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Introduction

Although a book is born of many impulses, and influenced by diverse
experiences, authors often speak of a symbolic moment of conception—an
“aha” moment when you say to yourself, “I have to tell this story.” That
moment came for me several summers ago, in the faculty dining room at
Omega Institute, the education and retreat center I cofounded in 1977. Over
the years I have shared countless meals with conference and workshop
leaders in that room, moderating discussions between medical doctors and
shamanic healers, Christian monks and Jewish rabbis, Zen teachers and
business executives.

On this particular day I was eating lunch with Babatunde Olatunji, the
West African drum master and world-music innovator. Seated next to Baba
was the American poet Allen Ginsberg, engaged in conversation with Gelek
Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist lama, and Joseph Shabalala, a South African
musician and freedom fighter. They were talking about their twin passions
—politics and spirituality—and how challenging it was to combine the two.
At the other end of the table was the onetime heavyweight champion of the
world Floyd Patterson picking over his plate of tofu salad and discussing his
workshop, “The Tao of Boxing,” with a Chinese tai chi master, a tiny
woman dressed in black pajamas. Next to them sat Huston Smith, the
renowned authority on the history of religions, chatting with Ysaye
Barnwell of the gospel group Sweet Honey in the Rock, and John Mohawk,
a Seneca author and spiritual leader.

Catching bits and pieces of conversations, I turned to Baba Olatunji and
asked, “So, what do you make of this—all these traditions meeting and
merging?” Baba leaned back in his chair and surveyed the scene. Then,
waving his fork at the extraordinary cast of characters seated around us, he
announced, “This is a new kind of spirituality. It’s American, and one day it
will be the world.”



An American spirituality—I liked that concept. It described my own
spiritual life, something I had never been able to label. I had been actively
searching for God since childhood. My path wove through the peaks and
valleys of many different traditions: organized religion, disorganized
mysticism, psychotherapy, philosophy, mythology, science. My search had
all the signs of being an American one: it was open-minded, individualistic,
and adventurous. It celebrated diversity: ten years of discipleship with an
Eastern meditation master; a deep immersion into Christian, Jewish, and
Islamic mysticism; extended work with a psychotherapist; study of Jungian
psychology and Western schools of philosophy; and exposure, from my
work at Omega Institute, to a range of healing systems, from ancient
Chinese medicine to modern consciousness research.

For more than twenty-five years I had been on an adventure, searching
for a genuine and fearless kind of spirituality. My goal had not been to
become a Christian or a Jew or a Muslim; a Buddhist or a Sikh or a Hindu. I
didn’t want to become anything other than my most vibrant, peaceful, and
grateful self. I wanted to find a sacred path through the fullness of life in the
real world—a daily discipline that reached into the heavens even as it dug
deeply into my psyche, helping me overcome resistance, falseness, and
mistrust. On such an adventure I would need to seek guidance freely, from
the rich repository of the world’s wisdom traditions. Baba Olatunji’s words
about an “American spirituality” rang true: what I was seeking was a
spirituality as diverse, democratic, and individualistic as America itself.

After my “aha” moment in the lunchroom with Baba Olatunji, I set out to
research and write about the emerging American spiritual tradition. I had
three distinct yet related stories to tell: America’s story, my story, and yours
—the reader’s story. America’s story, because each American’s spiritual
quest is fundamentally marked—for better and worse—by American
values. My story, because a book about the spiritual journey is about an
individual’s most basic questions: Who am I? How should I live? What
happens when I die? Without honest, real-life examples to accompany
theories and practices, spiritual literature lacks veracity. Since the real-life
examples I am most familiar with are my own, I have structured this book
around my spiritual adventures—my blunders and my accomplishments,
my dark nights and my luminous awakenings. But in writing about my path,



I did not want to betray the most important message of the book, which is
that each person’s spiritual journey is different, worthy, and unique.
Therefore, the third story in the book belongs to the reader. Directions on
the spiritual path are offered here; it is my hope that you will use them to
chart a course all your own.
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AMERICA’S STORY

In talking about a new kind of American spirituality, I realize that some will
criticize the use of the words new and American—new, because spirituality
has been a universal longing in all people, throughout history; American,
because America’s brash materialism and excessive individualism often
seem at odds with the spiritual impulse. While I share these concerns, I also
believe that the American experiment with democracy and diversity is new,
and that it is also a profoundly spiritual endeavor. In democratizing the
spiritual search, and in diversifying the ways of explaining, expressing, and
celebrating the mysteries of life and death, America has indeed created a
new tradition, and a wonderful, worthy one at that.

The ways in which humans have searched for and worshiped the divine
have changed throughout history. As cultures rise and fall to meet the needs
and psyches of the times, religions and philosophies come and go,
influencing their successors, acting as building blocks in the evolving
human story. The American era has already changed the way people eat,
speak, make music and art, and arrange their family and work lives. Now
our personal and collective spiritual lives are changing and asking new
questions of us—questions that I address in this book:

* How do we shift our perspective to envision daily life as a meaningful
spiritual adventure?

* What structures and practices are emerging to revamp the more autocratic
and staid forms of traditional religious paths?

» What is the difference between religion and spirituality, and how can they
serve each other on each seeker’s path?

* How do we determine what is helpful and genuine in the crowded array of
psychological, spiritual, and healing practices?

* Where do we draw the fine line between wise self-examination and
narcissistic selfishness?

* How do we set goals, find teachers, and gauge spiritual progress?



* How do we merge inner healing with social healing, honoring both our
individuality and our interconnection with others and the world?

* How do we develop the habits of faith and hopefulness in a cynical age?
» What exactly does it mean to live a spiritual life?
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MY STORY

When 1 first set out on the spiritual path, I wasn’t paying much attention to
the meaning of the word spiritual. 1 thought I knew what it meant.
Somewhere I had heard that to be spiritual was to behave as God would:
loving, pure, selfless. Therefore I figured that anything within me and
others that was hateful, crude, and selfish was not spiritual. If I could
transcend the parts of myself that I didn’t like—parts that I thought were
antithetical to spirituality—and if I could be loving and forgiving at all
times, then I would be walking a spiritual path. I was nineteen when I
decided to become a saint.

It took me a long time to decide to become a human being, and to look
within my own flawed nature for salvation. It took mistakes, dark nights of
the soul, hard work, and help from teachers and friends to fashion a
spirituality that respected both my divinity and my humanity, my radiance
and my shadow. It took my own combination of religion and psychology,
meditation and physical healing, mysticism and science, to forge a path that
felt genuine and effective. Instead of sacrificing a self I hardly knew or
loved, I turned my attention to self-understanding and self-forgiveness.
Instead of accepting a straight-and-narrow route to someone else’s concept
of God, I set out on my own adventure, using my inner longing as a
compass. This is the story I tell throughout this book—not so that you will
follow my path, but so that you might follow your own longing for a
spiritual life.

A note here about the word longing, because I use the word often in this
book. Longing is my fuel of choice on the spiritual adventure. Spiritual
longing is a sort of loneliness for an unknown yet deeply perceived
presence. Some call the presence God; some call it peace; some call it
consciousness; some call it love. Its source rests in the well of our own
hearts. When we slow down, quiet the mind, and allow ourselves to feel
hungry for something that we do not understand, we are dipping into the
abundant well of spiritual longing. We have grown accustomed to shutting
down or blotting out feelings of longing, loneliness, hunger. It’s less



challenging to feed the hunger with explanations, concepts, or rules (or
drugs, food, or drink) than to rest for a while in the depths of the heart’s
longing. But if we want to open the doors to life’s joy and God’s peace, we
have to learn how to fearlessly explore the full terrain of our human
longing.

This exploration does not have to take place in a monastery—the
ordinariness of our daily lives provides sacred enough ground for the
journey. In this book I have organized the journey into four landscapes: the
Landscape of the Mind, the Landscape of the Heart, the Landscape of the
Body, and the Landscape of the Soul. In each landscape I use examples
from my own life, provide methods and practices I have learned along the
way, and offer encouragement for you to chart your own course.

Why should you trust me as a guide through these landscapes? Perhaps
because I have been a canary in the mines of the new American spirituality;
perhaps because I am a skeptic on a mystical path, open to anything but
wary of those who claim magical powers or irrefutable answers; and
perhaps because I have stumbled as much as I have succeeded, and resisted
change as much as I have been transformed. I do not claim to have the
answers. I do claim to have spent almost three decades studying and
practicing diverse spiritual traditions. I believe, from my own experience, in
the power of these traditions to bring peace of mind and generosity of heart
to the seeker. I have distilled what I believe is essential to the spiritual
quest, and offer it with a sense of gratitude to those who have taught me,
and a sense of camaraderie with those who recognize their own longings,
blunders, and transformations in these pages.

OceanofPDEF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

YOUR STORY

In some ways, it is easier to live in a country ruled by a king or a tyrant.
You know the rules, and you understand the consequences for following and
not following them. You have someone to blame when things go wrong,
and someone to worship when things go right. It’s the same with the
spiritual life. A well-worn path, directions for the journey, rules for the
followers, roles for the leaders—these can make for a far less demanding
journey than the one I am calling the new American spirituality.

In democratizing the spiritual life, the burden is on you, the seeker. You
are entitled to your own beliefs and practices, but you are also accountable
for your own morality and enlightenment. Your path is your own, but you
must walk side by side with others, with compassion and generosity as your
beacons. You don’t have to join a religion or a school of thought or a
community of seekers to be part of the American spiritual tapestry. You can
do this, and you may benefit tremendously if you do; but you don’t have to.
If anything is required it is this: that you bring a brave spirit of adventure to
your examination of life and death.

When you approach spirituality as an adventure of being alive, you start
as you would any adventure—with a sense of mystery and not-knowing.
Instead of searching for answers that make you feel safe, you set out into
the vastness of life and death, with a willingness to continually grow. You
open up to the possibility that your ordinary life is an extraordinary
adventure, and that your joys and sorrows have meaning. Spiritual practice
becomes your rudder, offering direction and insight and discretion as you
venture into the unknown.

The word adventure implies a remarkable experience of risk, danger, or
excitement. While our spiritual goal may be peace of mind, the most
effective path traverses risky territory and delivers remarkable experiences
on the way to peace. Your willingness to peer fearlessly into life and death
is your ticket to this adventure. So is your courage to sacrifice the comfort
of your defense mechanisms and your illusions about yourself and others.
Helen Keller, one of America’s great spiritual adventurers, wrote, “Security



is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of
men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run
than outright exposure. Life is a daring adventure or nothing.”

In describing the spiritual life as an adventure, this book is not a rebuke
of organized religions. Rather, it asks the follower of a particular faith to
use discretion and imagination on the path. Religion should serve two
purposes. First, and most important, religion is a springboard to the
spiritual. It is a way, a path, a method for spiritual enlightenment. The
second purpose of religion is to bind people together in spiritual community
so that the quest need not be a lonely one, and so that we bring out the best
of human nature in one another. In spiritual community we help one another
make our lofty realizations bear fruit in the world. Religion and spirituality
are therefore not at cross-purposes; rather, they serve each other. If at any
point one’s religious life is not in service to one’s spiritual growth, then
religion has lost its way. Likewise, if a spiritual path leads one away from
love, kindness, and responsibility to the greater good, then the spiritual
adventure has gone awry.

If you are part of an organized religion, you can approach your faith with
a sense of adventure. You can decide which of your religious customs work
for you, and which ones may need to be revitalized. For example, if you are
a practicing Jew or Christian or Muslim, you may want to examine rituals
and rules that made sense to ancient nomadic desert communities but may
no longer be relevant to us today. Or if you are a Buddhist, it’s good to
remember that what had meaning to a sixth-century B.C. Indian monk may
no longer apply to life in twenty-first-century America.

One of humankind’s greatest ironies is that throughout history, prophets
who have preached genuine, radical experience in place of institutionalized,
inflexible dogma have become, after death, central figures in “ism”s they
would never have supported. The world’s great spiritual personalities—
Buddha, the prophets of Israel, Jesus, Mohammed, to name but a few—
were considered revolutionaries, and even heretics, in their day. They
inspired their early followers to break from tradition and update their
relationships to God. On his deathbed the Buddha begged his disciples, “Do
not accept what you hear by report, do not accept tradition, do not accept a
statement because it is found in our books, nor because it is in accord with



your belief, nor because it is the saying of your teacher. Be lamps unto
yourselves.”

America is just the place for spiritual seekers to be lamps unto
themselves. Throughout our history, revolutionaries who worshiped God
and the individual, a higher order and democracy, the One and diversity,
have made America a land of many lamps. There is room enough for
everyone on God’s mysterious path, and millions of lamps light the path for
the benefit of all. Millions of lamps can also kindle confusion and
superficiality. Many have disparaged the recent upsurge of nontraditional
spirituality for its lack of discipline, and for its apparent shortage of moral
fiber and hard-hitting truths. Indeed, some new spiritual and psychological
systems have put forth an ethos of ego-friendly fluff and fantasy. But as we
move away from the autocracy of religion to the democracy of spirituality,
anything that runs counter to a “thou shalt not” theology gets lumped in
with the “thou shalt do whatever you want” approaches. My hope is that
this book lands in the middle of that pendulum swing, offering the reader a
more balanced road map for the spiritual journey—not dogmatic and
restrictive on the one hand, but not convenient and self-serving on the other.
Like democracy, the kind of spirituality this book addresses asks the seeker
to exercise responsibility on the path of freedom.

While this book does offer a wide selection of spiritual lessons and
practices that can bring you happiness and peace of mind, it does not offer
easy answers, miracle cures, or ten ways to get something for nothing. It is
not a magic carpet ride back to nonexistent times when indigenous cultures
lived in peace and harmony. Nor is it a promise of a dawning age of
instantaneous enlightenment when divine intervention will save humanity
from itself. Rather, it is a realistic and practical synthesis of the spiritual
traditions of our times—a seeker’s guide to forging a personal path that
honors who you are as a spiritual adventurer, even as it honors your unique
religious roots, your need for discipline and morals, and your desire to
belong to a community of fellow seekers.

In trying to include the diversity of choices, I have left out more spiritual
and religious systems, traditions, books, and teachers than I have included.
This is an inherent problem in the kind of book I have written. At the back
of The Seeker’s Guide 1 offer lists of books, audiotapes, and music that can



be used to add other flavors and nutrients to the feast. I faced tough choices
in putting these lists together, and I offer apologies to those authors and
disciplines who undeservedly were left out. I encourage you, the seeker, to
add your own discoveries to the menu, even as you stay alert to the modern
predilection for overeating, and to the appeal of fast food and quick fixes.
These pitfalls are part of our heritage, and therefore pervasive in each
American’s consciousness. Remember to go slow; expect mistakes;
welcome surprises; let one door open onto another.

