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Prologue 

ñThe Great Experimentò 
 

 

 

For thousands of years, in almost all parts of the globe, human beings have 

engaged in practices to transform and balance their lives. From the magical rituals of 

ancient shamans, to the contemplative science of the mystical traditions, to the latest 

breakthroughs in health, nutrition, and physical exerciseðwe humans have always 

sought ways to connect with deeper truths, to achieve well-being and harmony, and to 

realize our highest potentials.  

Now, in the information age, this incredible wealth of knowledge, teachings, and 

techniquesðour evolutionary human legacyðis available to us like never before. The 

question is, how can we best use it? How can we put it all together? How can we make 

sense of the myriad of approaches, from such diverse places and times, in a way thatôs 

relevant to our individual and collective lives? 

Our answer to these questions amounts to an experiment in the deepest senseð

an amazing and humbling and life-long adventure in consciousness itself, in humanity 

(and divinity) itselfða trek into the future of our own bodies, minds, and spirit. Thatôs not 

to say this book presents an unproven approachðfar from it. Rather, it means that in 

order to see the ñdataò (and taste the fruits) of practice, you must be willing to try the 



 

 

© Integral Books 2007 ï All Rights Reserved 

  3 

experiment on yourself. This is, we believe, one of the most exciting and rewarding of all 

possible endeavors. 

Integral Life Practice is a way of organizing the many practices handed down 

through the centuriesðalong with those developed at the cutting edge of psychology, 

consciousness studies, and other leading fieldsðusing a framework optimized for life in 

the 21
st
 century. It is, at once, ancient and modern, Eastern and Western, speculative 

and scientific, and yet also something beyond those dichotomies. Integral Life Practice 

(or ILP) is integralðwhich means ñcomprehensive, whole, and balanced.ò Itôs a 

synthesis of the ñbest of the bestò that our traditions have to offer, combined with the 

most state-of-the-art transformational techniques. ILP is a free and fearless exploration 

of the terrain of your own being and awareness. 

 

At Integral Institute, and in the worldwide Integral community, weôve been 

developing ILP for over 30 years, researching the most essential keys to human growth. 

Weôre proud to present the results in this book. To get started, all you need is the 

willingness to give it a tryðto carry on the Great Experiment in your own life. 

Whether youôre a beginner or a more advanced practitioner exploring an integral 

approach to practice, we hope this book will be exceptionally useful to you. We look 

forward to helping you reach your highest aspirations, as we grow together toward a 

brighter here and now. 
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Chapter 1 

Why Practice? 
 

 

 

Integral Life Practice starts where all practice startsðwith inspiration, a yearning 

to grow, to become ñall that you can be.ò   

Sometimes the choice to practice comes after youôve been touched, opened, or 

maybe even awakened by something or someone profoundly true. Sometimes itôs the 

heartbreaking lessons of lifeðthe experience of intense suffering, meaninglessness, or 

pain.  

Maybe itôs the inspiring example of someone living an uncompromised life; or 

reading a book full of mind-blowing insights; or the extraordinary presence of a saint, 

sage, or teacher. Maybe itôs the death of a friend or loved-one. Or maybe your 

conventional life is simply undone, because you suddenly see through your own game. 

Somehow you get a glimpse of a freer, clearer, more authentic, loving, and true 

existenceðand you want to live it. 

People have been inspired like this for thousands of years. Those who got bit by 

the bug often became monks, nuns, shamans, or yogisðsurrendering their lives to a 

mystical spiritual path. Others did it in alternative forms, becoming samurai or martial 
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artistsðgiving themselves over with great intensity to a transformational discipline. 

Serious, traditional stuff, eh?  

But it ainôt necessarily so. Even though thereôs a lot of wisdom and beauty in the 

traditions, practice by nature is extremely alive. It continually reinvents itself. It breaks 

free of all bonds. It doesnôt have to be a certain wayðand certainly not only the way of 

the traditions. 

In truth, the traditions have always depended on innovation and improvisation. 

And so we continue the tradition of... breaking with tradition (while still drinking deeply 

from the wisdom of the past). Why? Because the world keeps changing. We keep 

changing. Human life has evolvedðand so has practice.  

