been a blacksmith. His
leather apron was thought to possess magic. It
was called the Standard of Power and was kept
at the king’s palace. “If Drakir gets the stan-
dard,” said the village chief, “he will become
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even more powerful. He will be unstoppable
and will take control of all the land.”

The three princes told the chief that they
were on the way to the king’s palace and would
extend the warning and safeguard the standard.
“Before we go,” said the eldest, “is there any
more you can tell us of Drakir?” The chief said
that they had been warned of Drakir’s escape
by a strange, elderly traveler with shining eyes
who had stayed only one night and had said
that the dragon could be overcome only if his
three long necks could be twisted together into
a single great cord. This would take away his
strength. Once his strength was diminished,
the great imperial bird, a bird with feathers the
color of sky, grass, and sunset, would carry him
back to his mountain prison.

Recognizing that the old traveler must have
been Aphoenicius, the three princes asked
where he had gone and if he had said anything
as he slept. The chief said that no one had been
with him during the night or seen him leave,
but some children had seen a bird with golden
wings and shining eyes fly from the house
where the old man had slept. |

In gratitude and friendship the princes left
their peacock feathers with the chief, instruct-
ing him to send one of the feathers by runner
to the king’s palace if trouble ever came to the
village. The princes promised that the moment
they received one of the feathers, they would
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rush to the rescue. After making this promise,
they set off at a quick pace to return to King
Behram.

’ﬁ:n the three princes arrived
/" back at King Behram’s palace,
LA/ they were shocked at how
very ill the king had become. He lay on his
back, white as ash, and could not even lift his
head in greeting. The princes, who had been
so anxious to present the king with the recov-
ered Mirror of Justice and to warn him of the
dragon Drakir’s escape, were suddenly con-
cerned only for the king’s life and health.

In a feeble voice King Behram told them of
Diliramma, of his deep love for her, and of his
terrible and angry mistake in leaving her in the
woods to die. His guilt and his grief were too
deep, he said, and he felt now that he would
die.

Quickly the princes presented him with the
great mirror, hoping it would lift the weight
and gloom from the king. He was pleased, and
a tiny flush of color returned to his cheeks, but
still he did not lift his head.

Searching for other ways to brighten the
king’s spirits, the three princes decided to re-
veal their true identity, knowing that their fa-
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ther was a friend of King Behram. The king
managed a slight smile and said he had known
that the princes were of noble birth and had re-
ceived wise tutoring. “Give my regards to your
father,” he said, “for unless I can overcome this
heavy grief I will soon be gone.”

Deeply concerned, the three princes went on
a long walk together trying to come up with an
idea or create some other plan to restore the
king’s spirits. The eldest said, “Finding a rem-
edy for an affliction of the heart is not as easy as
finding a stray camel or uncovering an ugly
plot or facing a fearsome hand.”

All night they walked and talked. In the
morning they went to the king with an idea:
“In the seven most spectacular locations in
your kingdom, build seven splendid castles.
Into each castle put a beautiful princess—a
daughter of a neighboring king. Also bring the
seven best storytellers in the land and put one
in each castle. Use your great wealth and re-
sources to do all of this quickly. Then for one
glorious week go to a separate castle each day,
first conversing with and getting to know each
princess, then listening to the best story of the
storyteller.”

The idea amused King Behram and dis-
tracted him from his own misery. Though still
flat on his back, he called in his ministers and
started the projects immediately.
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/ow able to think of something
-7¢ &/ besides the king, the princes
.~/ © turned their attention to the
danger of the three-headed serpent. They had
not told the sick king of the danger, but they
used the authority he had given them to have
the Standard of Power attached to the very top
of the high flagpole in the center courtyard of
the palace. The pole, made of ebony, was very
hard and stout. There at the top of the pole,
they reasoned, the Standard of Power would be
high out of Drakir’s reach and in a place where
they could keep an eye on it.

he king’s engineers constructed
the seven palaces in record time,
. and the king’s ambassadors ar-
ranged for the seven most beautiful princesses
and the seven most creative storytellers to oc-
cupy them. The day was set for the king to start
his week of visits.

On the night before the king’s journey, the
three princes sat together discussing their in-
creasing hopes for the king’s recovery and their
decreasing hopes that they would ever find
Death to Dragons. The youngest prince glanced
out of the window into the moonlit courtyard



spiritual serendipity

83

and gasped as his eyes fell on a fearsome sight.
There was Drakir, smoke coming from his
three mouths, all six evil little eyes staring up
at the Standard of Power high on the ebony
pole. As the princes watched from the window,
Drakir first tried to burn the pole with a blast
of fire from his three red throats. But the thick,
hard ebony pole would not burn and the
dragon became impatient. Grasping high up
on the pole with one mouth, lower with the
second, and biting the bottom of the pole with
his third mouth, Drakir used his awesome
strength to pull the pole right out of the
ground.