When asked about making important choices, E. B. White said: “I wake
up in the morning torn between the desire to save the world and to enjoy the
world. This makes it hard to plan the day.” Please don’t feel torn as you
read this book. You don’t have to choose between saving the world and
enjoying the world, between loving your self and loving God, between
opening your heart and illuminating your mind. If you take your time and
keep your wits about you, you can create a wholesome and artful spiritual
life that nourishes the whole self—a spirituality that will help you enjoy the
world, and perhaps even save it.
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Book I

The American

Landsca pe
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1 | My Search

Like every other form of human knowledge, religious psychology is built
upon experience. It needs fact. And since the circumstances are such that
the facts occur only at the deepest level of men’s consciousness, this branch
of knowledge cannot develop until individuals supply the necessary
“confessions.” It is entirely with this sort of documentary purpose in mind
that I have tried to pin down, in what follows, the reasons for my faith.... I
in no way believe that I am better or more important than any other man: It
simply happens that for a number of accidental reasons my own case is
significant, and on that ground it is worth recording.

—TEILHARD DE CHARDIN

Writing about the spiritual search without writing about oneself is like
writing about a road trip and never mentioning the car. One’s self—or the
sum total of one’s body, mind, and heart—is our vehicle on the spiritual
path. Parts of it can break down and need repair; it can function with ease
and balance; or it can sit in the garage for years, ignored and rusting. Direct
stories of breakdown, healing, and patience are the most helpful teaching
tools we can access as we progress on the spiritual journey.

Therefore, I begin with my own story, and refer throughout this book to
my struggles and awakenings, my teachers and the wisdom they have
shown me. As the great Christian mystic Teilhard de Chardin suggests
above, my own story is no more important than any other person’s. But
because it is a story of someone who has been searching her whole life—
stumbling along the spiritual path, finding grace, making mistakes, and
discovering joy—it has the potential to describe a particularly relevant way
of seeking to Americans, here and now. Each bump and every blessing have
informed what I have learned and adopted as my own. It is my hope that by



revealing all the textures of the road I have traveled, I may help you gain
faith and find meaning on your own journey.

Indeed, there is an unbroken golden thread that weaves its way through
human history, stitching together the many wise voices that have pointed
seekers toward the simple spiritual truth. Yet while the timeless message of
spirituality may be simple, the searching is not. Why? Because human
beings are complex. By the time we make our spiritual searching a
conscious endeavor, we have acquired layers of stubborn misconceptions
about ourselves and the nature of life. Not only must we follow the golden
thread toward spiritual freedom, but we must also unravel the garden-
variety twine that is wrapped tightly around our hearts and minds. The
golden thread parts of my own spiritual story are interesting and
enlightening—they involve extraordinary teachers and are set in exotic
places, like India and Israel. But the most useful stories emanate from the
unraveling of the tightly wound twine. Here the characters and sets are
ordinary—me, my family, and others who have shared their questions and
growth with me. How we unravel the twine—through the hard knocks of
daily life and the hard work of self-examination—is just as much a part of
the spiritual path as are solitary retreats and meetings with remarkable
teachers. In daily life we make real the rarefied wisdom that we can only
glean in meditation and in the words of saints and gurus.

Each part of my story—youthful zealousness, marriage, my work as a
midwife, mothering, divorce, leadership, loneliness, the death of friends and
family members, and periods of cynicism and lack of faith—is a radiant
bead on a necklace that is still unfinished. The more jagged beads, including
divorce, illness, and struggles at work and with money, are strung nobly
beside the smoother ones: my loving family and community, meaningful
work, pilgrimages to holy places around the world, silent retreats in the
wilderness, and the wise men and women with whom I have studied. I am
offering you the whole necklace because I know that yours too is a work in
progress with precious gems, simple pebbles, and rough stones.

I start with the first bead: my childhood. When I was a child, God was
dead. I was raised in a family and a culture that were hooked on science and
progress, and suspicious of spirituality and introspection. Time magazine
put the nail in the coffin in 1966, when I was fourteen: “Is God Dead?” ran



the headline on the cover. Magazines provided the equivalent of scripture in
my home, and the magazine rack that my father had built on the kitchen
wall came as close to any family altar that we would ever have. Avid
readers, my parents subscribed to at least ten magazines, everything from
National Geographic to The New Yorker, as well as the standards of the day
—Life, Time, and Woman’s Day. 1 received my cultural education from their
covers, as I passed the rack on my way to school or to play in the
neighborhood. Glancing at the glossy photographs, I learned about my
world: John-John Kennedy, Marilyn Monroe, the civil rights marches, Dr.
Spock’s latest on toilet training, or the best table setting for Thanksgiving
dinner. Later I’d see pictures of the Beatles, vanishing tribes in Samoa,
battlegrounds in Vietnam, the first long hair of the hippies.

But it was the questioning of God’s death that stopped me in my tracks at
the magazine rack. God was already on shaky ground in my home. My
father, a New York City advertising man, had told me that his most religious
experience had been when his mother and father finally allowed him to stop
attending Hebrew school. He now was free to tramp around the still-wild
bogs and streams of Long Island. My mother, raised in a devout Christian
Science home, had rejected as an adult its formal spiritual underpinnings,
while holding on to some of its more extreme ideas about the body, mind,
and health. From my father I received an almost religious appreciation of
nature; from my mother, a lover of words, poetry, and enlightened ideas, I
absorbed a quest for knowledge and understanding. But both of my parents
resented organized religion. My sisters and I were given no spiritual belief
system or formal training of any kind. In fact, there existed an unarticulated
equation in the family philosophy that if a person was intelligent, he or she
would therefore not be religious. And it was not just my family putting forth
this equation. In school the reigning divinity was science; in society the
supreme being was the individual; in daily life automobiles and washing
machines were the sacred symbols of fulfillment and value. On top of all of
that, the sixties were upon us, and organized anything was being called into
question.

And so, while I was not surprised to learn from Time magazine that God
was feared dead, I was shaken to have my assumptions confirmed. As
secular as my upbringing had been, I still longed to believe in something



that addressed my questions about life and death. At an early age I prayed,
although I would have been laughed out of the house if any of my sisters
had known about it. I tried to make sense of the Bible stories that my
mother read to us along with Greek myths and Grimm'’s fairy tales. I was
aware that some of my friends actually believed that some “mythological
figures” (as my mother called Abraham and Moses and Jesus and Mary)
were real people who had direct access to God. In the absence of a formal
intercessor, I prayed to a picture of the late President Kennedy on my
bedroom wall, sure that he had made his home with the God that no one in
my family would believe in.

Without some kind of religious institution, my life in the 1950s and
1960s was based almost entirely on material values. Suburbia bred isolation
from community and the shared rituals that bring a sense of mythic
proportion to life. Age-old rites of passage such as birth, coming of age, and
death were no longer part of the fabric of life, but instead were relegated to
“experts” in hospitals or institutions. The same society that revered the
rational and the scientific held the intuitive, the magical, the unmeasurable,
and the wild in disdain. It seemed that every year the natural world was
shrinking, as huge housing developments covered remaining tracts of
wilderness. When I was twelve my mother experienced a prolonged period
of grief when acres of farmland and forests across the street from her hero’s
birthplace were transformed into the Walt Whitman Shopping Center, one
of the country’s first malls. Where could one go to hear the voice in the
wilderness if the woods were disappearing? In my young mind, the only
remaining place was a church.

I recently heard a great writer say that an essential element in the life of a
writer is to have been an outsider in childhood, to have been given the
“gift” of not belonging. This man’s gift had been a father whose job kept
the family moving from one Irish town to another. Not having a home-town
fueled his longing to belong to a community and made him an acute
observer of people. My own childhood predicament of not belonging to any
formal religious institution or distinct ethnic group awakened in me an
intense yearning to understand the mysterious nature of life. I was given no
explanations, no answers to such basic questions as Where do we come
from? and Where do we go when we die? In the absence of any shared



spiritual ritual, I had no model of individuals searching together, fulfilling
their own destinies while being in relationships and community. With no
prescribed beliefs, I set out at an early age to create my own.

My town was a curious mix of Italian Catholics, middle-and upper-class
Protestants, a few Jewish and African American families, and Unitarians—
people like my family, only they had decided to belong to something. We
were maddeningly none of the above. I longed for conformity, and not only
of the religious kind. This was America in the fifties and sixties. I wanted
my school lunch to look like the other kids’ lunches: sandwiches on white
bread with the crusts cut off, orange slices in little plastic bags. But my
mother packed me hunks of homemade bread and hardboiled eggs. This and
other similarly unfair acts made me covet normality. Barbie dolls were out
—they were not anatomically correct. Television and movies were strictly
limited. I dreamed of my family piling into the station wagon, going to
church, and then coming home and sitting together in the family room,
watching The Ed Sullivan Show. But we didn’t belong to a church, nor did
we have a family room, or even a TV.

My best friend in the neighborhood was from an Italian Catholic family
that most definitely had a family room. They went to Mass at Saint Patrick’s
church every Sunday, to religious instruction on Fridays, and, best of all, to
High Mass at Christmas and Easter and to the mysterious service on Ash
Wednesday. After her First Communion, to which she wore white gloves
and a hat, she could kneel at the main altar and eat the little wafer, the body
of Christ, and drink the wine, his blood, and then tell her dark secrets to a
priest behind a black curtain. I wanted to belong to this religion.

For a while I went to Mass with my friend’s family, and once, risking the
ridicule of my sisters, received the thumbprint of the priest on my forehead
on Ash Wednesday. I loved the drama and ritual and the Latin words and
music that filled Saint Patrick’s. I fantasized becoming a nun, marrying
Jesus, belonging to something mysterious and grand. But, since I wasn’t
Catholic, I understood that I was only a visitor and therefore doomed to
hell. Perhaps there was some other doorway in for me. There was a black
gospel church in my town, and once my mother and I went to a civil rights
gathering led by the church pastor. The singing and vocal prayer enraptured
me, as did the sense of community. Now, this was what I had in mind! I



longed to attend church here each Sunday and sing my praises to the sweet
Jesus that captivated the hearts of the congregation. But this also was not to
be. My introduction to the black gospel tradition coincided with rising racial
tension in my town, and eventually with Martin Luther King’s
assassination. I could only admire the worship from afar. I did buy a record
album made by Marian Anderson, the great black singer who featured
strongly in my mother’s pantheon of heroes. In 1939 the Daughters of the
American Revolution denied her access to Washington’s Constitution Hall
for a concert. Eleanor Roosevelt then invited her to perform on the steps of
the Lincoln Memorial before an audience of seventy-five thousand people.
My mother approved of my record choice although she had no idea that
when I was alone in the house I would turn up the volume and sing to Jesus
as I had seen the church faithful do.

By the time I reached the age of fourteen I still yearned for spiritual
community. Therefore, the public questioning of God’s existence felt like a
great loss—he had apparently died before making formal contact with me. I
never read the article. I was too young to understand that it was describing
an erosion of values in Western culture that had been gathering speed in
America for decades, and in European culture for centuries. Nietzsche had
written about the death of God in 1883, but God had been dying a slow
death in the Western world long before Nietzsche. The cultural bias in favor
of the material, the rational, and the scientific was not new to the twentieth
century; Western culture had been leaning in this direction for more than
three hundred years. When Descartes, in 1637, said, “I think, therefore I
am,” he provided the philosophical basis for the scientific revolution and
the Enlightenment, movements that would, of course, have started without
his famous adage. Yet that one small sentence summed up a radical shift in
human consciousness and behavior. Where in the past humankind saw itself
as part of a larger, collective scheme, fundamentally linked to creation and
the cosmos, now each person was to be governed by his own intellect. Now
the individual’s aptitude and sense of self would receive the kind of
sanctification once reserved for the gods, nature, and the community.

Almost thirty years after Time magazine asked if God was dead, it
published another exposé of American culture in 1993, when one of its
journalists wrote, “The most significant thing in the last half-century has



been the dramatic expansion in personal freedom and personal mobility,
individual rights, the reorienting of culture around individuals. We
obviously value that. But like all human gains, it has been purchased with a
price.” Now, at the start of a new century, we are beginning to understand
what this price includes. The judging, parental god died; the autonomous
individual was born. In the past, the rights and creativity of the individual
were sacrificed for the health and protection of the community. Now it
seems that our sense of responsibility and connection to the community—be
it a family or a city—has been sacrificed for each person’s quest for self-
fulfillment. In the swing from one extreme to the other, we have elevated
personal progress and materialism to a kind of religion. The emptiness of
these pursuits as a social value system has brought on a mass yearning for a
sense of the sacred in our lives together.

My own yearning for a spiritual life and the sense of belonging to
something greater than my personal world followed me through childhood
and grew stronger in adolescence. Around the same time that God was
declared dead by Time, I began listening to the music of the Beatles, Joan
Baez, and Bob Dylan, and taking an interest in the society around me,
especially the civil rights and anti—Vietham War movements. My
adventurous older sister went to great pains to introduce me to anything
unusual she discovered in college. The first time I saw her in a Volkswagen
van filled with long-haired hippies was a watershed moment in my young
life; here were people with a belief system that I could embrace. With the
intuitive understanding of cultural change that each generation seems to be
born with, I identified with what the hippies stood for even before I knew
what it was. Something about these people, and their dress and music and
books and language, thrilled me just as the dress and music and books and
language of the Catholic Church had thrilled me when I was younger. By
the time I left high school for college I had done more than admire the
hippies. I had wholeheartedly become one.

The phenomenon of the hippies can be understood only in light of the
generations that preceded and raised them. My parents came of age in the
era of the World Wars and the Depression. Their beliefs had been formed in
a time of scarcity and fear, where ours had emerged in a time when America
was more prosperous and secure. My generation had the luxury to question



the strict boundaries that our parents had constructed in the aftermath of the
chaotic war years. Their love of order and hygiene and tidiness, their
sacrificial attitude toward their own emotional needs, their prudent ways
with money and their respect for material things were in direct response to
what they had not had. We, on the other hand, at least those of us in the
glory days of the great American middle class, felt confined by the
structures put in place by our parents. We wanted expansion, and sought it
through new forms of music, dress, drugs, politics, relationships, and
lifestyle; everything constructed by our parents’ best intentions was up for
grabs.

In 1970 I entered Barnard College, across the street from Columbia
University in New York City—a haven for intellectuals, feminists, and
political activists. It was also my mother’s alma mater. Although I had
always known that my experience at college was not going to be very
similar to my mother’s, I was not prepared for what I found at Barnard and
Columbia. In high school I had imagined that college was going to be like
one long Grateful Dead concert, punctuated by classes. But a few weeks
after my first semester began, Columbia University students joined students
across the country and went on strike to protest the continuation of the
Vietnam War. Since half of my classes were at Columbia, I went on strike
too. My first year at Barnard was indeed only punctuated by classes, and
dominated by political meetings and protest marches. My boyfriend went to
jail for his radical anti-war activities. Part of my first year at college was
spent in the legal aid offices of Lower Manhattan, at the courthouse on Wall
Street, and finally, in the visitors room of Rikers Island House of
Correction, perhaps the most violent jail in the country.

