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INTRODUCTION
At a time of daily earth-shattering revelations, 
The Portal addresses the question of ‘What 
can I do to help?’ The answer is simple: 
meditate.

The Portal is an immersive, cinematic 
experience of transformation on a personal 
scale, with global implications, that follows 
six people who transform their own lives, 
providing inspiration and a toolkit for change. 
There is also a robot programmed to respond 
sympathetically to people.

The film is richly visual and sonically 
powerful, breaking ground with its use of 
binaural beats* in an already evocative 
score as it takes the viewers on their own 
mindfulness journey.

The filmmakers invite viewers to enter the portal to 
find out more.

The Portal is written and produced by Tom Cronin 
and Jacqui Fifer. Tom Cronin is the founder of The 
Stillness Project, a global movement to inspire 1 
billion people to sit in stillness daily.

The film features six individuals who have each 
faced different crises in their lives that led them 
to make life changes that resulted in them 
transforming their priorities and how they live.

There are also contributions from a number 
of academics and futurists who have a strong 
commitment to changing how we might realign our 
values and live more satisfying lives.

*Binaural beats: when the right and left ears listen 
to two slightly different frequency tones.

CONTENT HYPERLINKS

3 IDEAS THAT PROMPTED 
THE CREATION OF THIS 
DOCUMENTARY

4 PRODUCER’S STATEMENT

5 CURRICULUM GUIDELINES

6 STUDENT ACTIVITIES

6 1: Pre-viewing questions

7 2: Words and expressions, 
labels and meanings

8 3. The Cast of the Film

10 4: Understanding the 
documentary’s organising 
principles

11 5: Close viewing sequence 
(00:31:12–00:36:11)

12 6: Small group discussions

13 A lived experience of James 
Ricketson, an Australian 
journalist and filmmaker

13 FINAL STUDENT ACTIVITIES

15 ENDNOTES

15 REFERENCES AND RESOURCES

©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1

9

2



The Portal explores ways in which universal change 
through mindfulness might not be just a pipedream, 
but as many people have learned over the centuries 
and in many cultures and countries, a way to live and 
thrive in a world we all share.

The film investigates how meditation and mindfulness 
can unlock your power, grow your compassion for 
those around you and awaken your thirst for change. 
Sharing personal stories from six people who healed 

their lives through meditation, as well as compelling 
insights from some of today’s most innovative thinkers, 
The Portal shares a vision for humanity transformed. 
It weaves a vibrant tapestry of technology, love, the 
future, existentialism, human potential, brain hacking 
and inner peace – all of which could rekindle your 
excitement for the future and ultimately change your 
life.

IDEAS THAT PROMPTED THE 
CREATION OF THIS DOCUMENTARY
Our world is suffering from a number of growing crises: wars, 
climate change, the threat of economic collapse. We are at a 
tipping point, but there is another way. Revealing an ancient road 
map that has helped guide people to transformation for centuries, 
the book and documentary film, The Portal, takes us to the very 
core of what’s needed for humanity today: meditation.

We are conditioned and programmed by our cultures, our media 
and our upbringing and this creates the systems we think by 
and live by, which are micro and macro. This programming is 
outdated and faulty and we need to transcend this and think 
creatively, adaptably and sustainably.

Nearly all of the world’s problems are created by this 
programmed mindset, and if the problems are created by humans 
and their minds, then the solution lies in humans and their minds.

Anxiety, trauma, PTSD, depression and anhedonia (the inability 
to experience joy) can all be transformed and healed with the 
help of stillness and meditation.

War and conflict stems from a tribal model of competition. 
Tribes compete for scarce resources so natural competition 
arises, and empathy reduces as the size of tribes increases and 
tribe-members are unable to maintain intimate relationships with 
the other tribe-members.

Civilisations in the past have been more local. But now our 
civilisation is globally interconnected and interdependent. The 
power we wield is larger than the earth can handle. So, collapse 
has the potential to be total, affecting all humans and the earth

Sustaining patterns of behaviour is anti-evolutionary and will 
attract destruction. We have been sustaining a status quo of 
‘get more’ for thousands of years and it’s not sustainable any 
longer.

Meditation is a powerful tool to let go of the past and move 
forward.