 

An individual Integral Life Practice has many layers and dimensions. It goes as 

deep as you do, and flexes to fit your unique life. It can (and will) go through countless 

cycles and mutations. But the essence of ILP is simple, and it embodies the intention of 

authentic practice in every context, ancient or modern: to be true, real, and wholeðto 

wake up in all directions and dimensions of your being. 

Integral Life Practice means living for real. It's ñgetting realò with lifeðperhaps 

like never before. Or itôs taking the real-ness you already have to a higher, more 

integrated level. ILP expresses your impulse to be as fully aware as possibleðnow and 

now and nowðand to grow in that awareness over time.  

Itôs also founded in deep careðcare for ourselves, for others, and for this 

mysterious existence. This care inspires us to want to make a difference, to give more, 
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to cut through the bullshit of narrow and fragmented views, and to magnify the freedom, 

love, openness, and depth in us, in others, and in this beautiful, terrible world.   

And, from a certain perspective, practice is simply what isðitôs a personal choice 

and an authentic lifestyleðnot really something to make a big fuss about.... 

 

Here are a few more possible reasons for engaging an ILP: 

 

 Embracing and working with pain and suffering 

 Becoming a better personðon all levels, in all areas 

 Living with integrity and excellence 

 Getting over yourself 

 Waking up! 

 Living according to your highest ideals 

 Finding and/or living your deepest purpose 

 Loving and caring for others more fully 

 Communing with life, the universe, and Spirit   

 Participating in the evolution of consciousness 

 Because youôre in love with the Mystery 

 No specific reasonðitôs just what youôre drawn to do 

 

Many people come to ILP after an experience with a specific type of practice, 

which, at a certain point, no longer seems full or inclusive enough. ILP makes room for 

you to bring everything to the path: 
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 You may have experience training for physical excellence or competitive 

sports. 

 Maybe youôve disciplined your mind and emotions for peak performance in 

business. 

 Perhaps youôve practiced yoga or meditation, maybe even for years. 

 You may have undergone deep psychological work, facing your shadow 

and exploring your past. 

 You might have come to practice out of your deeply felt devotion to God or 

a beloved teacher or guide. 

 Maybe your interest in ILP comes through your scholarship and thirst for 

understanding. 

 

Some radical teachers and teachings point out the limitations buried within many 

of our motivations for practice. Most of us at least begin practice as ñspiritual 

materialists,ò motivated to perfect or fulfill our separate self-sense. But our exclusive 

commitment to self-centered motives tends to loosen and relax as we mature. The most 

fundamental paradox is that of seeking. Everyone begins the path as a seeker, and yet, 

the seeker must outgrow the notion that ñsomethingôs missingòðand thus give up 

seekingðfor the path to be fulfilled. So our motives do naturally evolve.  

But none of them are wrong. We donôt need to wait until our motives are perfectly 

pure. People find countless reasons for practiceðand every motivation for practice is 

valid... and partial. The beauty of practice is that it transforms us so that we outgrow our 
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original intentionsðand keep going! Our motivations for practicing evolve as we mature. 

Each of our motivations for practice contributes something to our path, even if we 

eventually leave it behind.  

Ultimately, all our motivations and intentions converge in the present moment: 

What is our practice right now?  

Thereôs no single best or right way to practice, but there are plenty of less than 

optimal ways. ILP drops the baggage and cuts to the essentials, so you can easily find a 

practice that works for you, with a minimum of wasted time.   

Shall we begin? 

 

About the Practices in this Book 

Peppered throughout this book are experiential practices. These are provided to 

help you convert theory into action. Some practices are explicitly ñintegralò and custom-

designed for ILPðthese are called Gold Star Practices. Others are taken from different 

sources, but are adapted to an integral context. Some Gold Star Practices also come in 

an ultra-condensed form called a 1-Minute Module. You can use one of these anytime 

as a virtually effortless way to bring practice into your daily lifeðinstantly! 