For a while, filled with the passionate desire to be “part of the solution,
not the problem,” I devoted my days to protesting the war, disrupting
Columbia’s business-as-usual, and working with disenfranchised people in
New York’s Upper West Side. My hunger to belong to something greater
than myself was temporarily satiated by my wish to see an unjust war
ended. Of course, I was also fueled by the typical longings of an eighteen-
year-old, and I found plenty of opportunities to participate in the general
unraveling of the established order. Those were the days when sexual
freedom and drug experimentation were explored with a naiveté that seems



inconceivable today. Yet to us, children of middle-class, middle-twentieth-
century America, free expression took precedence over conventional mores.

One spring evening in Manhattan, I met my father at the Cornell Club for
dinner. Waiting for him in the stuffy lounge, amid gray-suited businessmen
and their properly attired wives, I glanced at my own outfit: ripped bell-
bottom jeans, a Mexican peasant blouse, no bra, and hair down to the
middle of my back. I was suddenly made aware, by the cool stares of the
club members, that everything about me, from the sheerness of my blouse
to the dirt on my work boots, represented an attack on the values they held
sacred. Could they tell that I had come straight from the legal aid office,
where I had been discussing my boyfriend’s retrial? Did my dirty clothes
give away the fact that I had skipped my final in anthropology to help build
an illegal “people’s park” on a lot owned by Columbia?

By the time my father arrived I was glad to escape the accusatory stares.
During dinner I increased the shock value of my conversation by telling my
father about a march I had participated in the week before. The Barnard
feminists had joined forces with feminists throughout the city to protest the
Playboy Club’s denigration of women. I watched his face as I told him that
women had thrown rocks through the window of the club. I knew this
wouldn’t please him—my parents had been horrified when I had
participated in the May Day march on Washington, one of the final and
most violent of the anti-war marches. In response to the massive bombing
of North Vietnam and Cambodia, student protesters attempted to shut down
Washington, D.C., and therefore the government, by pushing cars off
bridges into moving traffic, throwing glass into the streets, and making
human barricades to stop traffic.

What I didn’t tell my father was that I was scared of the increasing
violence emanating from a movement that had started with dreams of
harmony and freedom. For all of the real peace and love of the times, an
equally real sense of turmoil and intolerance shadowed the years that have
become known as the sixties. It was a confusing time to be leaving home
and setting out into the world. I had turned to the anti-war movement
because my political conscience was too troubled by the war not to stand up
and be counted. But now the movement had adopted a harshness that was
not my own. I was too proud to tell my father this. The alternative looked



like the people sitting around me at the Cornell Club, drinking martinis and
talking about the stock market.

By the end of my first year at school it seemed that everything I turned
my attention to was exploding into violence. It wasn’t just the anti-war
movement. Across the country, from black separatists to radical feminists,
people’s moods had shifted. I experienced this personally when I
mistakenly got off the Barnard dorm elevator on the floor that a black
students’ organization had demanded as their own. Walking down the look-
alike hall toward a room I thought was mine, I was confronted by four girls
I had seen on campus but had never dared talk to. “What are you doing on
our floor?” they demanded. I suddenly realized my blunder and tried to
explain it to them. Surrounding me, they pushed me toward the elevator.
One of the girls grabbed me by my shirt collar and slapped me hard across
the face as the elevator doors were closing.

That slap woke something up within me, something that had been
bothering me all year. I was ashamed of the mean-spirited rhetoric that
pervaded the anti-war movement. Now the hypocrisy of hatred within some
of the peace and freedom groups began to gnaw at my conscience. How
were we going to heal the wounds of the country if our own rancor was
only intensifying? This question echoed in everything I heard and saw. In
the music world the drug of choice was no longer marijuana, but cocaine,
even heroin. The raggle-taggle, tie-dyed clothes of the hippies had been
replaced by the black leather jackets of the Hell’s Angels. The strident
resentment toward men and “nonliberated” sisters within the women’s
movement was escalating. The great hero of nonviolence—Martin Luther
King, Jr.—was dead, his message of tolerance and love no longer the
unifying element of the civil rights movement. American involvement in
the Vietnam War was about to be over, and the issues, never as simple as we
had assumed, were even less clear-cut now. We were riding the dying wave
of the sixties, about to hit the shore with a painful thud.

I rode the wave to the shore that first year in college and then watched
people scatter in different directions. Some of my friends began to pay more
attention to their studies. Some involved themselves more seriously with
politics and social action; others dropped out of school, moved to another
country, or to a farm, or went down the dark path of heavy drug use. I



looked around for something to answer the question that my black dorm-
sister’s slap had awakened.

In my disillusionment with politics I began reading Thomas Merton’s
autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain. 1 felt a personal connection
with Merton since he had been a student at Columbia when he began his
lifelong search for spiritual wholeness. His sense of alienation within his
own religious order reawakened my childhood hunger for a relevant
spiritual path and community. Through his words, and the books of other
Christian mystics I found in the Columbia library, I reconnected with my
childhood forays into Catholicism, when I went to Mass with my best
friend’s family. I mimicked a ritual that Merton had secretly performed in
college—getting off the subway at random stations, just to sit in a new
church. Like Merton, I kept this strange behavior from my friends, who, I
imagined, would find my mystical leanings incongruous with radical
politics. It was in one of Merton’s books that I was led to Zen Buddhism
and then to other Eastern religious traditions.

Zen was an appropriate first step into Eastern spirituality for the
existentially raised post-war generations. Its lack of pretense and dogma
was appealing to the Western mind, and it is no surprise that Zen was one of
the first of the Eastern religious practices to take serious hold in America. A
fascination with Eastern philosophies had been growing steadily in America
since the late eighteenth century, when different Eastern texts, including the
great Hindu masterpiece, the Bhagavad-Gita, were first translated into
English. The Transcendentalists in the nineteenth century were profoundly
influenced by Eastern thinking. In 1893 the first World Parliament of
Religions was convened in Chicago, bringing together noted religious
leaders and theologians from around the world. Many of these leaders, in
particular Soyen Shaku, a Zen Buddhist, and Vivekananda, a student of the
Hindu saint Ramakrishna, would have a lasting effect on American
spirituality.

Around the turn of the century, with the advent of easier communication
and travel, ideas from around the world began to permeate American
thought. Psychotherapy found its way from Europe. New Thought, a
religious movement that began in the United States at the dawn of the
twentieth century, drew on a variety of sources, including ancient



Christianity, Hinduism, Transcendentalism, and the thinking of the
American philosopher and psychologist William James. Movements such as
Christian Science, founded by Mary Baker Eddy, and Theosophy, founded
by Helena Blavatsky, were born in these fertile times. The work of these
spiritual pioneers, and of their students, set the stage for the wave of Eastern
philosophies and practices that rolled into America in the 1970s.

I was introduced to Zen practice by a medical student I met as I pulled
away from radical politics. When I first walked into the New York zendo, or
practice hall, T was struck by the smell and the colors and the stillness.
Outside the city was a swarming hive of exertion and commotion. Inside the
zendo not much was happening. Somber men and women sat on brown
cushions (zafus), staring at the bare wooden floor. Incense, as subtle as
wood smoke on an autumn day, drifted in the stillness. Every now and then
a tiny Japanese man in black robes would shuffle behind the meditators and
whack them on the shoulders with a long stick. I couldn’t imagine what the
point of any of this was. But my friend had been sitting at the zendo for a
year. I trusted him, and I gave meditation a try.

I remember when I first took my seat on a zafu at the Zen Center. The
simple gesture of folding my legs beneath the cushion and resting my palms
in my lap felt powerfully familiar, as if I had sat like that, in that posture,
smelling that same incense for a thousand years. A strange sense of
peaceful dignity overcame me. The instructions were simple: Become
aware of the breath rising and falling in the stomach; keep a straight back;
let thoughts come and go without focusing on them. Merely by following
these directions I would experience a novel state of self-containment and
inner strength.

The severity of the Zen Center puzzled me, but the power of the practice
was undeniable. I started to sit on a daily basis. Throughout my second year
at Barnard I developed a great respect for the Zen teachings. I read and sat
and participated in sesshins, long meditation retreats. I moved in with my
friend the medical student, who would eventually become my husband.
Together we explored yoga and health food and Indian music. We read
Carlos Castaneda’s books about the shaman teacher, Don Juan, aloud to
each other on the bus, and went to lectures given by anyone who sounded
interesting: Krishna Murti, Joseph Campbell, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. We



studied yoga from a Hindu yogi, a small man wrapped in white cotton who
didn’t speak but wrote his directions on a chalkboard. We meditated under
the guidance of Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist who had
led his people over the Himalayas to escape the Chinese Communists. We
celebrated Shabbat by singing and dancing on the tables at Rabbi Shlomo
Carelbach’s shul.

It wasn’t long after I began sitting zazen that I heard of a strange-
sounding weekly gathering called Sufi dancing, held on the Columbia
campus. While Zen stressed a solitary, unsentimental, and orderly
progression toward enlightenment, Sufism was at the other end of the
spiritual spectrum. At my first gathering I fluctuated between wanting to
leave immediately and feeling as though I had come home. Forty young
people, dressed in flowing clothes, held hands and danced in circles
chanting the names of God from a variety of religious traditions. At the end
of each dance the leader would instruct us to look into each other’s eyes and
to “see through the eyes with which God sees us.” That simple act of
exchanging glances spoke to me. It challenged me, in a nonaggressive,
loving way, to connect—with myself, and with my fellow seekers; to see
the world—its beauty and its pain—through God’s eyes. One evening,
gazing into the eyes of a fellow dancer—a young African American woman
—1 flashed back on the slap I had received in the Barnard dorm. Could this
shy exchange of glances be answering my questions about peace in the
world? I wanted to know more about the Sufi way.

My boyfriend and I spent hours in a little esoteric bookstore in
Greenwich Village. There I came across the writings of Hazrat Inayat Khan,
a Sufi from India who had first brought the Sufi message to the West in
1910. As one of his books described it, Sufism was to Islam as Zen was to
Buddhism—an esoteric branch of an established religion that appealed to
those who wanted direct access to the divine. And like Americanized Zen,
the Sufism being practiced by my new friends was considerably altered
from its root sources in Turkey, Iran, and other Middle Eastern and Asian
countries where Sufism is practiced in its traditional form. The term Sufi
comes from suf, Arabic for “wool,” and refers to the simple clothing worn
by Sufi mystics, as well as by the Prophet Mohammed and the Christian
mystics whom the early Sufis encountered in the deserts of Syria, Arabia,



and Egypt. While decidedly Muslim in their adherence to the Koran and
traditional Islamic practice, the Sufis have remained open to many mystical
influences since they began their wandering in the seventh century. From
their contact with desert hermits they incorporated into their beliefs a
mystical variety of Christianity that in turn had been influenced by
Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. Traces of Buddhism are woven into Sufi
practice; the use of prayer beads and meditation are said to have come from
early contact with Buddhist monks in India. Spreading into Turkey, and
then Spain and other European countries, around the year 1200, Sufis
influenced and were influenced by the troubadour movement and Provencal
culture.

Perhaps the best-known Sufi mystic is Jelaluddin Rumi, the thirteenth-
century Persian poet responsible for establishing a sect of Sufism referred to
in the West as the “whirling dervishes.” Rumi’s volumes of love poetry and
allegorical prose are some of the most beautiful and powerful metaphors of
spiritual longing ever written. He uses images of the lover seeking the
beloved, and of wine and the intoxication with God, with a passion and a
sense of humor rarely found in mystical texts. Rumi’s influence on Sufism
was significant; his focus on music, word, and dance found its way into
other Sufi sects, including the Chisti order, of Pakistan and India, where
centuries later the young Sufi musician Hazrat Inayat Khan was given
instructions by his teacher to teach Sufism to Westerners. Inayat Khan
arrived in Europe, and later the United States, just when interest in Eastern
spirituality was growing. His marriage to the American niece of Mary
Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science, brought him into a large
circle of Western seekers, and produced a family of four children, including
his son, Vilayat Inayat Khan. Hazrat Inayat Khan died in India in 1927,
after having written a number of remarkable books on Sufism in the West.

After World War 1II, in which Vilayat fought and his sister died at the
hands of the Nazis, Vilayat immersed himself in an education that included
both Western and Eastern philosophy. He studied classics at Oxford and the
Sorbonne in Paris, and cello with the great French music teacher Nadia
Boulanger. Leaving Europe he traveled to India, where he undertook several
long, solitary meditation retreats, steeping himself in the teachings of
different world religions, including Buddhism, Hinduism, Taoism,



Christianity, Judaism, and of course, Sufism. When he finally landed in the
United States in the early sixties, he had evolved a teaching style that
incorporates meditation, chants, and scripture readings taken from a wide
variety of spiritual traditions, as well as an erudite understanding of Western
philosophy and modern science. Therefore, the eclectic spirituality that he
was to introduce to Americans is not considered genuine Sufism by many
Muslims.

I met Pir (“revered teacher”) Vilayat Inayat Khan in the summer of 1972.
The people leading Sufi dancing at Columbia urged me to study with Pir
Vilayat, as he was called by his students. They were all planning to caravan
out to “Sufi camp” in the golden hills of Northern California. My boyfriend
had to stay in medical school that summer, and I was tired of New York
City. California sounded like heaven to me; so did a tribal gathering of
spiritual seekers. When school was over I crowded into a van and drove for
four days straight across the United States.

For a month, a few hundred students camped out in the hills of
Mendocino County, ate together, and practiced the wisdom traditions that
Pir Vilayat taught. To a nineteen-year-old, sprung from New York and
hungry for spiritual teaching, this was indeed a divine adventure. Pir
Vilayat, dressed in flowing robes and with long white hair and a graying
beard, fit the part of a guru perfectly. Everything that had struck me as
solemn and severe at the Zen Center was dramatically missing from Pir
Vilayat’s teachings. He taught us to sing and dance, encouraged us to read
and learn from the great sacred and mythological texts of the world, and led
a variety of meditation exercises. We arose early and meditated as the sun
rose over the hills, and stayed up late sharing poetry and chants around the
campfire.

There were parts of the experience that troubled me—the blind devotion;
the language that excluded anyone not involved; the male-dominated
leadership; the expectation on the part of the students of being given
enlightenment; the deception on the part of the teacher of being able to give
it; the romanticizing of the guru on both sides of the equation—but my
examination of these concerns was to come later. That summer I embraced
the spiritual path of Sufism and took initiation from Pir Vilayat. Initiation, a
step common in most Eastern spiritual disciplines, is the handing down of



the wisdom of the lineage from the teacher to the student, and therefore
from one generation of seekers to the next. Initiation is a commitment on
the part of the student to safeguard the tradition through study, meditation,
prayer, and right behavior. Part of the commitment is to the sangha, a word
used by both Hindus and Buddhists that means “community of meditators
on the path.” In return, the student receives the teachings, guidance from the
teacher, and the support of the community. To a young person who had not
grown up within the similar commitment or support of a Christian or Jewish
congregation, this kind of spiritual flock seemed an exotic variation on my
childhood dreams.