Artificial intelligence (AI) and technology or anything else we 
create are only as good as the state of mind of the programmer 
and creator. If we want more sophisticated AI and technology 
that is free of bias and more constructive for humans (vs 
distracting and destructive) we need more emotionally aware 
people to be creating it.

It’s not AI that’s the issue; it’s the state of mind of the 
programmers.

An enlightened planet is possible, but what does it look like? 
Who is holding that vision?
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PRODUCER’S STATEMENT
In my work I see a lot of people who have hit 
some kind of crisis or roadblock in their lives and 
are looking for a path through. I’ve dedicated the 
last 25 years to exploring this area and I’ve been 
fascinated by this idea of a crisis being a catalyst for 
change, and how it can inspire the most remarkable 
turnaround in people’s lives. The Portal was inspired 
by my own crisis moment that ultimately inspired a 
phase shift in my life.

In February 1996, I had a nervous breakdown. It 
was the culmination of years of drug taking, very 
little sleep and working in a high stress environment 
as a broker in finance. I felt trapped in a dark abyss 
of insomnia, anxiety, panic attacks, depression and 
agoraphobia, questioning whether to continue on 
with life. I was sent to doctors and psychiatrists and 
put on pharmaceutical drugs, yet deep down I felt 
there had to be another way through this.

It was at that time that I came across meditation 
and Eastern philosophy and from that moment on 
everything in my life changed. My experiences in 
the deep meditations were profound. My symptoms 

started to fade away and I felt an inner peace I’d 
never had before. I studied Vedic philosophy in depth 
and came across a Sanskrit word rashi, which refers 
to a cataclysmic event on a personal or planetary 
level that is part of the process of evolution to inspire 
change when stagnation has occurred. I started to 
notice how these rashis, or crises, were not just a 
force in my life but were appearing in other people’s 
lives, relationships, companies, countries and even 
the planet.

I became passionate about meditation as a device 
to help us through these crisis moments. I wanted 
to share it, and a feature documentary – that reveals 
through personal stories how much meditation can 
change not just someone’s life, but the world – 
seemed to be the perfect medium.

We’d like the viewer to leave elevated and inspired, 
not just with answers, but also with questions.

Imagine life when 7 billion people go through The 
Portal.

Tom Cronin, Producer

3

T H E  P O R TA L  S Y N O P S I S
An immersive cinematic experience to 
inspire humankind into a new era, The 
Portal is about human metamorphosis 
and a planetary phase shift.

In an exploration of the role crisis 
plays in our evolution, the film follows 
six people who have used stillness 
and meditation to move beyond 
trauma. There is Booda – a retired 
US serviceman managing PTSD, 
Human Rights Expert Amandine 
whose commitment to global peace 
took her on a quest for inner peace, 
Vietnamese refugee Due who 
overcame developmental trauma 
through mind hacking, elite athlete 
Heather who reinvented herself 
following a career-ending injury,  
Rabbi Ronnie who found freedom in 
the confines of a personal crisis, and 

neurosurgeon Doty who had to lose 
everything to find the meaning of life.

Unfolding as a vibrant tapestry, 
the film weaves in and out of each 
character from early childhood, to 
personal catastrophe, transformation 
and subsequent insights on the 
other side revealing what is possible 
for humanity if 7 billion people pass 
through the portal. Interspersed 
amongst these intimately-told tales 
of transformation are futurists Mikey 
Siegel, Dr Julia Mossbridge and Daniel 
Schmachtenberger whose ideas 
invite us to contemplate emerging 
concepts in the zeitgeist. What does 
it mean to be human? Is technology a 
tool for transformation? How can we 
transcend the win-lose paradigm?  
Will we keep the vision for an 

enlightened future?

Regularly breaking the fourth wall and 
using immersive sound and visuals, 
The Portal breaks ground in film-
making history by embedding binaural 
beats in the evocative film score, 
inviting the audience to slip into a 
meditative state and experience their 
own metamorphosis.

In this era of ubiquitous technology 
and pace, as we tremble on the brink 
of a phase shift and traverse some of 
humanity’s most daunting challenges, 
we begin to get a sense of the 
potential for our species if we ‘de-
excite’ using stillness, and the power 
in the portal to change our world from 
the inside out.