At that exact moment the princes noticed a
fleeting opportunity to do something they had
thought would be impossible. They jumped
from the window; the eldest grabbed the great
dragon’s tail and held fast while the middle and
youngest princes each seized one end of the
long flagpole and ran around and around in a
circle, twisting the three snakelike necks to-
gether as the three heads continued to hold fast
to the pole in defiant anger.

As the necks twisted into one great cord, the
dragon’s strength drained away and the princes
were able to bind the heads together so that the
necks could not come untwisted. When they
had done so, just as Aphoenicius had promised,
an enormous imperial bird with wings of blue,
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green, and rose, swept out of the night sky,
snatched the weakened dragon in his sharp
talons, and flew away with him toward the
prison place on the distant high mountain.

he next morning, right on sched-
ule, King Behram was carried (he
was still unable to walk) to the
first of seven castles, which was nestled in a high
mountain meadow. The beauty of the place, and
the enchantment of the lovely princess who
greeted him, lifted his spirits as the three
princes had predicted. And the storyteller’s
tale, later in the evening, was so exciting and
engrossing that the king raised his head from
his pillow and began to forget his grief and feel
some will to live. By the end of the day the king
had regained enough strength to sit up in his
bed.

Through the days of the week each castle,
each princess, and each storyteller was better
than the one before, and by the time he
reached the seventh castle, the king was able to
stand and walk, and some of the light had re-
turned to his eyes.
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‘ \,4 he three princes had decided to

meet the king at the seventh cas-
tle, but as they journeyed toward
it, they were overtaken by a messenger bearing
a peacock feather. Knowing that this was the
distress signal from their friends in the small
village, they changed course immediately and
made haste toward the village, which was at a
distance of a few days’ journey.

When they finally arrived, they beheld great
disaster. Fire had burned the village to the
ground. They found the old chief, who told
them that several days earlier the villagers had
looked up to see the great imperial bird flying
over, carrying Drakir toward Prison Mountain.
Drakir’s evil eyes had seen the village and even
in his weakened condition he was able to belch
out enough fire from his nostrils as he passed
overhead to touch off fire in the village. Strong
winds had fanned the flames and the village
had been destroyed.

Seeing the misery and the suffering of their
friends and brothers, the three princes wept.

“Was any life lost?” asked the eldest.

“Only two people are missing,” said the
chief, “and neither was a permanent resident of
our village. One was the old man with shining
eyes who had come again to stay for a single
night. The other was a young woman with a
beautiful voice whom some villagers had found
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wandering lost and dazed in the forest some
weeks ago. The girl would answer no questions
about her identity, but the village nursed her
back to health and she had favored them with
her lovely singing.”

Distraught in realizing that the two who
were lost were the very two people they most
wanted to find, the princes, after doing all they
could for the village, sorrowfully prepared to
depart, intent on returning to check on King
Behram.

s they left the village, the princes
- paused to look again at the deso-
/4 laton. As they thought about the
Vﬂlagers who had lost their homes they wept
once again, their tears collecting in a hollow on
the large boulder where they stood.

When they began looking up, ready to begin
their journey, their eyes fell upon a shocking
sight. There, in a fire-blackened field near a
river stream, was the charred body of a man,
burned beyond recognition except for his right
forearm and hand, untouched by fire and
tightly clutching a silver cylinder.

“The keeper of the secret formula has been
killed,” they exclaimed, “and though his death
brings deep sadness, the magic formula will
now be ours.”
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The eldest pulled the cylinder from the an-
cient one’s fingers and walked down by the
stream with his brothers to open it. But what
fell from the cylinder was mostly ashes. Only
small fragments of the scroll were unburned.
The only readable lines were:

Though the treasure saline be,
You will not scoop it from the sea.

And often from the sight is hidden
Such magic not by self-love bidden.

One feather from a peacock’s tail
In wisdom’s band may oft prevail.

One may seek but cannot borrow
This mystery lying close to sorrow.

“After so great a search, we have found only
the lines we already know,” exclaimed the mid-
dle prince. “It was a hundred lines and it is lost
forever,” said the eldest, casting the cylinder
aside.

