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One of the basic elements of our nature is the question of “Fate or free will?” In other words, is our essence (and subsequent fate) set in stone, or do our experiences teach us to make better choices? Another version of this is “nature or nurture?”

Broadly speaking, belief in fate is an assumption that we are bound by certain conditions to have certain experiences, and that there is little we can do to change those experiences. The other end of this spectrum is the belief that we are totally free to change the conditions in our lives by changing our beliefs. Beliefs and expectations are defined as the “engine” that drives our experiences.

To add to the confusion, there is the idea of karma, which some interpret as inherited obligations in which we have no choice, and others interpret like a bank account of good will or debts owed. The former notion implies no escape from the sins of our past, and the latter implies a work in motion, that we can indeed change our karma. Western culture’s understanding of this is derived from various ancient East Indian philosophies, each of which has variations on the theme. Basically, karma is the law of cause and effect. That can also be interpreted to mean that beliefs and expectations result in certain experiences, which is a corollary of the concept of free will.

The challenge in bringing free will into the present moment is that many of our beliefs are not conscious. In fact, our deepest thoughts might not be original to us, or even apply to us. For instance, we spend approximately 9 months existing as a part of our mothers. We don’t know that we are separate from her thoughts, feelings, the food she eats, and the experiences she has. Adding to this, at birth and for the first several years of life, we absorb meaning from our environment and draw conclusions about life at a foundation level of consciousness. Consequently, we may come to believe life works in a certain way and things happen to us in a certain way.

Family traditions play a huge part in both nature and nurture. There are DNA patterns that run through generations, such as certain kinds of illness, as well as predisposition to behavior. There are also the messages that get reinforced by one’s early environment, many of which are accepted without question. We all base our lives to varying degrees on assumptions that we never question. Even when faced with evidence to the contrary, we often just accept that “this is how it is”, rather than realizing there may be some choice involved.

None of the above, however, addresses the concept of a soul. Spiritual teachings speak constantly of this aspect of self, and how its agenda or life purpose may seem quite at odds with a person’s decision to, first, actually get in touch with and identify that information, and, second, their willingness to fully commit their life to it.

It can be argued there are aspects of self that simply can’t be chosen, such as one’s calling in life. The calling itself might never change, or the desire for a mate or for a certain kind of life. In the end, though, it’s the choices we make in response to our essence and experiences that determine the direction our lives take. Then there are things like child abuse, hereditary or incurable illnesses, and natural disasters. On one hand, it’s hard to see how a child would willingly submit themselves to such treatment. On the other, adversity sometimes prompts greatness in people, so who are we as outsiders to judge what happens to another? We don’t know the path that soul has chosen to accomplish its work.

Typically, for better or worse, the various influences of family tradition, early life experience, and other significant events are distilled into our belief systems. Most crucially, the difficult experiences lead to adopting a basic negative thought about ourselves. This negative thought is what we call the core belief. The core belief begins very early in life, sometimes even before we start talking. This core belief is usually a simple thought such as “I am not good enough, or I am not worthy, important, or I don’t matter” to name a few. While being a simple element in our lives, the power it can have over our lives is almost beyond our comprehension. Consciously or unconsciously, how we live our lives, the relationships we create, and the choices we make can all be tainted with the underlying core belief.

As a result of this elemental negative thought pattern, we believe (since there’s no incontrovertible truth) that we experience both fate and free will. That assumes a significant level of personal responsibility. Even the belief in fate is a conscious choice and is a result of free will. Free will also is involved with choosing our negative core belief, even though it begins in childhood. 

How does all this affect our relationships with others? Our beliefs and expectations tend to mirrored and echoed in them, especially the more important ones. One phenomenon of relationship experience is that we train people how to treat us, both consciously, in terms of respect, the ways others love us, and so on, and also unconsciously, in terms of the core belief. We say unconsciously, because of course no one would want to think we expect others to think and act towards us like we are not good enough.

However, in our closest relationships, if we look very closely at the areas where the most difficulty or challenge arises, it is very likely that our own core beliefs are being echoed back from others. And they are being echoed back because people love us and want to do what we consciously and unconsciously expect them to do. This doesn’t mean others are therefore not responsible for inappropriate behavior: two people co-create the experiences they have, based on what they bring to the relationship. But it does mean there is a lot we can clean up from our own side, in terms of how we’re treated and the kind of satisfaction the relationship yields. The other part is when our own self-regard improves, we’ll simply move away from those who refuse to honor it.

Another way to state the above paragraph is that we get a glimpse of what may have been deeply buried attitudes about ourselves, from how we are treated and what is said to us by those closest to us. And the closer the relationship, the deeper we can see inside ourselves. This is a powerful awareness and can shift the question of “in control of myself/controlled by something else (fate/free will)” towards the “in control of myself” side of the question.

The magic of this idea is that it isn’t confined just to close personal relationships. All of existence is about our relationship to people and things in our world. When we start to see how our core (negative) belief might be playing out in every important area of life and actually get support in turning that belief into a positive statement, then we can stop being controlled by things that appear to be external to us and not what we said we wanted.