Although I returned to New York after my first Sufi camp, I continued to
study with Pir Vilayat whenever I could. Eventually my boyfriend and I
moved to California. The group of people who gathered around Pir Vilayat
were talented and creative and he encouraged us to explore all of our
interests. He taught musicians Gregorian chant and Eastern scales; he
conducted what amounted to a university-style, live-in course in
comparative religions; and he pushed us to understand the new theories of
chaos science and quantum physics. I was getting my elementary teaching
degree at San Francisco State University at the time, and Pir Vilayat started
me on a study of the spiritual development of children. My boyfriend was
doing his medical internship at a San Francisco hospital and simultaneously
learning acupuncture, herbal remedies, and psychic healing techniques.

At a “Meeting of the Ways,” a yearly gathering of spiritual groups held in
San Francisco, I listened to a variety of teachers speak and realized that my
own teacher was giving me a unique spiritual education. Young people from
around the country were exploring a variety of Eastern paths including
Yoga, Tibetan and Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and Hinduism, as well as hybrid
theologies created by charismatic leaders from Europe and the United
States. Some of these teachers guided their students to genuine spiritual
scholarship and awakening, while others were more shallow or duplicitous
in their motivation. A few of the gurus and teachers were behind the well-
publicized cults that left followers scarred and unable to function in the
world.

Pir Vilayat’s idea of guru-ship was to give us a classical education as well
as to steep us in the Sufi teachings of his father. Teaching sessions were



conducted as “universal worships,” where each of the major world
religions, and many of the minor ones as well, were honored with scripture
and practice. In one Sunday service we might read from the Koran, Hindu
and Buddhist texts, Sufi stories, and the Old and New Testaments of the
Bible, and then chant mantras, do traditional Jewish dances, and wash each
other’s feet in the spirit of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. Always
we would meditate, focusing on the breath and silently repeating the ninety-
nine beautiful names of Allah, a traditional Islamic practice called dhikr
(“remembrance”).

This immersion in religious tradition was thrilling to me. My childhood
curiosity and hunger were being addressed in ways I had never even
imagined. What I had intuited—that it is human nature to hunger for the
sacred—was being revealed in a rich tapestry of myth and traditions from
around the world. God may have died in mainstream culture, but spirituality
was being revived in my life through the traditional and proven practices of
world religions. To an outsider, and especially to the American press,
traditional is not a word that would have been used to describe the spiritual
communes of the 1970s. But in contrast to many Americans in those years,
from the “radical chic” to the expanding consumer culture, we were busy
studying sacred texts, worshiping together each Sunday, and adhering to
moral codes set to secure our marriages and families, much as early
Americans had done in the founding years of the country.

When Pir Vilayat came to the United States in the sixties he was
dismayed by what he believed to be the irresponsible and undisciplined
behavior of his students. Their use of drugs, their untidy appearance, and
their inability to discipline themselves at work or in meditation struck him
as behavior at odds with spiritual advancement. He began to organize
summer camps with specified rules of conduct: no drugs of any kind, no
lying down during meditation, and scheduled periods of communal work, or
karma yoga, a Hindu concept that stresses the holiness of work. It was
during one of those camps that Pir Vilayat had the idea of creating a year-
round experiment in living. I was at that camp and remember well when he
shared the idea with us. A rift developed between his students, between
those who wanted to seriously pursue Pir Vilayat’s teachings and those who
didn’t want to abide by the rules. Those of us who were attracted by his



vision of straight living, hard work, and daily prayer began to look for land
on which to build a community.

Pir Vilayat specifically did not want to be in California. Most of us were
living in Northern California at that time, but we started to search in the
Southeast for land. Just as we were about to purchase a few hundred acres
in North Carolina, a friend named Wavy Gravy, the celebrated master of
ceremonies at the Woodstock festival, put us in touch with some friends of
his who needed to sell part of the land they had inherited from their parents.
It was the New Lebanon Shaker Village, nestled in the Berkshire mountains
of New York State, and charged with the spirit of the devout people who
had built it in the 1700s. While the cold winters and the antiquated
buildings (that needed more money for repair than we would ever have)
were intimidating, the Shaker doctrines of communal sharing of
possessions, equality of the sexes, and consecrated labor attracted us to the
structures and land.

In their well-organized, self-sufficient communities segregated from the
outside world, the Shakers had worshiped in unusual ways—ecstatic
dancing and singing that led to direct contact with the Holy Spirit. We were
struck by the similarities between the Shakers’ manner of worship and our
own and by their sincere desire to live a genuine, spiritual life. Before
purchasing the land, we went as far as asking for the blessings of the eight
remaining Shaker sisters who lived in a remote village in Maine. I can only
now, in retrospect, imagine the shock that these elderly, reserved women
must have endured when we arrived at their home. At the time I thought it
quite reasonable for six young people dressed in hippie garb, traveling with
a white-bearded Indian guru, to ask for their permission to carry on the
spiritual legacy of the land in New Lebanon.

We arrived in Sabbath Day Lake, Maine, on a gray autumn day. The
Shaker sisters listened to Pir Vilayat politely, and with some amazement at
his knowledge of Shaker history. Pir explained to them that Mother Ann
Lee, their founder, had visited him in his meditations. She asked him to
carry on the work of the original New Lebanon settlers. The sisters were
careful to point out that they had no way of knowing what Mother Ann
would want, and that the Shaker lineage would die with them as foretold by
their elders. As they served us tea and made small talk, Eldress Mildred



Barker, the remarkably energetic leader of the community, lovingly gave us
her own kind of blessing: “Put your hands to work and your hearts to God,”
she said. “God will give you his blessings, and that is all you will need to
succeed.” Then, without much fanfare, each sister wished us good luck, and
we moved to New Lebanon.

We settled into the Shaker village, renamed it the Abode of the Message,
and started families, a school, businesses, a farm, and a loose system of
governance. Soon the difficult realities of communal life emerged, like the
weeds in our organic gardens. The two hundred remarkable men and
women—doctors, businessmen, teachers, artists, builders, farmers, even a
pilot—whose combined talents had sounded so promising began to bicker
about everything. To debate whether a “family member” could have a dog
or to decide how we should divide resources from community-held
businesses, we convened endless family meetings. My understanding of
political process and my compassion for anyone involved in governance
grew in those years.

I took my discipleship with Pir Vilayat seriously. My boyfriend and I
were married by Pir Vilayat. My husband, now a medical doctor, became
the leader of the Abode. By the time I was twenty-four, I was a mother, a
practicing midwife, and a teacher in our elementary school. I had also
immersed myself in a deep engagement of spiritual practice that included
reading, prayer, solitary retreats, and group worship. I found more
similarities between myself and the Shakers than I did between myself and
most of my peers out in the world. For six years I did just what the old
Shaker adage advised: I put my hands to work and my heart to God.

Work consisted of repairing the austere and functional Shaker buildings,
farming, cooking for two hundred, and delivering and caring for babies.
While some commune members taught themselves how to repair the
plumbing system or balance the books, I and several other women learned
from my husband how to care for pregnant women and conduct home
births. My nights were often spent in the mysterious and wondrous
company of laboring mothers, protective fathers, and innocent newborns.
Over and over I relived the rhythmic power of the body, the earthy noises
and smells that connect us to the animals, and the awesome moment when a



baby, still wrapped in an angelic light, takes its first breath here and joins
the human family.

In everything that we did we took each other to task for laziness at work
or worship. Pir Vilayat coined the phrase “slugs and heroes,” adding it to an
already rich Abode vocabulary. Those who gave themselves selflessly to
family and community were heroes. Slugs were chastised for thinking only
about themselves, resting too much, or not participating in community
projects. Selfless service and a dutiful work ethic are not revolutionary
concepts. They were, however, at odds with the general tone of the
prevailing culture. While out in the big world the “human potential”
movement was gaining popularity, within the community we were
suspicious of psychology and its focus on emotional expression and
individual freedom. We valued what Pir Vilayat taught—that one should
rise above human problems to a realm where love, harmony, and beauty
prevailed. We worked hard at rising above.

Yet in my attempts to use spiritual teachings to bypass the emotional ups
and downs so natural to family and community life, I was not only visiting
higher realms, I was also doing harm to myself. What I judged in myself as
qualities of selfishness or laziness were often merely predictable
psychological stages of growth that anyone in his or her twenties passes
through, learns from, and incorporates into a maturing psyche. Budding
problems with my husband were put in deep freeze, only to blossom
quickly after we left the commune, like dandelions at the end of a long
winter. Self-judgment and the effort to rid myself of “ego,” which served
me well in my attempts at saintliness, turned into an unforgiving attitude
toward myself and others when I woke up to the fact that I didn’t want to be
a saint. Likewise, years of unconscious neglect of my body left me ignorant
of how to heal and nurture it when eventually youthful luck gave way to
health problems. In the narrow definition of spirituality that we had
adopted, there was little room for other forms of self-discovery, ones that
would have rounded us out and made us whole.

After the highly publicized Jim Jones massacre, when hundreds of his
devotees drank poisoned Kool-Aid and died for the cause, some parents
sent deprogrammers to the Abode to save their children from what they
assumed was a cult. They were surprised to find a group of modern-day



Puritans living out the old American dream. At a recent twenty-year Abode
reunion, one of my friends wondered aloud how a group of middle-class
kids raised in the sixties had gotten it into their heads to become medieval
saints. We all laughed knowingly, mystified by our zealous behavior, but
also thankful for an extraordinary experience and for each other.

My husband and I left the community when our second child was born.
We wanted things and time for our family that were in conflict with the
group mind. One morning, washing dishes in the huge communal sinks, I
was overcome with a deep American yearning for my own dishwasher.
After years of going without, I coveted things like my own bathroom and
dinner for four. I also was tired of the tedious and complicated decision-
making process we all labored under. To this day I am grateful not to have
to debate among two hundred people how often we should flush the toilet or
whether cheese is an appropriate snack for children. Eventually the strain of
combining the intensity of communal life with the responsibilities of family
life became too difficult. I understood why the Shakers had forbidden
nuclear families to exist within their community. They believed that the
devotion to one’s own family would compete with devotion to God and the
community. They were right about the community part; my path to God was
now centered around my children, and I felt too divided to do both.

And so I moved, with my little family, to a nearby farm. My husband
opened a private medical practice in town. We both continued to work on an
interesting idea that Pir Vilayat had put us in charge of—the founding of an
adult education center that would teach much of what we had been
exploring at the community to people who did not want to live communally.
Over the years at the Abode a wonderful and wild parade of teachers and
performers from around the world stayed with us, often making their keep
through teaching. Guests from India and Afghanistan offered lessons in
dance and music; herbalists and doctors exploring alternative medicine
visited and helped us change our diet and grow healing herbs; spiritual
teachers joined us on Passover and led a Seder, or during Ramadan and
instructed us in fasting; and authors of books on the merging of physics and
mysticism lectured. Pir Vilayat wanted us to offer a similar experience to
people from all walks of life, backgrounds, and occupations.



Omega Institute for Holistic Studies, as Pir Vilayat called his idea, would
resurrect a concept of education put forth by the literary and scientific
visionaries of ancient Alexandria in Egypt. Under the Ptolemies in the
second century B.C., Pir explained, with his customary erudite
understanding of history, Alexandria was the enlightened center of the
Hellenistic world. Concepts about time, astronomy, healing, medicine,
mysticism, and human development that emerged from the schools of
Alexandria changed the course of the history of ideas. Pir Vilayat believed
that the manner in which subjects were taught in those ancient schools was
holistic, in that students were instructed to live what they were learning as
they were learning it. He imagined a live-in summer institute, modeled after
the ancient schools of Alexandria, where the community would support the
learning being done through a carefully planned environment of intellectual
and spiritual support, physical beauty, and simple and healthy living.

Pir Vilayat chose Omega’s name from the writings of the Christian
mystic Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955). The omega point, said Pere
Teilhard, was the place where all thought converged. He asserted that
humans as they are now known are not the end of the evolutionary process,
that every living thing within the cosmos is evolving toward a more
enlightened consciousness. “Widely different human cultures around the
Earth are now converging toward an omega point...,” wrote Pere Teilhard.
“That seems to me the only possible conversion of the world, and the only
form in which a religion of the future can be conceived.” This was the
genesis of Omega Institute. Its birth coincided with my own need to expand
out of what had become a limiting experience for me at the Abode and a
troubling one within an organized religious group. The exclusivity of
belonging to a particular religion—complete with foreign mantras, spiritual
names, and ways of behaving that were endearing only to us—had become
unappealing. I no longer wanted to separate myself from the world.
Relegating my spirituality only to practice, prayer, and meditation created a
split within myself. I needed to find ways to incorporate my sense of the
sacred into my family life and my psychological and physical well-being.
Was there a way to bring the peace I had found through inner spiritual
practice out into my daily life? Were other people already experimenting
with this? What about my social and political conscience, which had been



slumbering as I meditated and prayed? And why, if God is love, and I had
spent so much time searching for God, was I so unhappy in my marriage?

A few of us from the community put our heads together and researched
any and everything in which we were interested and that spoke to the
combination of spirituality and everyday life. We invited a small faculty of
health practitioners, psychologists, artists, and spiritual teachers to join us
for Omega Institute’s first summer program in 1977. We then rented the
campus of a nearby boarding school, sent out a few thousand brochures, and
waited to see if anyone would respond. No market research could have
prepared us for Omega’s immediate success. That first summer one hundred
people responded to the brochure. The next summer attendance doubled.
Each year after that it doubled again. Our program and faculty and staff
grew; suddenly we were running a large organization. Holistic education
was an idea whose time had come, and we were in front of the wave.

In 1982, five years after Omega’s first summer session, we had grown out
of renting prep school or college campuses. We needed our own home
where we could create the kind of healing environment that formed the core
of Omega’s founding purpose. More and more people were coming to study
principles of health and wellness. The need to find a place of our own was
driven home one day when I stood in line at the cafeteria of Bennington
College in Vermont, the last campus that we rented. I was with Ann
Wigmore, the grand dame of natural foods, trying to make her feel
welcome. Ahead of us were two participants in her class, discussing what
they had learned that morning about whole grains and live foods. I winced
with embarrassment as they reached for the lunch-meat sandwiches and
Jell-O. This was not what we had in mind when we used the word holistic.

We found the campus that is now Omega’s permanent home in a rushed
search, between the end of one summer season and the planning of the next.
An abandoned children’s camp in the Hudson River Valley, it was a white
elephant that needed substantial money and fix-up time, two things we
didn’t have. But this piece of land had its own rich past, which helped us
make the decision to move ahead with our plans. It had been settled in 1919
by the Sholem Aleichem Folk Institute, an organization devoted to the
spiritual depth of Jewish education. Concerned by what they saw as a loss
of tradition in the generation of children born of Jewish immigrants, the



institute founders created schools and a summer camp to teach children the
Yiddish language and culture. Camp Boiberick was committed to keeping
Yiddish culture alive while giving Jewish children and their parents an
opportunity to be in nature and an intellectually and spiritually stimulating
environment. The camp flourished in the 1940s and 1950s and then slowly
began to diminish in popularity. By the 1970s it had lost its appeal and was
forced to shut its doors. Abandoned for ten years, it still had an aura of
spiritual study when we inherited it, complete with Yiddish graffiti painted
on the dorm walls.