At that moment they heard a sound up on
the bank near where Aphoenicius’s burned
body lay. Looking up, they saw the ashes stir,
and a bird with golden wings and shining eyes
rose from the spot. As they watched, the bird
swooped down next to them and snatched the
silver cylinder from the ground at their feet
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and carried it in flight to the great boulder
where the princes had rested and wept. To
their amazement, the bird began scooping up
their tears into the silver cylinder. Then it flew
off into the east like an eagle.

The princes, perplexed by the bird and sad-
dened that their own quest had failed, con-
tinued their journey. After several miles they
heard screams coming from a wooded valley
beneath the trail. Rushing down they caught a
glimpse of a girl racing through the trees,
chased by a bear. Their own shouts succeeded
in scaring the bear off and they rushed to the
frightened girl. Thanking them, she explained
that she was a homeless girl who had been
kindly cared for by the villagers. After their
great loss of homes and food in the fire, how-
ever, she felt she would be too much of a bur-
den, so she had left, sneaking away unseen.

The princes asked her if her name was Dili-
ramma and as her eyes widened with appre-
hension, they assured her that King Behram
loved her and had almost died from the grief
and guilt of his anger, which he thought had
cost her her life.

Overcome with joy she told the princes that
she was called Diliramma but that she thought
she had had another name...so long ago
that she could no longer remember it. In grat-
itude for saving her life, she gave them a gift
from around her neck, a small and intricate
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necklace made from tiny interlocking silver
Crowns.

With great excitement the princes told her
that they now knew her true name: Padmini.
As they explained, Padmini could hardly be-
lieve her good fortune: she had now discovered
her own true name and the whereabouts of her
sister, and King Behram loved her and wanted

her back.

he journey back to the king was
pure joy for Padmini. But the
princes had mixed feelings. They
were happy to have helped so many, yet sad
about the failure of their own quest.

As they approached his palace, King Behram
came forward to greet them. The joy he felt
when he saw Diliramma (Padmini) with them
was so intense that even the birds were silent.

In his joy, King Behram found great compas-
sion. He sent the engineers who built his seven
castles to assist in rebuilding the burned vil-
lage, and he had the food and provisions from
the castles removed and taken to the village.
He sent word to the young queen of the coastal
kingdom that her sister had been found and
was to become his wife . . . and invited her and
all her entourage to come for the wedding
and for a long visit.
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To make happy endings even happier, the
seven princesses in the seven castles married
the seven storytellers, who thus became noble-
men and kings.

The three princes were filled with joy for so
many, but because their own quest had failed,
their hearts felt like plump walnuts bored by
hungry worms. But the next day, their spirits
were lifted by the arrival of a messenger from
their own kingdom informing them that their
father now wished them to return.

Joytully and obediently they said their good-
byes and set out on their journey. King Behram
wrote a letter for them to carry to their father.
The letter said that the princes brought to his
kingdom and to his life “a state of splendor and
perfect tranquility.”

“he princes made great haste until
they got to the ocean. They found
B it so infested with sea dragons that
there were no more boatmen and no more
boats for hire. Finally they found an aban-
doned boat and set out on their own. Quickly
they were surrounded by sea dragons on ali
sides and thought their lives would end.

Just then they heard the flutter of great
wings. They looked up and saw the golden bird
with shining eyes, clutching the silver cylinder
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in his talons. Down he swooped, letting a spray
of liquid spill from the cylinder and into the
boiling sea. As the droplets fell on and around
the sea dragons they went limp and lifeless and
slipped silently down into the depths of the sea.

The princes sailed swiftly across the ocean
channel and on the shore of their homeland
found elephants to complete the journey to
their father’s palace. Just as they arrived and
embraced their father, messengers also arrived
with the news that dead dragons now lined the
coast and that no live ones were to be found
anywhere in the channel.

After all the dragons were dead, the golden
bird sprinkled the rest of the silver cylinder’s
contents out across the emerald mountains of
Serendip. As they fell, the tiny droplets turned
into the sapphires, rubies, and opals that still
exist in abundance in that land.

As his sons told him of their adventures and
travels, the wise old father, King Jafer, laughed
with delight as they realized that the princes’
tears of compassion for the poor and afflicted
were the very potion that brings death to drag-
ons—and the formula described in Aphoeni-
clus’s verse.

The princes became wise rulers of Serendip.
They governed with their sagacity, with their
compassion, and with the insight and inspira-

tion they had learned both to seek and to fol-
low.
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Wherever there are people and usually when
least expected, the bird with golden wings and
shining eyes occasionally dips into sight, but it
is seen only by those who are looking up.

b=
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Epilogue

As with all good fables, each person who reads
the tale finds his own set of meanings and mes-
sages. And when he reads it again, he may find
more.