ONCE IN A WHILE A FILM  
NAILS THE ZEITGEIST OF  
A GENERATION, BECOMING  
A CATALYST FOR CHANGE  
AND A MAP FOR HUMANITY.

7

The Portal BOOK, co-authored by 
Tom Cronin and Jacqui Fifer, will be 
published in over 10 countries and 
more to follow.

The Portal SOUNDTRACK includes an 
original score (composed by Grammy 
Award winner François Tétaz) and the 
powerful THEME SONG Still Time  
(co-written with Ben Abraham)

An ONLINE MASTERCLASS will 
support the audience’s next steps into 
their own transformation.

AC C O M PA N Y I N G  A S S E T S
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CURRICULUM 
GUIDELINES
The Portal would be best suited to middle and senior 
secondary students studying subjects within the 
Humanities and Social Science areas of the National 
Curriculum. It would also be valuable for tertiary students 
studying psychology, health sciences, social work and 
counselling.

The humanities and social sciences are the study of 
human behaviour and interaction in social, cultural, 
environmental, economic and political contexts. The 
humanities and social sciences have a historical and 
contemporary focus, from personal to global contexts, and 
consider challenges for the future.

In the Australian Curriculum, the Humanities and Social 
Sciences learning area also includes a study of history, 
geography, civics and citizenship and economics and 
business.

Through studying Humanities and Social Sciences, 
students will develop the ability to question, think 

The key questions  
asked in the film include:

• How are we programmed to think and act in 
a particular way by our genetics and culture?

• Are we free thinkers or like AI, programmed 
by programmers?

• How is the current programming affecting 
us in a negative way? Are we responsive 
to gambling advertising and other irrational 
behaviours?

• What makes for a satisfying life- is it money, 
family, a sense of purpose?

• What are the factors in my life that limit my 
aspirations and make me feel unhappy or 
unfulfilled? How can I modify my aspirations 
or rechannel them into other areas that may 
provide more fulfilment?

• What contributions can I make to help 
solve human-created problems in the world 
such as those relating to climate change, 
inequality, racism and sexism, the suffering 
of other people (both known to me and 
strangers) and loneliness?

• How careful and responsible am I in how I 
treat other living creatures?

• How might meditation and mindfulness 
change our attitudes and behaviors … and 
even the world?

• What is causing a seemingly great deal of 
negativity, anxiety and depression among 
people, many of whom have apparently 
successful lives?

6critically, solve 
problems, communicate effectively, make decisions 
and adapt to change. Thinking about and responding 
to issues require an understanding of the key historical, 
geographical, political, economic and societal factors 
involved, and how these different factors interrelate.

The Humanities and Social Science subjects in the 
Australian Curriculum provide a broad understanding of the 
world in which we live, and how people can participate as 
active and informed citizens with high-level skills needed 
for the 21st century.[i]

The general capabilities in this area of the curriculum 
include: Personal and Social Capability. The organising 
elements for Personal and Social Capability are:

• SELF-MANAGEMENT
• SELF-AWARENESS
• SOCIAL MANAGEMENT
• SOCIAL AWARENESS

Personal and Social Capability skills are addressed in all 
learning areas and at every stage of a student’s schooling. 
This enables teachers to plan for the teaching of targeted 
skills specific to an individual’s learning needs to provide 
access to and engagement with the learning areas. 
However, some of the skills and practices implicit in the 
development of the capability may be most explicitly 
addressed in specific learning areas, such as Health and 
Physical Education. Teachers can also use the Personal 
and Social Capability learning continuum to plan for 
the teaching of targeted skills specific to an individual’s 
learning needs.

• Some of the appropriate subject areas include Personal 
Development, Psychology, Ethics and Society and 
Civics and Citizenship. Much of the information about 
meditation and mindfulness explored through the life 
stories in the film would also be of interest to students 
studying Philosophy, Psychology, Ethics and Society and 
Comparative Religions.