After we moved to the campus, we were surprised to discover that
Teilhard de Chardin was buried a few miles down the road, on the grounds
of a former Jesuit monastery. A priest and a scientist, Pére Teilhard had
spent his life attempting to show that the acceptance of evolution does not
have to involve the rejection of Christianity. His efforts to convince the
Church of this met such powerful resistance that in 1926 he was silenced by
his superiors and later was exiled from France and sent to live in New York
State. He died in 1955, and was brought to rest far from his home in Paris,
in the countryside near Omega.

The interest in Omega grew; each year more than fifteen thousand guests
would participate in our programs. I began to understand that God had not
died in America, but rather that our culture was in the birth pangs of a new
kind of spirituality. My childhood hunger had convinced me of the need for
the sacred in one’s life. My experience as a disciple of an organized religion
was my first step on the spiritual path. It provided me with a meaningful
framework and community. But it also narrowed my experience of the
sacred and exposed the pitfalls of the group mind. Now I was witnessing
something else, something more wide-ranging, inclusive, and humane.
Whether people came to Omega to study nutrition or self-awareness, Native
American spirituality or African dance, what they were really interested in
was a spirituality that could infuse the totality of their daily lives. If
Omega’s curriculum seemed like a spiritual smorgasbord, we simply were
forging new territory and needed all the input we could get. Experimenting
with the mistakes and the wisdom of the past, the marriage of East and
West, the crossbreeding of religion and psychology, and the alliance of
science and mysticism, we were on a new kind of spiritual adventure.



Shadowing the birth and the success of Omega were the crumbling of my
marriage and the end of stability in my family life. If each spiritual seeker
must go through a dark night of the soul, then my divorce served me well. It
took me on a descent into a land that seemed to me as dark and unfamiliar
as Dante’s hell. My most cherished dream of being the perfect mother with
the perfect home was derailed by my own choices. Everything I judged as
immoral in others—having an affair, being a single mother, shaming one’s
parents—was now part of my own identity. I went through a long period of
painful reckoning that led me to seek help from a skilled therapist. This part
of my spiritual education, although full of sorrow and loss, awoke in me a
tenderness toward myself and others. It opened me to other forms of
spirituality, including psychological growth, emotional wisdom, and
physical and sexual healing. I became interested in Jungian psychology and
made a study of world mythology, only to discover that the territory I was
slogging through had already been well mapped by the heroes and heroines
of ancient times.

From the more settled perspective of my current life—remarried, rooted
again in home and community, older and wiser—I can regard my descent
into darkness with gratitude and even fondness. But during that time I
suffered, made others suffer, and often couldn’t see the path beneath my
feet. Spiritually, I learned as much in this chapter of my life as I did in the
more traditionally religious chapter that preceded it. Through experiencing
and weathering crisis I gained some humility and generosity, identified and
strengthened the healthy parts of my ego, and solidified my growing trust in
the perfection of God’s plan. I also became familiar with the predictable
stages of loss and grief, so that when the forward march of change visited
me over and over, I became more graceful and less dramatic when faced
with the inevitable: my sons transformed themselves from sweet little kids
into teenagers, and then went off to college; two beloved friends suffered
through and died of AIDS; my father suddenly died. These milestones have
tested my ability to accept all we are given as opportunities to be more
genuine in love and life. They have also reinspired me to make use of the
marvelous spiritual teachings and techniques that work so well when
darkness and fear overwhelm us.



The following chapters invite each part of the self to venture forth in the
heroic pursuit of what Joseph Campbell calls “the rapture of being alive.”
They include stories, history, techniques, and counsel from a wide variety of
wise women and men spanning many faiths, eras, and disciplines. When
you meet them, or me, or other characters on the pages of this book, please
find yourself there too. No one has the answer; only you know the way
home.
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2 | What Is Spirituality?

Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of Nature. And it is because in the
last analysis we ourselves are part of the mystery we are trying to solve.

—MAX PLANCK

I have been following a path that I call spiritual for most of my life, yet I
hesitate when people ask, “What do you mean by spiritual?” I would like to
give a quick and easy answer; it seems that I should have one. I have
certainly met enough people whom 1 call spiritual beings, and have had
many experiences that lifted the veil between my usual consciousness and
another, vaster reality. Yet, there is no one-liner that could adequately
describe the mysterious nature of these beings or states of consciousness.
Besides, the spiritual quest is different for each one of us, and it changes as
we change. As the comedian George Carlin says, “Just when I found out the
meaning of life, they changed it.”

And yet, it is critical to ask, “What is spirituality?” as we venture on the
path. The word is so laden with contradictory meanings and confusing
traditions that many forgo the one journey in life that brings real happiness
and fulfillment. For some, the word spiritual is connected to their mistrust
of religion. For others, the word spiritual means anti-scientific; as such, it is
either a refreshing departure from rational tyranny, or it conjures up the
occult, UFOs, and bogus misinformation. Some hear the word spiritual and
are encouraged by its whispered promises of grace; others are threatened by
it, afraid of looking too deeply at their own behavior, the unlived parts of
their lives, and ultimately, death. For most of us, the word spiritual probably
activates all of the above associations. We are drawn to it and suspicious of
it at the same time.

The first step on the spiritual path is to find a satisfying definition of the
word, one that is as free from our conditioning as possible; one that can



keep us on track. This is not as hard as it seems. Deconstructing the word
spiritual is a freeing and an enlightening task, and once we start searching
for the word’s meaning, we find simple hints all along the way. A good
thing to remember as we search for our own definition of spirituality is that
no one has the definition or the answers to the most basic spiritual questions
of how to live, love, and die. If such unequivocal answers existed they
would be as universally accepted as how to make fire. As I began
researching this book, I sent a questionnaire to two hundred spiritual leaders
from a variety of faiths and backgrounds. The first question I posed was:
What does the word spiritual mean to you? Reading through the answers to
this seemingly simple question, from the eloquent and generous people who
responded, verified for me that no spiritual leader, no brilliant intellectual,
no scientist—no one—has the answer. After hearing from some of the
world’s wisest hearts and brightest minds, I must report that all of us, from
the unusually sage to the normally confused, can add only our own bits of
wisdom to the poetry of mystical conjecture. So right at the get-go we can
let ourselves off the hook, accept our confusion as par for the course, and
relax a little as we search. We can feel part of an ancient and ongoing
community of seekers.

As you search, keep in mind that religion and spirituality are not
necessarily synonymous. Religions are like cookbooks and guidebooks:
they are not the food or the foreign country; rather, they suggest ingredients
and point us in the right direction. “Do not be idolatrous or bound to any
doctrine, theory, or ideology,” says Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen
monk. “All systems of thought are guiding means; they are not absolute
truth.” Many people are so turned off by religions—their seemingly
arbitrary moral codes, the boundless hypocrisies between word and deed,
the arcane rituals—that they have acquired a resistance to spirituality itself.
I sympathize with those intellectuals who equate spirituality with
sanctimoniousness or sentimental nonsense, and who turn a disgusted back
on the whole topic. Many who call themselves spiritual seekers are so
irrational and hold so rigidly to their beliefs that, if their way is the only
way, count me out as well. But in truth, spirituality and intelligence are not
in competition. They are one and the same if we affix a definition to
spirituality that is inclusive and forgiving enough to hold the full human



condition. As we search to define spirituality for ourselves, let’s put aside
the misconception that spirituality excludes things like rational thought,
intellectual rigor, literacy, learning, science, and other great advances of the
human mind.

You can walk a wonderful spiritual path with or without adhering to a
religion. All paths are available; none are exclusively right or wrong or
even required. As you search for your own definition of spirituality, set
aside your religious beliefs and/or resistances. You can come back to them
later on. For now, respect your resistances as acquired opinions, not sacred
truths, and turn your attention to whatever it is within you that made you
pick up this book in the first place. Ask yourself what draws you to consider
the spiritual side of life. Are you questioning how to live your daily life?
Are you facing a critical choice? Do you sense that there is more to life than
meets the eye? Are you unhappy? Do you fear life or death or both? While
some lucky people approach the spiritual path with a light and sure step,
most of us stumble upon it led by a vague sense of longing for something
more, an anxiousness for meaning, a basic intuition informing our modern
minds.

A formidable resistance that arises when modern people approach the
spiritual path is a cultural bias in favor of intellectualism, as well as a
devaluing of other human modes of perception: emotions, intuition,
sensation. An unnatural divide between intellectual development and the
development of our other capacities has evolved in the twentieth century to
the point where many who consider themselves thinking people will have
nothing to do with anything that smacks of mysticism. Intellectuals scorn
spirituality, as if pondering our very existence is not as valid as researching
science or history. The modern reverence for the mind has obscured a
profoundly natural yearning—one that is as basic as hunger and as near to
us as our breath.

Another misconceived notion about spirituality that alienates the modern
seeker is the association of sacredness with saintliness. It is erroneous to
separate spirituality from everyday life. To equate holiness only with
celibacy, or solitude, or poverty is to deny most of us a spiritual life.
Enlightenment can be nurtured in a monastery or in a family, alone or in a
relationship, in prayer or at work. The bliss of the world is no less spiritual



than the bliss of transcendence. We can indeed “follow our bliss” as we
follow the spiritual path, whether that bliss is raising our consciousness or
raising children, reading a holy text or running a marathon. But be warned!
There’s a fine line between bliss and narcissism. I remember the first time I
came across Joseph Campbell’s now famous line about “following your
bliss.” T was in college, in the stodgy library at Columbia, using one of
Campbell’s texts on mythology to research a paper. There, in a section
called “Sacrifice and Bliss,” I received confirmation that my dream of
dropping out of college and driving across country was the spiritually
correct thing to do. Of course I neglected to read further, to where Campbell
put bliss in the context of sacrifice. Many have made the same mistake,
going for the goodies of spirituality without grounding the search in reality.

While spirituality is about bliss, it also is about balance. Without some
degree of sacrifice for the greater good, spiritual self-discovery eventually
leads to plain old self-indulgence. When we witness people using wise
teachings to justify unwise and selfish behavior, spirituality seems like a
game people are playing to get what they want. Spirituality is not the
abdication of responsibility; it’s not a magic carpet ride to la-la land; and
it’s not sunny, easy answers to life’s complexity.

Rather, spirituality is a long, slow process—a patient growing into
wisdom. It is no wonder that this kind of spirituality seems foreign to many
Americans. It is much more like cooking a fine meal of many courses—
picking the fresh herbs from the garden, waiting for the yeasted rolls to rise,
marinating the meat, rolling the pie crust—than like driving up to the fast
food window and drumming your fingers for two minutes while a stranger
wraps your burger.

Inviting spirituality into your life is like packing for an adventure. As you
search for your own definition, here are some of the most important things
to pack: an openness to things you may have been conditioned to reject, a
comfortableness with the unknown, and fearlessness.
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MAKING YOUR LIFE A
SPIRITUAL ADVENTURE

If spirituality is not religion or cynicism or sentimentality or narcissism,
then what is it? One thing that we can confidently say is that spirituality is
an attitude of fearlessness, a sense of adventure. It is a way of looking
boldly at the life we have been given, here, now, on earth, as this human
being. Who am I? How should I live my life? What happens when I die?
Spirituality is nothing more than a brave search for the truth about
existence. Nothing more, but nothing less as well.

We are born with a body that experiences pain and comfort, a heart that
suffers and feels joy, a mind that strives and is peaceful, a spirit that yearns
for both solitude and communion with others, and a contract on earth that
has a beginning and an end. Each one of us knows this, and yet, each one of
us spends much of our time swimming against the current of life’s reality.
The spiritual path teaches us how to float on our backs, relaxed and aware,
in the waters of reality. The Buddhists define spirituality as shamatha, or
“tranquil abiding.”

We are drawn to a spiritual path out of a desire for tranquil abiding. Just
saying the words feels wonderful, like an antidote to the fear, unhappiness,
and anxiety with which we often approach life. Fear of what? Fear of our
basic human condition. If we stop long enough to take a quiet look at our
situation, we’ll hear the tick-tick-ticking of time’s impersonal progress. For
each of us, time’s march breeds a different fear: for some it is the terror of
death; for others it is the worry of a life unlived; for some it signifies the
loss of what we hold dear and familiar. These are not thoughts on which we
usually enjoy lingering. Spirituality invites us to linger. It gives us a way of
standing naked in the truth of the human condition, meeting it head-on with
curiosity and openness. This is serious work, but the mysterious outcome of
the work is a lightness of heart—what we call happiness.

Fearlessness sows the seeds of happiness. First comes a loosening of fear;
from this relaxation comes a growing acceptance of life on its own terms;



then a sense of wonder awakens, one that is large enough to contain the
many ups and downs that are natural to our physical, mental, and emotional
makeups. All around us are the ingredients for happiness—happiness, but
not perfection. Perfection is an idea; imperfection is reality. Happiness
within the field of imperfection is a promise of the spiritual quest.

“The purpose of the spiritual life,” writes the Sufi master Hazrat Inayat
Khan, “is to be happy.... The reason why man seeks for happiness is not
because happiness is his sustenance, but because happiness is his own
being; therefore, in seeking for happiness, man is seeking for himself.”
Spirituality is the adventurous search for the kind of happiness that Inayat
Khan is speaking of, a happiness born from fearlessness.
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BEGINNER’S MIND

I once overheard my oldest son, Rahm, then six, speaking with his best
friend. They were in the bathtub together, the only place I knew to put the
two of them after a sad and trying day. This was the day that my own best
friend, whose little boy was now in the bath, had finally given in to a long
battle with cancer and died.

“Where’s your mom?” I heard my son ask his friend.
“She’s dead.”

“I know, but where is she?”

“I don’t know. I’'m gonna ask my dad tomorrow.”

I imagine that religions sprung from this kind of exchange. In my mind’s
eye I can see two cave people, as in a “Far Side” cartoon, standing over the
body of a friend and pantomiming a similar conversation. Children and
early peoples share a purity in their search for the meaning of our existence.
Indeed, in their original intent all spiritual traditions aimed to answer bare-
bones questions about birth and death. As we search for the meaning of
spirituality in our own lives, it is best to begin very, very simply, in the
same wide-open manner as children, or cave people.

Children learn because they have no shame about being bare beginners.
They ask, “Does the sky stop?” and “What does God look like?” When
Jesus said, “Lest ye become as little children, ye shall not enter the
Kingdom of Heaven,” he was referring to this kind of guileless questioning.
In their unaffected, optimistic curiosity little children are models for
spiritual seekers. The Zen master Shunryu Suzuki called this unaffected
curiosity “Beginner’s Mind.” If we want to fashion a spiritual path for
ourselves it is best to begin at the beginning with Beginner’s Mind.