Walpole felt that serendipity was a quality
that grew within people who, like the three
princes, had a cause or mission and pursued it
with sagacity, sensitivity, and wisdom. But there
are additional lessons—all related to this cen-
tral theme and to each other. There is the un-
derlying message about the ultimate power of
charity and compassion. There are lessons
about noticing and listening, about feeling
deeply, about wishing only to serve, about how
thinking can be more powerful than doing,
about faith and intuition in situations where no
preplan can exist, about being watchful and
prayerful, about thinking creatively and later-
ally, about following hunches and intuition,
about a being of wisdom and inspiration, some-
times in human form, who is only seen by
those who are “looking up,” about the answers
and wisdom of books, about the importance of
justice but also about its incompleteness with-
out mercy, about the power of unity and the
value of stories and storytellers, and about how
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all we ever really know is what we have learned
for ourselves or been taught by the spirit.

There are all kinds of questions to be pon-
dered, about who and what is represented by
the golden-winged bird and the mysterious
Aphoenicius with the shining eyes.

Each message, each lesson, each meaning, is
tied into the deeper substance of serendipity.
The fable may mean even more when you read
it again—especially after this book’s discussion
of spiritual serendipity.
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Serendipity Today

Now that we know a little about serendipity’s
past, it is time to move to the present. What is
serendipity today? How does it work mow?
What is its relevance to you?

All good explanations involve definitions of
terms and stories or experiences to illustrate.
So we will begin there, and then move to some
practical suggestions on how to gain the qual-
ity—and how to use it.

We begin with the kind of serendipity that is
both generated and received by the mind, and
by the five senses that the mind commands.
This first level we will call “mental seren-

dipity.”

Definition of Terms
(the Words That Define the Word)

Serendipity, according to Webster’s is “the mak-
ing of pleasant discoveries by accident, the
knack of doing this.” Walpole would not have
been completely satisfied with Webster’s defi-
nition! After reading “The Three Princes” he
wanted a word that meant more than “luck” or
“accident.” He wanted a word that celebrated
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life’s sometimes happy unpredictability, but he
also wanted a word that had to do with quality
of life, a word that recognized the fact that
“luck” comes most frequently to those who are
aware, concerned, and wise. He created a
word, a noun with an adjective form, that to
him represented the universal meaning con-
tained in the experiences of the princes of
Serendip. “Serendipity” was defined by Wal-
pole as a quality of mind which, through aware-
ness, sagacity and good fortune, allows one to
frequently discover something good while seeking
something else.

Serendipitous is the adjective form. A serendip-
itous experience is one of unexpected happy
discovery, and a serendipitous person is one
who makes such discoveries frequently.

Quality of life refers to the joy and fulfillment
level of our everyday living. It does not result
from material possessions or external lifestyle.
A significant and noticeable increase in quality
of life results from the conscious development
of a particular temperament of the soul which
this book calls serendipity.

The sensual awareness that serendipity re-
quires can be defined as alertness and effective
use of the five senses. Each of our senses can be
developed—fine-tuned so they present us with
more beauty as well as more information, more
opportunities and insight as well as more data.
When we concentrate only on the task at hand,
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on the schedule, routine, or plan of the day, we
are like the plowhorse with blinders on who
sees only the straight furrow ahead of him. But
when we focus on what is happening as well as
on what we are doing—and on what is around
us and in us—we begin to see ourselves as part
of a far bigger picture and begin to be as aware
of the feelings in our hearts as we are of the
plans in our minds.

Mental awareness, another serendipity pre-
requisite, refers to both our education and our
insights—our accumulated understanding and
perspective as well as our alertness and vigi-
lance, and our ability to be in the world and
aware of the world in the most positive sense
(which does not require us to be “of the world”).

Sagacity, says Webster’s, is “wisdom in one’s
understanding and judgment of things; insight
springing both from education and from alert-
ness.” Sagacity, then, requires us to be both
informed and aware; alert, sensitive, and empa-
thetic. Just as it has been said that luck favors
the prepared, it could be said that serendipity
favors the sagacious and the aware.

Good fortume, says Webster’s, is “luck; good
things that happen without work or effort.”
Walpole wouldn’t have wanted his word too
closely associated with luck or lack of effort.
He thought that serendipity could be obtained
in greater frequency by developing both sagacity
and good fortune. In his mind, then, good for-
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tune was an attitude of faith and optimism—an
attitude allowing one to see the bright, oppor-
tunistic side of unexpected occurrences—a
love and an appreciation for surprises rather
than a resentment of them.