The Personal and Social Capability learning continuum 
is detailed at <https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/
media/1078/general-capabilities-personal-and-social-
capability-learning-continuum.pdf>.
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STUDENT 
ACTIVITIES

1: PRE-VIEWING QUESTIONS

1 Do you think regularly watching and listening to 
daily news bulletins, either online or on radio or 
television, is good for your mental health? What 
are some of the most common stories and 
images on the daily news?

2 What effects do you think lifestyle programs 
about renovations have on viewers? While they 
‘rate’ well and are sometimes entertaining, what 
truths are they really offering to their audience?

3 In what ways does the media in many countries 
implant unrealistic aspirations in people about 
how they might live if only…? How does 
television and online advertising targeted at 
you and your interests affect you as you look at 
your life and perhaps compare it with others?

4 Name some of the positives of technology in 
relation to healthcare, at least in many Western 
countries, that have become widely available in 
the last fifty years. Are they available to people 

all over the world, especially in third world 
countries?

5 What are some of the negatives in healthcare 
in Australia? In what ways can loneliness and 
isolation affect people’s health?

6 Are people with mental health issues as well 
cared for in Australia as those with other bodily 
illnesses? Should they be much better cared 
for?

7 Why is boredom, allied with envy, so 
destructive?

8 Is Australian society becoming more or less fair 
in relation to opportunities for work and basic 
needs? How important do you think it is for all 
adults to have work that supports them and 
their families?

9 What strategies or ways do you have to 
manage stress when the pressures of work or 
sport or school become overwhelming?

10 Where can you be still, quiet or even silent in 
the world you live in today without being aware 
of ambient noise?

11 In what ways do mobile phones and a range 
of social media such as Twitter, Facebook and 
Instagram keep people connected? What are 
the limits to this connectivity?

12 There is discussion at the moment about not 
allowing students to have mobile phones with 
them during class time. What do you see are 
the advantages and disadvantages of having 
a mobile phone with you at all times and in all 
places?

13 Can young children be expected to manage 
their time independently, whether this is online, 
outdoors or sleeping time?

14 Do you think your parents have a more 
challenging job of raising a family of well-
adjusted young people than their parents had?
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2: WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS, 
LABELS AND MEANINGS

• Define the meaning of the words listed on 
the right through a class discussion, using 
a dictionary or online resources or all three. 
Use each word(s) in a sentence that makes its 
meaning clear. Find at least one synonym or 
example for each one where possible. While all 
these words relate to themes explored in this 
documentary, the two most important words in 
this list are ‘mindfulness’ and ‘meditation’.
All words exist in a context and meanings may 
change depending on that context.
Neither mindfulness or meditation have a single 
meaning.

Finally, investigate the known history of meditation 
across the world and the religions, traditions and 
cultures with which it is most closely identified.

As you will know, there are many ways to watch, 
listen, learn and create, both directly and indirectly. 
There are many media available to inform and 
entertain us, from a range of social media including 
YouTube to podcasts to cinema, television and live 
theatre.

Just as a range of websites can offer advice on 
changing tap washers or repairing appliances, there 
are websites that take viewers through meditation, 
yoga practices, tai chi, qigong and other mind and 
body activities. Classes for all age groups, which are 
often locally based, allow you to meet others with an 
interest in mindfulness and meditation.

One of the significant problems for many people 
today is that there are too many choices to fit 
comfortably in our already overtaxed brains. 
Decision-making and choosing can become 

stressful, even when it is only the brand of cereal or 
milk you choose at the supermarket.

Many meditation practices are partly designed to 
empty the mind and help us to carefully consider 
priorities in our lives and make space and time for 
them.

As you watch the film and listen to the speakers, 
think about the following questions and how and 
why each person might answer them differently.

PORTAL
MEDITATION
MINDFULNESS
STILLNESS
QUIETNESS
SILENCE
BINAURAL
YOGA

VIPASSANA
NEUROSCIENCE
FUTURIST
TRANSCENDENTAL 
MEDITATION
PRAYER
PTSD

• Do all the different ways and means 
of being constantly diverted and 
entertained really make us better 
informed and contented with our lives and 
achievements?

• In what ways has technology, especially 
telecommunications, changed all our 
lives?

• How does it feel in practical ways to have 
your head filled with hundreds of ideas 
and responsibilities? How challenging is 
it to constantly sort through what does 
and does not really matter to how you live 
your life and relate to other people?