If you drew a long line and put modern cynicism at the start and
Beginner’s Mind at the end, you’d have a map for the contemporary
spiritual pilgrim. Somehow our culture has evolved to the point where
pessimism has become synonymous with intelligence, and where an
overload of information is mistaken for knowledge. Admitting that we don’t



know something doesn’t come easily to the modern person. Voicing
innocence and a sense of wonder is difficult for many of us; it can only
mean that we’ve read too many Hallmark cards. But children are not
sentimental, nor are they lacking in intelligence. Rather, they are unafraid to
admit their status as a beginner, to say to the world, “I don’t know. Please
show me.” This doesn’t mean that to be spiritual is to remain a child or to
take on the trappings of indigenous, less industrialized cultures. Beginner’s
Mind is about discovering the essence of our humanness—the pure water of
the inner heart, before it was clouded by conditioning.

On a recent trip to France, I visited an area of the country called Le Pays
de ’Homme—the “Land of Man.” Halfway between the north pole and the
equator, its climate is among the most temperate in the world. The
landscape is varied, with wide plateaus and fertile valleys, chalky sandstone
cliffs and swiftly flowing rivers. It is no mere chance that Cro-Magnon man
was born here some 25,000 years ago. This is the area in France where
archaeologists have discovered caves with the densest concentrations of
Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon paintings and carvings in the world. They
have been called the “Sistine chapels of prehistory.” Panthers, bison, woolly
mammoth and rhinoceros, horses and cows, as well as female symbols of
fertility, and even mythical unicorns, adorn the caves’ surfaces. The
paintings are believed to be remnants of a religion that centered on the
earth, the mother of all forms of life. Their purpose is seen as ritualistic,
perhaps as a way to initiate their young, expressing the wonder and
reverence felt by prehistoric man for the forces of nature and life.

It is quite an experience to visit the caves. Some are located high above
the riverbanks in enormous cliffs near ancient towns built in the Middle
Ages. Others can be found in hillsides adjoining farmers’ fields where
truffles, walnuts, and grapes have been harvested since the first century A.D.
Emerging from the darkness of a cave, after an immersion into Cro-Magnon
consciousness, one is aware of the seamless flow of history. All around are
architectural artifacts of the human story. Signs of the ancient Celts, Gauls,
and Romans are visible in the oldest buildings. Evidence of the wars of
religion and the peasant revolts can be seen in the layering of towns along
the riverbanks. Ice ages, plagues, foreign invasions, and famines have all
left their marks, as have religion, art, and periods of renaissance and



enlightenment. Next to a towering castle, fortified to protect against
invasion, is a simple stone church with a statue of the Virgin and her child.
Along a centuries-old pilgrimage route, one passes stone outcroppings left
by various ice ages; towns where the populations were decreased 60 percent
by the Black Plague; mustard fields that have been cultivated for thousands
of years; woodlands that once were sheep pastures and before that were
swamps that once were dense forests.

The effect of such a display of history on an American, whose concept of
old is a pre—Civil War house, is profound and, in a certain way, comforting.
I came away from my visit to Le Pays de ’Homme with a sense that the
essential human condition has changed little over time. Our earliest
ancestors were grappling with our own longings and questions. They
responded to their vulnerable position in the world with both awe and fear,
reverence and violence. Far from being brutes dressed in animal hides, Cro-
Magnon people had complex thoughts and deep feelings. Over the centuries
the tools that humans have developed to help them survive and to express
their desires have changed. But the core human experience has remained the
same: We wonder where we come from and where we will go after we die.
We love and fear each other and the natural world. We express our
intelligence and gratitude in art, religion, and civilization; our ignorance and
intolerance in brutality, war, and destruction. At the heart of the human
story is our search for understanding within the mystery of creation.

I have always been attracted to places of antiquity, and to people who
radiate “Beginner’s Mind.” I find them more inspiring than those who
profess to know everything. When I was twenty I started voice lessons with
a master of North Indian classical singing, Pandit Pranath. Pranath was, at
that time, in his late fifties, but to me he seemed like a very old man. He
would greet me at his home in his slippers and his loose Indian cotton
clothing, his long white hair wrapped in a little bun. Shuffling around the
practice room as he taught, he would mumble at seemingly odd moments
several phrases that I heard him repeat during all the years I studied with
him. “Ram, Ram, Ram” was one, and “Allah knows; I do not know” was
another. I would be practicing an Indian scale, playing the tamboura, a
drone instrument used to enhance the singing, and Pranath would look up
and say, “Allah knows; I do not know.” I found this puzzling and amusing.



At twenty, my goal was to know as much as I could. In this case I wanted to
learn this complex system of music and become a great singer.

Now, years later, it is his little phrases I remember when I think fondly of
Pandit Pranath, while I would be hard pressed to sing the Indian scale. In
fact, I find myself repeating “Ram, Ram, Ram” and “Allah knows; I do not
know” in my music teacher’s Indian accent when I get tired of trying to
figure everything out. Now I know that Pandit Pranath was also. His
mutterings were abbreviated prayers for Beginner’s Mind. “Ram, Ram,
Ram” was his way of calling to Ram, the Hindu godhead, for the kind of
understanding that surpasses our mind’s limited abilities and neurotic
attachments. There are some things that are better left alone, some questions
that can be answered only by patience and faith. “Allah knows; I do not
know” kept Pranath on the path of humility. Often we don’t know what is
really going on. Our perspective can barely accommodate another person’s
point of view, no less the forward march of evolution or the eternal mind of
God. Better to admit not knowing and to relax in the mystery of life than to
try to force our minds where they can’t go.

The poet Rainer Maria Rilke described Beginner’s Mind like this: “Be
patient to all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions
themselves like locked rooms and like books that are written in a very
foreign tongue. Do not seek the answers, which cannot be given you
because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live
everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually,
without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer. Resolve to
be always beginning—to be a beginner!”

I like to think of Beginner’s Mind as the crouch position runners take
when they start a race. Alert yet poised, the runner embodies in that
moment the kind of readiness necessary for the spiritual path. There is
nothing blasé in the racer, nor is there anything arrogant. Rather there is a
wise eagerness, a trained openness. The crouch position is not the whole
race, but it is necessary to the race, and within its readiness are all
possibilities. Likewise, Beginner’s Mind is not the whole spiritual path, but
it is a necessary attitude to bring to every step along the path, and contains
within it the possibilities for freedom, peace, and joyful living.
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SPIRITUAL LONGING: THE
OPEN SECRET

Each one of us is a complex stew of changing emotions and thoughts; a
mortal being, unsure of our place in the universe, longing for something that
we cannot even name. Sometimes we experience joy and strength;
sometimes we are sad and confused. None of this is cause for dismay. It is
who we are and has been so since the first humans found themselves under
the night sky with a desire to understand as vast as the sky itself. Yet then,
as now, our capacity to fathom the limitless universe is bound by the laws
of a limited world. Human history is the story of abundant longing and
insufficient answers.

To long for peace, or God, or spirituality is quite natural. To feel a certain
loneliness for a nameless friend or an emptiness that cannot be filled with
the ways of the world is instinctive. Especially today, with the accelerated
pace of human activity and technology, we may feel a deep spiritual hunger.
Yet many of us don’t know what to do when a longing for spirituality settles
briefly in our hearts. We may not even know what it is. With the first pangs
of hunger we rush to fill the empty space with something, anything, rather
than float quietly on our backs in the mysterious waters where our souls
live.

To give voice to our spiritual longing is to reveal a side of ourselves that
we have become skilled at hiding. We may be ashamed to admit that we feel
a kind of helplessness—a need for something that we cannot even describe.
We may have grown up thinking that we should always be smart or happy
or strong, consistently able to deal with the vagaries of life. Therefore,
revealing our mysterious longings is unsettling. We don’t want to be seen
stumbling around in the wilderness of our own ignorance and meagerness.
Nor do we want to come across as innocent or eager in a world that has
elevated cynicism to an art form. Instead, we pretend to be fine, strong,
smart, hip, amused, or disinterested even when we are not. Most of us have
become habituated to hiding our weakness and wonder from each other. We



construct brilliant masks to wear over our humanness, until we forget the
authentic nature of our own true face.

Jelaluddin Rumi, the twelfth-century Sufi poet, called this phenomenon
the “Open Secret.” In his poetry and prose Rumi writes of the secrets we
keep and the veils we wear so others won’t see our foolishness, our pain,
our tenderness. Because the big secret we keep is none other than the
condition of our humanness—the “full catastrophe,” as Nikos Kazantzakis’s
fictional character Zorba the Greek called it—it is really no secret at all; it is
an Open Secret. Visitors from another planet would be baffled by the way
humans behave. Our daily interactions would look to them as a Halloween
party does to us: people hiding their true faces in order to look like someone
else.

I have found that no matter where my searching has taken me, it always
leads me back to my need to face my own true nature, and since I am a
human being, my human nature. We may choose a beautiful and moral way
to know God, replete with an interesting theology, an engaging community,
and a well-conceived set of practices. We may look far from our own
culture and adopt a path that includes ancient wisdom, meditation, and
foreign mantras and dress. Perhaps we look closer to home, and embrace a
religious tradition that teaches more familiar prayers and concepts. It
doesn’t matter what path we take toward spiritual realization. If we bypass
our humanness, each path leads back to the same question: What are we
hiding from in ourselves and in each other?

Opening up the secret of our human nature, revealing to ourselves and to
each other our deep and soulful longings, our fear and sadness, our joy and
wonder, is the critical step on the spiritual path. It is the step that makes the
difference between living our own, real spirituality and just acquiring
someone else’s beliefs. Particularly in our own times, when guarded
cynicism is seen as a sign of intelligence, revealing our spiritual longing is a
brave act.

We could say that the history of human suffering is our inability to come
to terms with spiritual hunger. Like one big cosmic joke, humans were born
yearning for a home of tranquil abiding, yet without the map to get there. In
every age some people seem to know more than others about the way home.
They have been called shamans, prophets, and messiahs, monks and gurus,



poets and philosophers, scientists and psychologists. They spend their time
contemplating the way home and reporting their findings. Religions and big
bang theories are attributed to their wisdom. Yet when all is said and done,
each one of us is left abiding in the mystery, longing for the tranquillity that
is whispered about in the depths of our own hearts. Thus a critical step on
the spiritual path, and one that we will take over and over, is to let ourselves
experience spiritual hunger long enough and deep enough to follow it to its
source. Unless we do that, we will never get the chance to taste the true
nourishment that is indeed available, closer to us than we think.

Take a minute now to make contact with your own spiritual hunger. Put
your hand on the spot at the center of your chest where your ribs join
together. It is the same spot called the heart center in some spiritual
traditions. It’s the place in your body you can feel when you quickly inhale
in fear, or when you speak of an aching heart or a heart overflowing with
joy. When you gently touch that spot and breathe quietly, concentrating with
eyes closed for a few minutes, what do you sense? If we allow ourselves to
rest in the quiet recesses of the heart, most of us will feel a gentle tugging, a
sense of longing. Humming softly in the background of our daily life, this is
the call we answer when we journey on a spiritual path.

What is this longing? Neither a feeling nor a thought, it is more like a
gravitational pull in the direction of wholeness, enlightenment, truth—what
some call God. There are some people who know from an early age how to
follow their heart’s longing with grace and sureness. Others feel it as
strongly and fill it with anything they can to dull the longing. Alcohol,
drugs, materialism, work—many of our excesses can be traced to the
spiritual longing that dwells in our hearts.

Unchanneled spiritual longing is a powerful force. It has been
successfully manipulated throughout history in ways so hypocritical and
repressive that religion has earned a bad name. But spiritual longing came
before religion. Step into a limestone cave in France where Cro-Magnon
people left their paintings and ritual markings, and you will find your own
questions and yearnings engraved on the walls. The need to understand our
place within the mystery of the universe is as ancient and instinctual as our
other basic human needs. Creation stories, religions, prophetic philosophies,



and scientific explanations rise and fall within cultures and throughout eras.
Spiritual longing remains constant in the human heart.

The source of our spiritual longing resides in a place deep within us. It is
a quiet and faithful place and if we learn how to access its powerful
wisdom, it can become our most dependable friend. The following
meditation exercise is designed to help us open to our longing and therefore
to the fullness of the human experience. It is a practice that if done on a
regular basis helps us to relax into the mystery of life.

CONNECTING WITH YOUR SPIRITUAL LONGING

Sit quietly right where you are, and close your eyes. Feel
yourself breathing. Follow the breath on its journey into and out
of your body. Sit feeling yourself breathe for a few minutes.
Place your hand over your heart and feel the warmth of your
hand connect with the steady beat of your heart. Then put your
hand or fingertips lightly on the spot in the center of your rib
cage, to the right of your physical heart. It is the spot you can
feel when you are startled and draw your breath sharply inward.
Move your hand gently, and breathe slowly and softly into that
spot until you are focusing intently on what many traditions call
the spiritual heart or the heart center.

Imagine that the spot you are touching is the top of a deep,
deep well. Follow your breath on a journey into the spacious
interior of your own heart. Breathe slowly in and out. Let
yourself be pulled ever more deeply into the well of your heart.
As you meet thoughts and emotions on the journey, do not
push them away. They are part of you, but not all of you. Greet
what you find and move on, ever deeper into the well of your
spiritual heart.

Be aware of what you do when feelings or thoughts arise. Be
like an explorer, using your breath as you would a high-beam
flashlight. Observe yourself as you get lost in, reject, avoid, try



to change, or judge thoughts and emotions as they arise. Use
your breath to help you stay open to whatever you meet on your
journey, with out judgment or rejection. If a sense of sadness or
grief appears, do not turn away or fight it. Gently observe your
feelings as you let yourself be pulled ever onward. If
anxiousness or boredom overcomes you, use your breath to
return to the journey. If a sense of pleasure or joy envelops you,
observe it as well. Welcome what ever you discover, without
judgment, as part of yourself, but not all of yourself. Sit in this
state, letting yourself be pulled by your longing into the well of
your heart, observing your breath, for as long as you feel
comfortable and then slowly remove your hand, return to
normal breathing, and open your eyes.
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RELAXING INTO THE
MYSTERY

Late in his life, Max Planck, the Nobel laureate and father of quantum
physics, wrote, “Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of Nature. And
it is because in the last analysis we ourselves are part of the mystery we are
trying to solve.” Planck had mastered every aspect of physics when he
wrote this, from thermodynamics and electrodynamics to relativity. Albert
Einstein echoed Planck when he wrote, “The most beautiful experience we
can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion which stands at
the cradle of true art and true science.... I am satisfied with the mystery of
the eternity of life and with the awareness and a glimpse of the marvelous
structure of the existing world.”