Indeed, it is possible to expect the unex-
pected, to admit that life is unpredictable and
that we control only a very small number of the
variables, and then to decide to look for the pos-
itive interpretation, or “bright side,” of every-
thing that happens. This, in Walpole’s mind,
would constitute the attitude of good fortune.

Goals can be defined as “mental pictures of
things as we want them to be.” Goals are an es-
sential part of serendipity. The fourth require-
ment set forth by Walpole, after awareness,
sagacity, and good fortune, was to be “seeking
something.” Serendipity happens when we dis-
cover something good while seeking something
else.

It is when we couple awareness and sagacity
with purpose and goals that we create the at-
mosphere and attitudes within which serendip-
ity can flourish.

While serendipity is helped by goals and
direction, it is hindered by the heavy, overstruc-
tured plans and highly detailed lists and sched-
ules that absorb all of our awareness, sucking
us away from the opportunities and surprises of
the present.
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Double Exposure

"Two competing images superimposed

atop each other

each partially observed, partially obscured,
so that

neither is vivid nor fulfilling.

Like twice-exposed film

our overprocessed plans split

our mind’s capacity

between what we’ve planned and what is.
The picture of all our artificial schemes and
the tight, time-managed lists of what we think
we want to happen

is double-exposed over

the real-life adventure of what is happening.
Thus, so much of the irreplaceable present
is unobserved.

Beauties, ideas, opportunities, needs, humor,
and all kinds of

unplannable feelings

float by us in the periphery

of our blinder-shaded eyes.

Bridges

Serendipity is a bridge. The metaphor applies
in many ways. The first application is that
serendipity is a bridge between structure and
spontaneity, between discipline and flexibility,
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between the expected and the unexpected, be-
tween plans and surprises, between relation-
ships and achievements, and between the
forced and the fun. The second broad applica-
tion applies to spiritual serendipity and will be
explained in the second part of this book.

Serendipity can be thought of as a sort of
bridge between metaphorical regions that are
otherwise hostile to each other—Ilands that,
without the “serendipity bridge,” we have to
choose between because the gap separating
them is so wide.

One is the land of structure and discipline, of
goal setting, positive mental attitude, and
achievement. It is inhabited mainly by high-
powered business executives, aspiring yuppies,
left-brain thinkers, and superachievers. The
other is the land of spontaneity and flexibility,
of sensitivity, observation, and relationships.
Here we find many artists and creative think-
ers, philosophers and would-be Renaissance
men, and people who use the intuitive right
hemisphere of their brains.

People in one land travel in jet planes, power
yachts, and snowmobiles. In the other land,
many prefer hot-air balloons, sailboats, and
cross-country skis.

Although there are overlaps, we generally as-
sociate people in each land with certain things:
In the first land, people read The Wall Street
Fournal, dress for success, and listen to motiva-
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tional tapes. In the second land, people read
poetry, dress for comfort, and listen to Stra-
vinsky. In land A politics means power, prog-
ress, military strength, and tax loopholes. In
land B politics means environmental conser-
vation, peace marches, and government wel-
fare. In one land people live to work and say
things like, “Act, don’t react,” and “Don’t just
sit there, do something.” In the other land,
people work to live and say things like, “Go
with the flow” and “Don’t just do something,
sit there.”

The problem most of us have is that we like
a lot of things about both lands . . . and we like
lots of the people in both lands. And there are
certain parts of us that we know belong in each
land. We recognize that each of the two places
has its own unique beauty and usefulness. We
also know that we appreciate one all the more
after we have spent time in the other—Ilike
going from the snows of Colorado to a beach
in California.

It is serendipity that allows us to get from
one to the other, to spend time in both places,
even to have a home in each land.

Remember that serendipity requires sensitiv-
ity and highly tuned observation so that we
don’t miss things like unexpected beauty,
needs, opportunities, new ideas, and sponta-
neous moments. If we have this sensitivity and
if we have clear goals and objectives (because
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serendipity only “finds something good” when
“seeking something else”), then we have the
passport and the visa that allows us to move
freely between the two places.

With serendipity we can live comfortably in
land A because we are “seeking things”—we
have goals; we want to achieve, to grow, to
progress. But we can also feel at home in land
B because we have sensitivity and sagacity
and are, therefore, flexible and spontaneous
enough to change our minds and change our
course when the right moment or the right
need or the right surprise comes into view.

Serendipity is not only a bridge between
places, it is a bridge between people—and be-
tween the two extremes that are sometimes
painfully evident in our world. One extreme
leans too far left, one too far right.