• What are some of the common factors 
shared by the six individuals?

• How is each person able to transform 
their life?
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3. THE CAST OF THE FILM

While all the individuals in the documentary 
make choices that change how they live, the 
impetus for change was different for each 
individual. Their backgrounds are as diverse as 
their personalities.

• AMANDINE ROCHE
• HEATHER HENNESSY
•	 RON	‘BOODA’	TAYLOR
• DUE QUACH (Due is pronounced Zway)
• JAMES R. DOTY M.D
• RONNIE CAHANA

The futurists and experts are:

• DANIEL SCHMACHTENBERGER 
– evolutionary philosopher and global 
systems strategist

• MIKEY SIEGEL – robotics engineer, 
transformative technology developer

• DR JULIA MOSSBRIDGE – A futurist 
trained in cognitive neuroscience whose 
focus is on teaching and learning about 
love and time. She programs Sophia, 
the robot, as part of her research in how 
best to listen to and help people sort 
themselves out when they are distressed.

Following the stories as 
they unfold and intersect

Using Table 1 on page 9, make notes 
on at least three of the individuals 
appearing in the documentary; 
select at least one person of each 
gender. While the ethnic origins of 
each individual are not specified in 
every case, the important details 
of their childhoods and family 
situations are given. They are mostly 
American citizens (except Amandine 
who is French) with very different 
experiences.

Focus your attention on the catalysts 
for change in each person’s life.

You can share your notes and 
contrast and compare your 
perceptions of each character with 
your classmates either at the end of 
each viewing time or when you have 
watched the film through to the end.
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Backstory

How change 
was precipitated 

in her/his life
What they 
do today

AMANDINE 
ROCHE
HUMAN RIGHTS 
EXPERT

HEATHER 
HENNESSY
EX-CHAMPION 
ATHLETE

RON ‘BOODA’ 
TAYLOR 
EX-MILITARY

DUE QUACH
REFUGEE FROM 
VIETNAM

JAMES DOTY, 
MD 
NEUROSURGEON

RONNIE 
CAHANA 
RABBI

 VIEWING CHART
TABLE 
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• Do you think this film has an underlying 
message? If so, what is it?

• In what ways is a film about a topic as 
quiet and internalised as meditation and 
mindfulness especially demanding to make 
entertaining as well as informative?

• Which of the six characters in the film 
did you identify with most strongly? Do 
you think this may be because you have 
experienced or witnessed experiences 
similar to those they talk about, e.g. feeling 
you have to make your parents proud of you 
by striving to be academically excellent as 
Due Quach did as a migrant to America?

• How difficult might it be for highly 
successful and rich individuals such as Dr 
James Doty to change his approach and 
priorities in his life at this stage.

• In what ways can job losses caused by new 
technologies, particularly in manufacturing 
and mining, radically disrupt the lives of 
many people, especially when they are 
middle-aged or older?

• Are there people and families you know who 
might have very real difficulties in taking 
some ‘me time’ daily to meditate? What 
factors might make this proposition difficult 
to implement?

• Would you like to take part in meditation 
sessions on a daily basis for a month with 
people you know and trust to see how you 
feel at the end of the experience?

4: UNDERSTANDING THE DOCUMENTARY’S 
ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

It is always a challenge for documentary filmmakers 
to both convey a point of view (or views) and at the 
same time engage an audience in both the film’s 
‘messages’ and the individuals telling their story. They 
must balance ‘talking heads’ with enough images 
that, along with the soundtrack, will keep viewers 
engaged and curious.

This documentary film is structured by cutting 
between the stories of the six featured individuals as 
the narrative adds more information to each story, 
particularly in terms of the person’s past and how 
they came to make big life changes.

As the stories unfold, we see images of energy, 
chaos, stillness, beauty and violence, accompanied 
by a soundtrack of the different and often conflicting 
voices and sounds most of us may hear daily.

• Jacqui Fifer, the Director of The Portal has 
said about her sense of the film’s approach to 
presenting its themes:

The Portal is about human metamorphosis and a 
planetary shift. Conversational interviews encourage 
a direct, intimate relationship to blossom between 
viewer and subject as futurist commentary 
and personal story coalesce in the unfolding 
narrative – What exists before and after 
crisis … and what is the path through?