Here, then, is another way to define spirituality. It is a mystery, the
mystery behind the “marvelous structure of the existing world.” Through
my work and travels, I have met many of the Eastern gurus of our times,
those who have brought Buddhism, Yoga, Taoism, and ancient shamanic
wisdom to the West. I have studied with Christian, Jewish, and Islamic
mystics, worked with the founders of new psychological schools of thought,
and experimented with the methods of maverick American spiritual
teachers who combine Eastern mysticism with psychology. The wisest,
sanest, and happiest of these people are not those who profess a
complicated and rigid spiritual doctrine. Rather, I have gained the most
from those whose paths lead them and their students gently, humorously,
and fearlessly into the very mystery that Planck and Einstein are talking
about. The most useful spiritual techniques are those that have taught me
how to relax into the mystery. Once there, the path home lights up from
within.

The spiritual path is the process of fearlessly peering into the mysterious
nature of life and relaxing our mental and emotional grip on our own place
within it. Learning how to do this opens the way to a kind of wisdom that
answers our own questions and touches the deepest strands of our longing.



This kind of spirituality makes it marvelously OK to long for something
that we do not fully understand; to be aware of its presence, even if we
cannot describe what it is; to merge with its powerful truth without having
to buy into an “ism” that demands we dress a certain way, talk a certain
way, behave a certain way.

Ultimately, you are the only one who can answer the question, “What is
spirituality?” All of the suggestions made so far should be used only if they
ring true to you. If fearlessness, Beginner’s Mind, and Open Secret move
you closer to a working definition of spirituality, then make them your own.
Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh gives us yet another clue: “All spiritual
seeking is aimed at awakening us in order to know one and only one thing:
birth and death can never touch us in any way whatsoever.” When we ask
the question “Who is the us that cannot be touched by birth and death?” we
invite spirituality to define itself. How we search for this place or this being,
how we learn to relax into its mystery, and how we share its gifts of peace,
love, and fearlessness is as good a definition of the spiritual path as I have
found. God’s name and ways may be different in different religions, but this
human longing—to know and revere the “us that cannot be touched by birth
and death”—is shared by all of us.
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THE BIGGIES AND THE
DAILIES

What should we include within the scope of our definition of spirituality?
Some religious traditions are quite clear about what parts of life are spiritual
and what parts are not. You have your daily life, Monday through Friday,
and then, depending on your faith, you get spiritual for a few hours on the
weekend.

Other traditions say that God is everything. It’s hard to argue with that
definition, but also hard to wrap our minds around such a concept. Rather, I
prefer to experience spirituality as an attitude toward everything—a daily
choosing of a way to approach the different textures of my life. I can choose
a fearless, relaxed, and open-hearted attitude toward how I deal with a
problem at work, or how I make sense of suffering in the world, or how I
approach my own death. In this way, spirituality is everything.

I always begin the spiritual retreats I lead by asking people why they are
there. The variety of the answers, from a group who share a stated intent of
pursuing their spirituality, reveals just how much of the human experience
we bring with us on the spiritual path. The following are actual responses
culled from years of teaching:

“I need peace and quiet.”

“I am yearning for connection.”

“What is my passion?”

“I don’t know how to relax.”

“I want to find my inner voice.”

“I have lost my job (my child, my lover, my husband, my wife).”

“I love the sense of sacredness.”

“I am up against an important choice and I don’t know which way to go.”
“I had an out-of-body experience (near-death experience, visitation).”



“I want to wake up and stop spacing out.”

“I am sick of my own mental chatter.”

“I want to rediscover an inner strength I had when I was younger.”
“How do I link the spiritual path to everyday life?”

“I am afraid of the unknown.”

“I have anxiety attacks.”

“I want to dwell in the present moment more, and in the past or the future
less.”

“I no longer know what I believe in.”

“I long for beauty.”

“I am always tired.”

“The wounds of my childhood are haunting me.”

“I regret the joy I have missed, the unlived parts of my life.”
“My fear of death is ever-present.”

“I am in a new stage of life.”

“My relationships don’t seem to work out.”

“I am addicted to alcohol (drugs, food, sex, work).”
“I am tired of being so cynical.”

“I have been diagnosed with a terminal illness.”

“I am always angry.”

“I want to have fun.”

“I’ve lived fifty years as a caterpillar.”

“How can I let go of my armor?”

“I have nostalgia for something I cannot name.”

All of these are good reasons to walk the spiritual path. Together they
create the tapestry of human experience, from the mundane to the most
mysterious. They include our mind, body, heart, psyche, and spirit—the
“biggies” and the “dailies.” I didn’t come up with that phrase; my youngest
son, Daniel, did when he was five and having trouble falling asleep at night.
Night after night I would lie next to him in his little bed, scrunched in a



corner against the wall, massaging his back, waiting for his eyes to close.
After a few months of resting each night in this uncomfortable position, I
tried to get to the bottom of his sleeplessness.

“Sometimes, if you say what is happening to you,” I said to him in his
bed, “then it will go away.”

“Really?”
“Sometimes.”

“OK,” he said, as eager to be released from his evening ritual as I was.
“I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” I asked.
No answer.

“The dark?”

“No.”

“School?” He had recently started kindergarten and the whole process
overwhelmed him, from taking the bus to remembering to bring home his
lunch box.

“No.”

“Spending the night at Grandma’s?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

He rolled away from me and whispered something into his pillow.

“What?”

“I’m afraid of the big things,” he squeaked in a tiny voice.

“What big things?” I asked, looking around the room.

“You know, the really big things.”

“Monsters?”

“No,” he said, disgusted, “I don’t believe in monsters. I mean big things,
like...dying.”

I was stunned, and sorry that I had suggested that by naming his fear it
would go away.

“Well, honey,” I said, “join the crowd. Lots of people are afraid of dying.
It’s one of the biggies.”



After that conversation, and over many years of bedtime chats, my son
and I came up with a list of “biggies” and of what he called “dailies,” or
smaller worries and concerns that weren’t big enough to keep him up at
night but that still needed to be lit up from behind with a spiritual
searchlight. The biggies include life purpose, love, human suffering, higher
consciousness, death, and beyond. The dailies are closer to home: physical
and mental health, feelings, relationships, work, and family.

A spiritual path traverses the landscapes of both the biggies and the
dailies. If we regard spirituality as a fearless investigation of reality, then
we’ll find that all of our experiences fit within its boundaries. The rest of
this book is a guide to shining the light of spirituality on the biggies and the
dailies—how to create a practice within each realm, how to gauge our
progress, pitfalls to beware of, and gifts to expect.

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

3 | Hiding Somewhere Near Us

In all ten directions of the universe,

there is only one truth.

When we see clearly, the great teachings are the same.

What can ever be lost? What can be attained?

If we attain something, it was there from the beginning of time.
If we lose something, it is hiding somewhere near us.

—RYOKAN

There is a sense these days that we have lost something. Watch the faces of
people in the streets of any American town or city. Look below the surface
of how we live—past the strain and speed of our daily routines—and
consider how we relate to our friends and family; where we live and the
health of our communities and environment; what we eat every day; how
our children spend their time. American culture, and those of us who live
within it, seems to have lost a certain quality of life: a graciousness, a
spiritual value system, a peace of mind.

Yet what we sense is missing is only hiding. It is hiding somewhere near
us, resting in the depths of our own bodies, minds, and hearts. Spirituality is
waiting for us, as it has waited for people in every age and every culture. A
culture cannot destroy the soul; it can try to evict it, but the soul waits
around in the shadows. Shining a spotlight on the whole of American life is
a helpful part of any one American’s spiritual search. For as much as it is an
individual journey, the spiritual search is also a collective one. And just as
we are influenced by our family of origin, so are we formed by our larger
family—our culture, with its articulated ethics and rules, as well as its
unspoken expectations and images. We may disagree forcefully with certain
American values, but nonetheless we are stamped by them, and the mark
goes deep.



We live in a culture that is seriously split off from the nourishing pace
and values of soul. What exactly are these values? We call some African
American food or music or worship “soulful,” but what do we mean? We go
to Italy or rural France and there’s this je ne sais quoi about the food and the
markets and the way that everyone closes up shop at noon and heads home
for lunch and a nap. What is this? And what is soulless about fast food,
shopping malls, our excessive work schedules, and the mechanistic pace of
daily life? These are good questions for an American interested in
spirituality to consider.

“Start where you are,” says Pema Chodrén, an American Buddhist
teacher. As Americans in the twenty-first century, “where you are” looks
like this: after living out our first hundred years as a relatively cohesive and
religious society, Americans spent the next one hundred years steeped in the
Age of the Individual. Our focus on materialism, science, and the separation
of Church and State led to a steady decline in the spiritual influence on
individuals and communities. We have been fully secularized. This is not
bad or good. It is just a fact that stacks up with other facts of American life
and fills in the story line about each one of us who has grown up in
America. The “loss of soul,” as writers like Thomas Moore and James
Hillman call the casualty of modernity, is a fact of our lives, and the sooner
we feel deeply into the reality of this fact, the sooner we will be able to
know how we want to deal with it.

The reason I stress that loss of soul is neither bad nor good is because
with every loss there is a gain, and much has been gained in America over
the past one hundred years, even as we have lost our way spiritually. As
industry and technology have disconnected us from nature and accelerated
the pace of daily life, so have they freed many more people than ever before
to explore dimensions of the human experience other than survival. While
the focus on the worth of each individual has eroded the health of
communities and families, this same focus has empowered previously
disenfranchised individuals to exercise their God-given rights. As
patriarchal authority structures have been questioned and overturned, more
than just lawlessness and moral torpor have replaced them. Voices that were
silenced years and years ago—including the voices of women and of the
earth itself—are claiming their legitimacy and changing American society.



Rising from the ashes of the old ways is the steady growth of the inner
authority of the individual—any individual—and in the end, that will be the
most important foundation of a real democracy.

And finally, the loss of a majority population, the melting pot alchemy
that literally changed the face of the country during the twentieth century,
has created a cacophony of competing traditions. No longer is there one
way to speak, to learn, to celebrate, to eat, to worship. On the surface, the
conflicts and confusions of diversity look overwhelming. Some may long
for the more traditional days when one people celebrated the seasonal round
with known rituals and shared beliefs. But American diversity is also a gift
of profound proportion. The challenge of unifying many different peoples
into one cohesive people may seem like an impossible task. It is also a
sacred task. It mimics the journey each one of us takes individually as we
seek to integrate the many, often conflicting parts of the self. It asks us to
meet within ourselves “the other,” or what C. G. Jung called “the shadow.”
It mirrors nature, where diversity equals life. Ultimately, striving for
harmony within diversity is akin to the mystical marriage—the reconciling
of the unreconcilable, the discovery of unity within duality. American
diversity points us in this direction. And it is the direction of soul.

We can indeed find our way back to soul. It is hiding somewhere near us.
But before we go looking for it, let’s look clearly at what we have lost and
what we have gained. And let’s look with open, unsentimental eyes. Yes,
there’s often more safety and civility in hierarchical societies. Yes, we have
lost that. But there’s more room for communication and creativity in free
societies. And we have gained that. Where there’s a soulful simplicity to
nonindustrialized societies, there’s frequently more empowerment and
opportunity for a wider range of individuals in industrialized societies. We
may have lost the sense of unity and tradition of a homogenous society, but
by mixing it up we have gained the aliveness and the potential for a higher
unity that is inherent in diversity.

Our charge now is to find a middle way, to do what the American
philosopher Ken Wilber calls “transcend and include”—pull the depth of
the American soul with us as we transcend the casualties of our times. We
can mine for the simple treasures that we have lost to the horrible excesses
of modern culture, while at the same time enjoying the fruits of our



advancements—our liberties, our inventions, our variety. We can transcend
those parts of our past that were exclusionary and rigid, and include those
parts that celebrated community, civility, and authenticity. We can do the
same with modern America: transcend the hollow values and obsessive
individuality of the times, and include the freedom and diversity—our
sacred trust as Americans.
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TRANSCEND AND INCLUDE

“Evolution always transcends and includes, incorporates and goes beyond,”
writes Ken Wilber in A Brief History of Everything, his synthesis of
scientific and spiritual thought. Wilber uses the evolutionary concept of
“transcend and include” to describe both the personal and societal
movement toward wholeness. A healthy person grows into individuality,
incorporating the best of inherited and taught behavior and beliefs, and
transcending those parts that no longer serve the mature self. If we try to
transcend only, in a compulsion to separate from the past, we end up
damaging parts of ourselves—root parts that keep us connected to our basic
nature and our place in the world. Yet if we reject the natural urge toward
transcendence and turn around, grabbing on to the past with nostalgia, we
also do violence to life, because life is also movement, creativity, evolution.

To walk the spiritual path is to transcend and include. For the person this
means evolving beyond the limits of the past, while honoring the wisdom of
those who came before; incorporating the voices and traditions of one’s
ancestors, while claiming a unique identity. I believe that Americans are
well suited for this task, having inherited from the Puritans the idea that one
can make oneself anew through hard work and honest self-examination.
The new American spirituality includes the Puritan idea of personal
transformation, and transcends it, expanding its realm to embrace
psychological, physical, creative, and spiritual transformation. The next
chapters of this book map a course for the individual through the varied
terrain along the path of transcendence and inclusion.

Nations must also transcend and include if they are to mature. The new
American spirituality that is now emerging in the culture reflects an impulse
toward transcendence and inclusion. Which of our collective attributes
should we transcend? Which should we include? If a vote were being held, I
would choose the following American traits to move beyond, to transcend:
First, an unforgiving piety that negates our full humanness; next, our blind
faith in so-called scientific progress; our compulsive striving for material



gain; the lack of community and civility in our daily life; the agitated pace
of modern life; and the silenced voices of the powerless.

On the inclusion side of the ballot, I would vote first for the promise
made to Americans: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for each
individual; I would certainly vote for the Puritan legacy of personal
transformation; next, I would include into America’s maturing psyche our
celebration of diversity, and then our faith in democracy, our healthy
mistrust of authority, and our roots in wilderness. These are unique aspects
of America that deserve preservation. In particular, the radical promise of
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness demands not only inclusion, but a
whole new way of viewing the spiritual life of a nation and its people.
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THE PROMISE: LIFE, LIBERTY,
AND THE PURSUIT OF
HAPPINESS

After returning from France, Thomas Jefferson said of his new nation, “We
can no longer say there is nothing new under the sun. For the whole history
of man is new. The great extent of our republic is new.” The Europe that the
early Americans had left behind found its inspiration and integrity in
honoring the old traditions, the pedigreed families, the noble past. America
was to be distinctly different. Now each person would be given a fresh start.
The future would not be determined by a past that the individual had
inherited. The “self-made man” was born in America when each citizen was
promised life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

The great strengths of America can be traced to this revolutionary
promise. But the weakened soul of the nation can also be traced to the
promise. John Adams warned of the dangers of the promise when he wrote,
“Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is
wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” The drafters of the
Declaration of Independence were well aware of the risks they were taking
when they signed off on such a radical promise. Thomas Jefferson took the
greatest risk when he substituted the words “the pursuit of happiness” for
the original word, “property,” in the trinity of inalienable rights. And while
he pointed out that “happiness is attainable only by diligent cultivation of
civic virtue,” he was unclear on how, or even if, that civic virtue could be
legislated.