To illustrate, ponder two people (we’ll call
them Robert and Bob) with opposite ap-
proaches and attitudes. Robert is clean-cut and
scrubbed. He’s always in coat and tie. He sets
goals with precision and regularity. He plans
his weeks and his days. He is extremely conser-
vative politically. His heroes, other than Rush
Limbaugh and Pat Robertson, are Milton
Friedman, Barry Goldwater, and Ronald Rea-
gan, as well as various corporate CEOs and
captains of industry. He is a high achiever. He
is meticulous in his use of his huge day-timer.
He drives a new car. He is financially well off
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but wants to be rich. He believes in free enter-
prise, personal responsibility, and progress. He
sees technology as having most of the answers
for our physical future and has little patience
with conservationists who want to stop prog-
ress in order to cling to the past. He believes
that uncompromised obedience is the central
doctrine of God and dislikes people who want
to know the reasons for everything.

Bob feels uncomfortable in ties, wears
mostly jeans and soft shoes, likes his hair long.
His favorite presidents were Kennedy and
E.D.R. He sees himself as a social liberal, gets
involved in inner-city projects, and feels a
strong obligation to help minorities and equal-
ize society. He prides himself on spontaneity
and dislikes a lot of structure and routine in his
life. He likes natural things and organic foods,
does a lot of hiking and camping, thinks pre-
serving the environment should be a higher
priority than building another refinery. He
seems unconcerned about money and material
things. He believes there is a lot to learn from
Eastern thought, particularly meditation and
“Howing with the current of life rather than al-
ways trying to swim upstream.” He believes
that tolerance and compassion is the heart of
true religion and feels that truth is learned
largely through questioning and even some-
times through doubting...until it can be
sorted out.



richard eyre

106

If you were to ask Robert to compare himself

with Bob, he would do so like this:

Me: Winner, clean, proactive, goal setter and
planner, freedom, progress, modern, believing.

Him: Loser, dirty, reactionary, aimless, so-
cialistic, backward, out-of-date, doubting.

On the other hand, if you asked Bob to com-
pare himself to Robert, he would do so like this:

Me: Friendly, compassionate, real, natural,
thoughttul, love for earth, comfortable, practi-
cal, no class structure, independent thinking.

Him: Pushy, selfish, artificial, arbitrary,
exploitive, stuffed shirt, class- and prestige-
oriented, close-minded, blind faith.

Because of their extremes, both Robert and
Bob seem more wrong than right. Each has
disconnected himself from an important half of
life. Each needs the bridge.

Not only can people who have built the bridge
of serendipity have the best of both worlds,
they can become the best of both. They can be
the good parts of Robert and Bob and avoid the
dangerous extremes of each. They can derive
joy from giving and from getting. They can find
real fulfillment in meeting a goal, in checking
off things on their to-do list, in competing, and
in winning. But they can also feel the joy of
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a red sunset, of doing a spur-of-the-moment
anonymous good turn, of writing a poem, or of
winning a small smile from a small child.

Serendipity is a bridge that lets us have our
cake and eat it too. We don’t have to choose
between being structured schedulers or flexible
free-lancers. We can have both goals and sur-
prises, both plans #nd spontaneity, both disci-
pline and flexibility. We can ride in jet planes
and hot-air balloons. We can get there and
enjoy the journey.

A Curious, Calm Capacity

Academic, analytical, or anecdotal definitions
of “serendipity”

are fine up to a point. But they don’t define
feeling;

and serendipity is a feeling

that most of us know,

whether we’ve ever called it by the word

or not.

It is the feeling of those rare days

when everything works,

when, without apparent effort,

things just seem to fall into place. . . .

When we’re having one of those days . . .
when we’ve got it,

we know it!

But we can only partially define or describe it,
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this subtle sense, so seldom secured,

so soft, so simple, a subtle slowing of time . . .
so that there is enough for beauty,

for love, for people;

and inner peace enough

to look into people’s eyes with interest
instead of self-consciousness.

Time to wait for some things to come to you
rather than going after them;

unpressured, uncompetitive, yet confident.

The curious, calm capacity to enjoy simply,
to think freely, to feel deeply,

to observe others

instead of worrying about their observations
of you.

A soft stillness inside, feeling the ground
through shoe soles and the sky all around.
In this mood, surprises come—
unplanned, unexpected,

even unhoped for things—

better than what we planned,

fuller than what we hoped,

and far more interesting.

Surprise and delight,

the world seems open to us, and filled with
unanticipated beauty.

People cease to be threats, bores, irritations,
or interruptions

and become at least interesting,



spiritual serendipity

109

at best fascinating . . .

and able to provide, somehow, what we need—
even more in fact

than what we knew we needed.