When we say ñexperiential,ò we mean this in the broadest sense. At a minimum, 

there are bodily experiences, mental experiences, and spiritual experiences. When you 

see a Gold Star Practice or 1-Minute Module, try to open yourself to whatever form of 

experience is involved: bodily, mental, spiritual, or any combination of the above. 
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1-Minute Module:  

Whatôs Your Deepest Motivation? 

 

 

 

Itôs important to connect with what practice means for you. Hereôs a way to check 

in with your motivation. You can try this now, but really, itôs a great thing to do regularly, 

at the beginning of any practice sessionðand it takes less than a minute! 

Place both hands over your heart, and take a few deep breaths. Feel any activity 

in your mind, heart, and gut. Now, thoughtfully feel into your deepest motivation for 
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practice. What is your real desire? Whatôs behind the ñpushesò or ñpullsò that youôre 

experiencing right now? Whatôs arising in your self-awareness?  

It need not be only one thing, or anything in particular. You might be seeking 

something extraordinary; you might just be curious about what will happen; or you might 

feel something that you canôt really describe. Simply feel what motivates you most 

deeply in this moment, and be aware of it. 

Finally, feel or be aware of the witness of your experience. Who is the 

experiencer behind this and every experience? Who is it thatôs aware of (and therefore 

not) your motivations?  

Breathe and relax into this awareness for a few momentsé. 

Then let it go, and move on. 
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Chapter 2 

What Is Integral Life Practice? 
 

 

 

Whatever your motivation, the intention to begin, renew, or deepen a practice is a 

wonderful first step. But once youôve made that choice, how do you follow through with 

it? Thirty years of experience have shown us that your practice will turn to mush without 

a framework for organizing itðpreferably an integral framework, one thatôs inclusive and 

flexible enough to make your intention a reality. 

 

A Radically Inclusive Approach  

The Integral Life Practice framework allows for maximum flexibility. Itôs not a 

program you must follow uncritically, humorlessly, and perhaps even with a sense of 

superiority, until youôre enlightened, more successful, better-looking, and hopefully 

perfect, someday. It gives you a set of tools for designing your own unique and 

personalized practice, in whatever form works best for you right now, with the 

understanding that ñwhat works bestò will change over time. 

The ñIntegralò part of ILP is that it is radically inclusive. To do this, it draws on a 

conceptual map called AQAL (which stands for ñAll Quadrants, All Levelsòðweôll get 

deeper into this in a moment). AQAL is a theory of everything, a way of comprehending 



 

 

© Integral Books 2007 ï All Rights Reserved 

  12 

life and reality in very broad yet precise terms. AQAL (pronounced ah-qwul) is a map of 

consciousness, the Kosmos , and human development, at every level and in every 

dimension that presents itself. 

Technically speaking, AQAL is a map of maps, or a meta-theory that 

incorporates the core truths from hundreds of other theories. It organizes the profound 

insights of the spiritual traditions, philosophy, modern science, developmental 

psychology, and many other disciplines, into one, coherent whole. AQAL accounts for 

the many perspectives that great thinkers, teachers, and researchers have brought to 

our understanding of self and world.  

But it doesnôt stop there, because AQAL is also immediately intuitiveðit 

describes the terrain of your own awareness. In Chapters 3 and 5, we focus on how 

AQAL can help you see deeper into yourself, your relationships, and the world at large.  

 

Integral Life Practice is ñPowered by AQALò 

Because AQAL attempts to map the entire known Kosmos, ILP engages nearly 

every aspect of our lives. As you embark on an Integral Life Practice you will learn to 

hold more perspectives, and to do so more freely and flexibly, exercising every 

dimension of your being. This inclusiveness is why we regard practice as a matter of 

whole-person feeling-intelligenceðbody, mind, and spirit. Integral Life Practice is AQAL 

applied to lifeða life of conscious evolution in all parts of your being. 

In creating Integral Life Practice we asked some key questions:  

                                                 

 Kosmos with a óKô is the word the ancient Greeks used to denote a universe that includes, not 

just stars and planets and black holes, i.e., physical reality (which is what ñCosmosò usually means), but 
also the realms of mind, soul, society, art, Spirit, i.e., everything. 
 