We explore the role that technology 
has played, and could play, in human 

transformation; how the characters’ lives drastically 
transform when they embraced some form of stillness; 
why, on the cusp of a major global crisis moment, it’s 
the right time for our species to be still and we get a 
glimpse of what life could look like on the other side 
of a phase shift.
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5: CLOSE VIEWING SEQUENCE 
(00:31:12–00:36:11)

Watch and listen again to this section of the film 
where Heather, Due and Booda are revealing some 
of the factors that pushed them into rethinking their 
lives and priorities: ‘Who am I?’ and ‘What do I 
really want?’

• Where has Heather returned to at this stage in 
her life?

• What happened to her some years back that so 
dramatically changed the aspirations she had 
growing up?

• What do you think she means when she 
acknowledges that ‘stillness was very difficult 
for me at that time’?

• Due attended Harvard, a prestigious university 
in America. How did she begin to feel about 
her ‘success’ at this time after a fairly difficult 
childhood?

• When Due went to see a psychiatrist, what 
advice did he give her in relation to her 
emotional discontents and anxieties, including a 
sense of having failed?

• How and where did Booda’s emotional 
breakdown happen?

• What were some of the factors in his life that led 
to his PTSD?

• What decisions did each of these people make 
as they confronted their feelings and traumas in 
different ways?

• How does the soundtrack and the cutting 
between different accounts of these stories 
create tension and curiosity in viewers to see 
what will result eventually in each of their lives?

The commentaries of the three expert futurists are 
also interposed within the stories of the participants. 
Each provides information and opinions about the 
history of civilisations and the factors that have 
caused many societies to collapse.

Each one questions what kind of progress 
technology and globalisation might offer to 
humankind. They raise questions about how a 
more populated and connected world might offer 
viable solutions to the lives of many people whose 
lives are presently very difficult, more hopeless and 
fractured than the images on the nightly news.

Many societies are overpopulated to an extent that 
people cannot live in a comfortable way. Other 
places are underpopulated and committed to 
closing their borders. Famine is not just a problem 
caused by climate events such as droughts and 
floods but a political problem where the resources 
that need to be both produced and equitably 
allocated and distributed are not available to the 
people in greatest need.
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1. 

‘The size of a group is crucial to any social system. 
The ideal size of a group living in the same place is 
150. I can’t hurt any of these people because I know 
them.’ – Daniel Schmachtenberger

2. 

‘When resources are abundant in an area, people 
lived peacefully as they did not need to compete for 
resources.’ – Daniel Schmachtenberger

3. 

‘When your mind is wandering, you feel less happy. 
Logging on to Facebook we get to experience 
the wanderings of other peoples’ minds. We are 
addicted to information and thoughts.’ – Mikey 
Siegel

4. 

‘The change is coming and we can’t play by the 
rules that worked in the old days.’ – Due Quach

5. 

Suicide, drug overdoses and car accidents continue 
to be the leading causes of death of people aged 
between 15 and 44 in many countries.

6. 

It’s very simple to be present, to be here and now. 
That is what peace is all about. How did Amandine, 
the former United Nations lawyer in conflict zones, 
cope with the suffering she witnessed?

7. 

Robots are not able to think independently of their 
human programmers. Their capacities remain quite 
limited and ‘robotic’.

8. 

‘Meditation is a human invention designed and 
modified over thousands of years. It directs and 
refines human attention.’ – Mikey Siegel

9. 

‘As human beings, our default mode, if we’re able to 
take away the distractions of modern society, would 
be to care for another person.’ – James Doty

10. 

Silence, for some people, is distressing at first, 
rather than a means of focusing.

11. 

Are we each responsible for our own responses 
to life challenges or are some people luckier than 
others in the experiences and families they have?

6: SMALL GROUP DISCUSSIONS

Set up several small group discussions to 
share your thoughts on the implications 
of the views shared in the documentary 
in understanding societies today. Some 
are from the three academics and others 
from the participants.