Application of
the Attitude

Structure or Spontaneity

Imagine a carefully planned trip:
Goal: A working vacation,
specific objectives
for accomplishing things and
for having fun.
Plan: Very detailed.
Every minute planned,
guidebooks read, lists of
things to see, time allotted,
where to stay, eat, stop, start,
appointments set,
all on paper, all structured.
Results: Some goals met but a lot of:
[ Irritation (delays, foul-ups,
“the best laid plans . . .”)
[J Disappointment (most things
not as good as their billings)
[J Opportunities missed (wasn’t
looking for them—not on list)
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[] Beauty missed (didn’t notice
it—unmentioned in guidebook)
[} Relationships missed (no time
for people without appointments)
[J Fatigue (it’s exhausting when
you have to force everything)
[J Offense (given by irritation,
taken through impatience)
[J Unwelcome surprises (unantic-
ipated things always interrupting)
[J Stress (feeling the need to get
home and rest)

Resolution: Next time plan better, read bet-
ter guidebook.

Now imagine the opposite—a trip taken on a
whim:

Goal: Relax
Plan: None
Result: Some nice moments but a lot of:

[J Frustrations (reservations

needed, people unavailable)

[J Wasted time (places not open,

keep getting lost)

[J Restlessness (should really be

accomplishing something)

[J Boredom (not much

happening)

[J Stress (wanting to get home

where there is control)
Resolution: Next time stay home . . . it’s
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easier to relax
in familiar surroundings.

Now picture the combination—the serendip-

ity journey:

Goal:

Plan:

Results:

Business and pleasure: “get
there” and

“enjoy the journey.”

Priorities and necessities planned
but much room

consciously left for flexibility and
spontaneity

(an attitude adventure).

[J Objectives met (sometimes
upgraded, exceeded)

[J Discoveries (often of things
better than what was sought)

[J Surprises (of beauty, of inter-
est, of new ideas)

[J Friends found (new acquain-
tances—comimon interests)

[J Needs noticed (chances to
help, teach, give)

Resolution: Keep traveling!

My Epiphany

As a college student, I developed a “positive
mental attitude,” set a dozen or so specific
goals every week, and planned every minute of
every day and most of every night. I set high
goals, made detailed plans, and attempted to
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shut out anything that fell outside of my plans.
I tried hard to force life to work out the way I
wanted it, and to reach my own objectives even
if T had to step on a few people to do so. Since
I saw only what I wanted to see, I was quite
happy . . . untl finally someone (it happened
to be a girl I was dating) pointed out that I was
insensitive, self-centered, rigidly structured,
obsessed, and selfish, not to mention unspon-
taneous and un-fun.

By sheer coincidence (or maybe by unde-
served serendipity) our last date (the one on
which she unloaded) was to a concert given by
the Serendipity Singers. I had no idea what the
word meant, but the next day, sitting in the li-
brary and still reeling from my chastisement,
I happened to look the word up in the
huge, unabridged library dictionary. The defi-
nition fascinated me. “The ability, through
sagacity, sensitivity, and spontaneity, to find
something good while looking for something
else.” An ability, the dictionary called it. Was
this the quality by which one could have the
left-brain goals and plans of an achiever and
the right-brain flexibility and sensitivity of an
artist? I began to see the concept as a bridge
between the objectives, structure, and high
achievement pattern (which I'd worked hard
on and wasn’t about to give up) and the fun,
flexibility, and lightheartedness that I had ap-
parently lost.
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I made the word my motto.

Serendipity is not a compromise or midpoint
between structure and spontaneity. It is an
ability, a capacity, and a frame of mind that lets
a person have more of both than he could have
of either. Setting goals, with an accompanying
determination to stay flexible and to keep /look-
ing for something better reveals shortcuts to
the goals one has set as often as it reveals better
destinations.

Origins and Results

Mental serendipity involves intense use of the
five senses and yields greater beauty observed,
adventure, and more pleasure and joy through
what eyes see, ears hear, senses sense. Seren-
dipity trains both of the brain’s hemispheres to
gather and to value knowledge and results in
understanding, joyous openings of truth and
insight—and eventually, true wisdom.

The sources as well as the benefits of serendip-
ity can also be social and emotional.

Social serendipity allows us to see all people
as interesting, helps us watch for chance meet-
ings, chances to learn, chances to give, and puts
into our hands the joystick of friends every-
where, even in places we’ve never been.

Emotional serendipity lets us become fasci-
nated with (rather than resentful of) our own
moods. We observe our depression, our pen-



richard eyre

114

siveness, even our fear—and find within them
insight and depth.