Place the numbers in a box and randomly 
select three or more questions to discuss 
in your group. This will depend on the 
class size or the interests of the teacher 
and the students. It is important to 
question the assumptions behind these 
statements and find examples from other 
times and places that either support, 
strongly query or reject these views.

8
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FINAL STUDENT ACTIVITIES
Taking the discussion further and doing some 
research and reflection

1.  This documentary opens with a pre-title sequence of a 
babble of sounds in a number of different languages layered 
through the soundtrack and images. Why do you think the 
filmmakers chose this opening sequence?

2.  Meditation and mindfulness are part of the precepts and 
practices of many religions including Buddhism, Christianity, 
Islam, Judaism and Hinduism, but many people who practice 
meditation regularly are not members of organised religious 
groups. What do you think this might suggest both about 
established religions and the practice of meditation?

Many celebrities practice meditation on a regular basis. They 
include Richard Gere, Miranda Kerr, Bill Gates, Hugh Jackman, 
Angelina Jolie, Kobe Bryant, Jerry Seinfeld and Paul McCarthy 
as well as many others. However, a practice embraced by 
celebrities is not always a good reason for trying something 
but their rationales for embracing meditation make interesting 
reading.

I’ve been practicing Transcendental Meditation most of my life. 
I think that does something to your nervous system. It has given 
me a calmness I don’t think I had at 19. It’s like having a charger 
for your whole body and mind. – Jerry Seinfeld

A LIVED EXPERIENCE OF JAMES RICKETSON, AN 
AUSTRALIAN JOURNALIST AND FILMMAKER

Picture this – an Australian journalist sitting near a squat toilet 
under the only light in the prison cell he shares with 140 others, 
writing pages of notes about happiness. After 15 months in 
a notorious Cambodian prison, for a crime he denies, James 
Ricketson shares his insights into his personal experience in Prey 
Sar prison – and his new reflections on the state of happiness.[ii]

(This is the introduction to an ABC radio program – All in the 
Mind, which you can listen to as a podcast or read the published 
transcript online.)

Australian journalist and filmmaker James Ricketson had been 
living and working in Cambodia for several years. In 2017, he 
was arrested by the local police and accused of spying when 
he was said to have flown a drone over people demonstrating 
against the Government.

He spent fifteen months in a Cambodian prison cell awaiting trial.

Jesse, his adult son went to Cambodia to keep his father 
supplied with books, food and support during his imprisonment.

James has talked about the enormous amount of time he had 
while imprisoned to think about many things, but particularly 
about what ‘happiness’ might mean. While he does not suggest 
his experience as a prisoner in Cambodia could be described as 
happy, he believes that having an optimistic outlook about the 
future helped him get through this time. He also suggests that 

happiness as a key desire can be overrated, especially when it is 
closely linked to material wealth.

Ricketson, sixty-nine, was given jail time for ‘espionage and 
collecting harmful information that could affect national defence’ 
by a Phnom Penh court.

He received a royal pardon from Cambodia and was deported 
to Australia in September 2018, immigration officials said, a day 
after he was released from a six-year sentence in a case Human 
Rights Watch has called ‘a ludicrous charade’. 
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-12-17/
fighting-for-james-ricketsons-freedom/10430358/

You can read a transcript of a recent ABC radio program where 
James Ricketson talks about his time in prison: <https://
www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/allinthemind/
on-happiness---notes-from-prison/11313014/>.

He is now planning to make a television series about this very 
question – what makes us happy or at least contented/satisfied 
more often than we are unhappy? When are we overwhelmed 
by circumstances? Is resilience equally available for everyone 
or do we all have our own ‘tipping point’ when it all gets too 
hard struggling alone? Are some people born with an optimistic 
temperament? Booda says that reaching out was his last 
attempt as he contemplated suicide as a retiring soldier with 
PTSD. At 17 a seed planted by a judge about joining the military 
as a way to change his life, saved him from a life of crime. How 
difficult is it to ask for help when the black dog of depression 
descends on you?
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In moments of madness, meditation has helped me 
find moments of serenity – and I would like to think 
that it would help provide young people a quiet haven 
in a not-so-quiet world. – Paul McCartney.