In all cases, serendipity involves a certain
combination of awareness, observation, accep-
tance, and optimism that lets us find the best in
whoever we are with, whatever is going on,
wherever we are, wherever we are living, and
however we are feeling. In all cases we are find-
ing and flowing instead of forcing and fighting.

Scientists, explorers, and inventors tell us
their key discoveries often come in one of two
ways:

1. In solitary periods of private, penetrating,
almost painful thought

2. In bursts of insight that come not out of
analysis but out of observation or incidental
conversation—or simply out of nowhere (from
some source beyond)

It is the same with our discoveries, about
ourselves and about life. They come to us ei-
ther through deep, free thought or through
observation and awareness—all of which are
destroyed by trying to control everything, by
excessive and exaggerated “positive mental at-
titude,” by forcing the issue, by frantic activity,
and by planning every minute.

For many years, our society has recognized
the need for balance in life—for prioritizing and
taking care of things that really matter. While
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we talk more and more about the problem of
balance, we keep getting offered the same tired
old “cures” of positive mental attitude and time
management. So many people carry both to
excess. Positive mental attitude starts to mean
“ignoring reality and trying to force everything
to be as I want it” and time management begins
to suggest “making longer and longer lists and
trying to do more and more things.”

Serendipity is an alternative attitude. [t does
involve being positive and having goals, but it
also involves flexibility, spontaneity, sensitivity,
and the relish of surprise.

All of this brings us to our first formula, our
first equation for serendipity, our first motto.
In longhand it would be “Live with acute aware-
ness and steady sagacity and ponder deeply

life’s goals and destinations.” In shorthand,
Watch and think.

The Source
(You)

An Umbrella and a Lens

Whence cometh serendipity?
From ourselves!

It is a quality and a gift

that can be given only by ourselves
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and only to ourselves.

WEe give it by teaching ourselves to
watch and think,

to look for beauty, ideas, relationships,
to relish the unexpected . . .

to welcome surprises as opportunities,
even if they delay or alter

(and sometimes replace)

the goals we have thoughtfully set and
pursued.

Mental serendipity

is a translucent, rose-colored

umbrella

that overarches

our physical, mental, social, and

emotional lives,

making them dynamic, and allowing each part
of us

to see happily through rain or shine.

And serendipity is an infrared, wide-angle lens
that lets us see more

and see each part clear, and bright, and light,
even in night.

The development of serendipity

is not merely a mental process

(like learning a new memory technique)
or a physical process

(like muscle conditioning).
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Rather, it is an attitude

of thoughtfulness and watchfulness
that changes how we see the world
and how we want to live in it.

The Process
(of gaining the quality)

“Exercises”

'To go into training for a race, one sets up a reg-
imen of regular exercise and disciplined habits.
"To become watchful and thoughtful enough to
summon serendipity we need training exercises
or habits that attract the quality. Nine exercises
follow—but first a story to refocus the nature .
of serendipity.

While I was living and working in London,
the president of our organization flew in from
the U.S. headquarters. I was asked to meet his
plane and take him to his hotel. The late flight
arrived at the end of a long Heathrow con-
course in the still of the night. The president,
an elderly man, was tired and jet-lagged, yet I
saw in his eyes, his words, and his handshake,
an awareness, a COncern.

Walking down the concourse with him and
his personal assistant, a man named Arthur, I
noticed that his briefcase had a broken hasp
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and sagged open. I walked a half step behind,
ready to retrieve anything that might fall out.
Then his assistant noticed the problem and
took action, dramatically pulling off his belt
and fastening it around the briefcase. The
president watched, with a twinkle in his eye,
and said, “Thank you, Arthur, but are you sure
we don’t now have a more serious problem?”

As we proceeded toward the airport exit I
noticed how aware he was—how interested in
the environment and the people that passed.
Repeatedly he caught someone’s eyes and nod-
ded a greeting.

Finally we emerged to the waiting chauffeur-
driven Rolls-Royce, a huge, long limousine 1
had hired in an attempt to increase his comfort
and signify the respect of those of us who ran
the British office. I worried now that he would
think it pretentious and out of place, but he
climbed in without a word. As we drove down
the dark motorway toward London, he stirred,
stood, walked up to the front seat, and put his
hand on the shoulder of the professional chauf-
teur who came with the car. “Young man,” the
president said, “it’s very late and I’'m sorry if we
are keeping you away from your family this
evening.”

This wise leader didn’t focus on the majestic
car, or on hurrying to his hotel, or on his own
fatigue. What he saw were the needs, the
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