3. Why do you think so many people regard being quiet 
for any length of time as some kind of horror to be 
avoided at all costs? (this is not the same kind of 
silence as that enforced in solitary confinement in 
an institution). Some studies have shown that when 
left alone for fifteen minutes in a room, 67 per cent 
of men and 25 per cent of women chose to give 
themselves an electric shock rather than sit quietly 
with their thoughts[iii]. How do you think you would 
cope in a similar situation? Is being alone the same 
as being lonely?

4. Some primary schools begin each day with a short 
burst of physical activity – ‘run around the school 
grounds’, followed by five minutes of ‘quiet time’ 
before formal lessons begin. Do you think this 
would be a worthwhile beginning to each day for 
all students?

5. How do you think regular meditation habits may 
assist people with anxiety, depression and general 
feelings of hopelessness?
Do you know any family or friends who have tried 
and rejected the regular practice of meditation? 
Are they able to explain why they chose not to 
pursue this form of quiet reflection?
Can meditation or mindfulness be experienced 
during an activity that requires intense focus 

– such as listening to music, swimming laps, 
running or whittling wood, etc.?

6. ‘Any work of architecture that is designed without 
serenity in mind is a mistake. And when serenity 
expresses joy, it is ultimate.’ – Mexican architect 
Luis Barragan
This assessment about the importance of serenity 
in buildings is also supported by Glenn Murcutt, 
an Australian architect whose buildings all sit 
quietly in their landscape.
How can a house or other building express 
serenity? What qualities should it have and how 
can people live better within a quieter and more 
natural environment with gardens rather than three 
bathrooms, a home cinema and other private 
indoor areas that can be isolating from the world 
around us?
(To appreciate the significance of Murcutt’s 
practicing of this principle, watch a recent 
documentary film called Glenn Murcutt: Spirit of 
Place about his architecture and the convictions 
on which his work is based.)

7. Do you know of anyone in any age group who 
takes no part in social media? If it is possible, talk 
to them about why they are aversive to this style 
of technology?

8. What have you learnt through watching this 
documentary about ideas and practices we need 
to learn to embrace in our lives to find satisfaction 
and at times even real happiness?
What are some of the factors common to the six 
people whose lives we follow in the film?

Marguerite O’Hara. July, 2019
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the powerful theme song ‘Still Time’ (co-written with Ben 
Abraham)

3.  The Portal masterclass, a digital program to support the 
audiences’ next steps to transformation.
By entering ‘mindfulness and/or meditation near me’ in 
a search engine you will find a range of available classes 
suited to different age groups.

4. Johann Hari, Lost Connections: Uncovering the Real 
Causes of Depression – and the Unexpected Solutions
Hari makes a strong case for setting up communicative 
and active networks for people suffering anxiety and stress 
as one viable alternative to medication.

5. Bill Gates, Microsoft founder and philanthropist 
is an advocate of regular meditation. This 
brief article might surprise you with what he 
thinks about the limits and strengths of online 
technology: <https://www.gatesnotes.com/Books/
The-Headspace-Guide-to-Meditation-and-Mindfulness>

6. The Best Books on Mindfulness and Meditation 2019 from 
the Evening Standard newspaper.
The list is introduced by the following observation: ‘There’s 
so much advice around nowadays that ironically, the 
pursuit of serenity has, in itself, become quite stressful.’

 https://www.standard.co.uk/shopping/esbest/books-
dvds/non-fiction/best-books-on-mindfulness-and-
meditation-a3741511.html

ENDNOTES
[i]  https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/

humanities-and-social-sciences/introduction/
[ii]  https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/allinthemind/

on-happiness---notes-from-prison/11313014/
[iii] Anna Maxted, ‘How I Learnt to Love Being Alone’, The Age 

and Sydney Morning Herald Sunday Life, 21 July 2019.

REFERENCES AND 
RESOURCES
Materials related to this film

Listed here are some of the additional resources related to the 
documentary:

1.  The Portal book
Co-authored by Tom Cronin and Jacqui Fifer, The Portal – 
How Meditation Can Save the World, Murdoch Books, 2019, 
will be published in ten countries initially

2.  The Portal soundtrack which includes an original score 
(composed by Grammy Award-winner Francois Tetaz) and 
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