When the Constitution was first conceived, the Founding Fathers granted
the rights of personal happiness only to a most homogenous group—for the
most part, white, European, Christian men. Whether this decision of
exclusivity was based on a prescient knowledge that to do otherwise was to
court chaos, or simply on patriarchal prejudice, I do not know. Most likely,
both. It was much easier to grant freedom to a group who adhered to a



similar religious belief system; much less likely that freedoms would be
misused with a strong moral code firmly in place; much easier to trust in
such an egalitarian system when those involved were already of equal
status. It was one thing to promise life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness
to a homogenous people who practiced self-restraint because if they didn’t
they would be held accountable by their religious community. It was quite
another thing to imagine those freedoms in the hands of the unwieldy
concoction that America was to become.

In retrospect we can see that our founding fathers opened a Pandora’s box
by molding a government around individual freedom and happiness. Even
as the American Constitution was being crafted, debate raged around the
possibility of its lofty ideals being distorted by self-serving interpretations.
The correspondence between Thomas Jefferson and John Adams in their
later years is full of concerns of what could happen to America if its citizens
took advantage of the sacred promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.

It didn’t take long for the promise to be put to the test. In less than one
hundred years, women, African Americans, and immigrants demanded to be
the masters of their lives, and to enjoy the same liberty and happiness
heretofore reserved for an elite minority. It took a civil war, the abolition of
slavery, the suffragette movement, and the industrialization of the country
to legally secure the rights granted in America’s Constitution to all of its
people. (It would take one hundred more years and counting to
psychologically and spiritually integrate those rights into the American way
of life.) In the process, the European ethics and Christian religious morality
that had been the backbone of the country lost their grip on the American
psyche.

When “Give me your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses yearning to
breathe free” joined America’s purpose statement, and people from all over
the world rushed to join the nation, Judeo-Christian values got blended right
into the melting pot. At the same time, Americans were in the process of
shifting their definition of happiness from the procurement of rights to the
acquisition of things. Industry, mobility, and communication technology all
contributed to the rise of consumerism as an American passion. To have
more was to be happy.



Jefferson and Adams would no longer have recognized their country.
Would they have been brave enough to draft their Constitution if the
“inalienable rights” of liberty and happiness were to be granted to a
patchwork of temperaments, colors, and beliefs? Would they have been as
radical without the container of a religious code? Could the Constitution’s
spiritual generosity be granted to a people whose values were increasingly
materialistic?

Certainly, the Judeo-Christian foundation of America’s early years is an
essential part of our spiritual identity. But even more so, the uniquely
American promise of happiness and liberty for every person—regardless of
class or color or gender—forms the backbone of an evolving American
spiritual tradition. That promise set in motion the ongoing dialogue between
the old value system of Puritan restraint and civic duty and the new
hankering for self-expression and individual advancement. Could anyone
assume, therefore, that American spirituality would not change? In the same
ways that American literature, or music, or food has changed to transcend
and include the old and the new, American spirituality is also changing. It
was bound to happen. Given enough time, a new society harvests a unique
spiritual tradition. A study of the world’s religions reveals each new
tradition as a response to, and an inclusion of, outdated theories and mores.
In A History of God, Karen Armstrong writes, “The human idea of God has
a history, since it has always meant something slightly different to each
group of people who have used it at various points of time. The idea of God
formed in one generation by one set of human beings could be meaningless
in another.”

Each of the world’s spiritual traditions is built on the foundation of
previous religious traditions. Buddhism and Hinduism are linked in this
way, sharing concepts and gods. The Romans diverged from the Greeks,
transcending, yet including, much of their mythology and culture. Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam are branches of the same tree. Therefore, what is
happening in American spirituality is not a departure from history, but a
further flowering of the cultural crossbreeding that human evolution has
always engendered.
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THE NEW AMERICAN
SPIRITUALITY

We are witnessing the birth of a wisdom tradition that is uniquely
American. Within traditional organized religions, as well as in the hybrid
creations of our times, the stamp of American thinking is plain. We see the
American spirit in the proliferation of nonaffiliated Christian, Jewish,
Buddhist, and Islamic churches, and also in the profound changes within
sanctioned denominations. This spirit values independence from religious
hierarchy. It crosses religious and social boundaries, telling the tale of a
diverse people, gathered in close proximity, and absorbing each other’s
ways of worshiping, ritualizing, and mythologizing the great mysteries of
life. It contains the nature-centered traditions of the original peoples of the
Americas. It is part science, which has underscored, for most of the
twentieth century, our unspoken collective philosophy. It respects both a
mistrust of heavy-handed authority and the willing surrender to a greater
power. It draws from the religious teachings of the past: from the biblical
traditions; from the spiritual roots of Africa; from the meditative schools of
Asia; and from other diverse mythic and religious worldviews. And it draws
from our own times, from the wisdom of psychology, democracy, and
feminism.

The following lists are a somewhat oversimplified outline of how
spirituality is changing in America. In the spirit of transcendence and
inclusion, the “old” list notes those aspects of American spirituality that we
have outgrown. The “new” list leans in the direction of the most positive
aspects of the emerging spiritual traditions. What is missing is the best of
the old that we must safeguard, and the worst of the new that we can be
aware of and work to overcome. Both of these are explored later.

OLD SPIRITUALITY



1. Who Has Authority? The hierarchy has the authority. Church
authorities tell you how to worship in church and how to behave outside of
church.

2. What Is Spirituality? God, and the path to worship Him, have already
been defined. All you need to do is follow the directions.

3. What Is the Path to God? There is only one path. It is the right way
and all other ways are wrong.

4. What Is Sacred? Parts of yourself—like the body, or ego, or emotions
—are evil. Deny or transcend or sublimate them or they will lead you
astray.

5. What Is the Truth? The truth is like a rock. Your understanding of it
should never waver. Therefore ask the same questions and receive the same
answers at all stages of life.

NEW AMERICAN SPIRITUALITY

1. Who Has Authority? You are your own best authority. As you work to
know and love yourself, you discover how to live a spiritual life.

2. What Is Spirituality? You listen within for your own definition of
spirituality. Your deeper longings are your compass on the search.

3. What Is the Path to God? Many paths lead to spiritual freedom and
peace. You have a rich array of gems from which to draw illumination: the
world’s religious traditions; mythology; philosophy; psychology; healing
methods; scientific wisdom; your own experience. String a necklace all
your own.

4. What Is Sacred? Everything is sacred—your body, mind, psyche,
heart, and soul. The world is sacred, too, with all of its light and darkness.
Bring the exiled and unloved parts of yourself back into the fold.

5. What Is the Truth? The truth is like the horizon—forever ahead of you,
forever changing its shape and color. Let your spiritual path change and
diverge as you journey toward it. You live many lives in one lifetime. The
truth accommodates your growth.



What was needed to uphold the old spirituality and to educate its
followers is quite different from what we need now to guide us on a
spiritual path. To forge our own way through life’s deeper terrain requires
different perceptions and skills than what it took to follow someone else’s
directives. To pursue personal happiness here on earth, and to sanctify the
human body, is a different sort of quest than the search for redemption in an
afterlife. And to understand and heal the troublesome parts of our own self
and the world, as opposed to punishing or repressing the darker parts of
human nature, asks us to do something for which few of us have been
trained.

While the new American spirituality traverses much of the same territory
that spiritual pilgrims have crossed throughout the ages, it also brings us
into uncharted lands and presents each of us with disturbing paradoxes: If I
focus too much on the self, won’t I end up drowning in Narcissus’ pool?
But if I neglect myself, what will I really have of value to give to others? If
I turn my attention to my body, what will keep me from becoming vain, or
materialistic, or obsessed with the body’s inevitable demise? But isn’t the
body the temple of the soul? If I work on opening my heart, what’s to stop
me from becoming an emotional mess? Conversely, won’t I dry up if I
concentrate exclusively on spirit? With so many ways to worship, seek, and
heal, what will prevent me from flitting like a butterfly from fad to fad to
fad, never landing long enough to settle into wisdom and health?

It’s important to swing back and forth between these questions.
Somewhere, in the middle, between the old homogenized, autocratic ways,
and the new diverse and individualistic ways, is a clear path through the
paradoxes. The goal, as we move from the old ways to the new, is not to
replace one set of “isms” with another. Rather, the goal is to become more
and more genuine, fearless, and free. Therefore, one of the most valuable
skills we can develop as we travel the spiritual path is the ability to know
the difference between genuine spirituality and “spiritual materialism,” a
phrase coined by the Tibetan scholar and meditation teacher Chégyam
Trungpa.
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SPIRITUAL MATERIALISM:
AMERICAN STYLE

Chogyam Trungpa was one of the first teachers to bring Tibetan Buddhism
to the West, in the late 1960s. A young monk and scholar, born and trained
in the seclusion of Tibet, he found the American fascination with diversity
and newness both refreshing and alarming. Imagine the shock of a Tibetan,
handpicked by his people to carry to the West their ancient and pure
tradition, in confronting the freedom-loving, happiness-pursuing, and
materialistic people of America. He used the phrase spiritual materialism to
warn his students about abusing the richness of spiritual material available
to those in the West. He observed that Americans had a way of avoiding the
disciplined work of real spirituality through an unrealistic and wasteful
pursuit of shallow happiness. In his classic book on meditation and the
spiritual path, Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, he wrote that we are
often “deceiving ourselves into thinking we are developing spiritually when
instead we are strengthening our egocentricity through spiritual
techniques.”

This tendency is, of course, not new. Spiritual materialism has shadowed
religious traditions throughout history. But Americans, being materialistic
in general, and having a sense of entitlement to happiness, would be wise to
be on the lookout for spiritual materialism. There’s a disturbing underbelly
of spiritual materialism in the plethora of self-help literature and spiritual-
growth programs available today, so much so that it can appear that
Americans’ spiritual inclinations mimic our love of fast food and
superhighways.

I have a personal investment in weighing this suspicion against the real
benefits of the new spirituality, since my daily work, as well as my personal
history, reads like a who’s who in the New Age Hall of Fame: a child of the
sixties; a feminist and anti-war activist; a disciple of an Eastern guru in
California; a resident of a rural commune who had her babies at home in a
log cabin; a home-birth midwife; a participant in several forms of



psychotherapy; an environmentalist; and a founder of a learning center that
has hosted a grab bag of innovative thinkers, healers, and spiritual teachers.

My critical eye has often made me doubt my work on the spiritual front.
As moved as I have been by the genuine spiritual teachers I have met
through my work, I have also watched, with a mixture of horror and humor,
as a parade of pretenders and downright oddballs sold their wares to people
looking for quick fixes, magical cures, or eternal youth. In moments of
cynicism, especially in its early years, I would look around Omega Institute
and wonder if we had created a monster of spiritual pretense. I remember
years ago standing in a circle at Omega with more than a hundred people
who had come to study with a man who taught Native American
spirituality. Wrapped in a blanket and smelling of soil and sage and smoke,
the teacher certainly looked the part. He explained to the group in a gravelly
voice that until we knew the direction in which we faced, we would never
get where we wanted to go. “Now we will pray to the east,” he said, “the
direction of beginnings, the sun bearer, the white shell dawn.” With one
hand he held a drum, with the other he held my hand. Pulling me close, he
whispered into my ear, “Hey! Which way is east?”

And I had other experiences, lots of them, that helped me develop a keen
sense of discrimination in my quest for genuine and effective spiritual
teachers and practices. Once, in the course of evaluating faculty, I sat in on
a class where therapists were learning to induce trances to help their
patients explore past lives. Putting aside my own lack of certainty regarding
reincarnation, I watched the teacher do an expert job of inducing a trance on
a volunteer from the group. Soon the participant was speaking in a southern
drawl.

“Tell us what you are wearing,” said the instructor.

“I'm in a long dress. It’s torn. It’s dirty. I’'m ashamed of it,” said the
woman.

“Can you tell us your name?”
“Yes,” she answered in a soft voice. “Scarlett O’Hara.”

Now, clearly this was ridiculous. I waited for the class to realize the
mistake—I wanted to call out, “Hey! She cannot be reborn from a fictional



character, right?” But I didn’t, and the class went on as if any one of them
could have once been Tarzan or Jane.

Spiritual materialism is something we all confront on the spiritual path. It
refers to a genuine interest in spiritual enlightenment gone awry. I am not
talking here only about gross spiritual materialism, like the stories above, or
when a revered teacher or therapist sleeps with his students, or when a
group raises money for supposedly altruistic purposes and instead feathers
its own nest. I am talking about the little ways in which we all deceive
ourselves on the spiritual path—the ways that allow us to read about
simplicity and freedom as we become more complicated and attached; the
ways that let us talk about being “free of the ego,” while feeling really
special saying it.

As Chogyam Trungpa says, “Ego is able to convert everything to its own
use, even spirituality.” By ego, Trungpa meant the part of ourselves that
feels separate from everything else. It is the part of ourselves that struggles
and fears. Ego is not necessarily something bad, nor does it refer only to the
aggressive, conceited parts of ourselves. Ego is the part of the self that
wants to be unique, unchanging, solid. Ego struggles against reality in an
attempt to preserve itself. It is so afraid of looking at the vast, mysterious,
untamed, eternal universe that it tries like hell to convince itself and
everyone else that it is in control. “The ego tries as hard as it can to shield
us from the direct perception of what is,” writes Trungpa.

Ego is not just a classically spiritual concern. In our times the word ego
has dwelt more in the province of psychology. Psychology has given us new
insights into the structure of the ego and skillful ways of taming ego’s
inappropriate and harmful impulses. In the next chapters we explore how
spirituality and psychology are merging in the new American spirituality
into a powerful way to understand and work with ego. It is through the
combined strength of these two disciplines—psychological therapy and
spiritual practice—that the seemingly incompatible quests of developing a
healthy ego and transcending a separate sense of self actually become one
and the same.

Unhealthy ego converts spirituality to its own misguided uses in tricky
ways. It reminds me of the woodchuck that ravages my vegetable garden
each summer. All spring and into the early part of summer, my garden



flourishes, except for the occasional slug infestation. Then, just when the
carrots are fat enough to be tasted, and just as the beans are yielding their
first thin slivers of fruit, the woodchuck mysteriously enters the garden and
levels the crops. No matter how tall or deep or strong the fence surrounding
the garden, the woodchuck gets in and undoes my work. Ego works in the
same way. It will allow you to pursue genuine spiritual development right
up to the moment of harvest. As soon as its territory is seriously threatened,
though, ego will appear—hungry and determined. Soon, your tidy spiritual
garden will be converted by ego into more material for its survival. This is
spiritual materialism. Keeping a lookout for ego in the garden is an essential
part of the spiritual path. And the best place to look for the signs of spiritual
materialism is in the very places where genuine spiritual progress is being
made.

In America, spiritual materialism is lurking in the shadows of democracy,
individuality, and diversity. Democracy and individuality are prime targets
for ego’s trickery. A free individual, lacking the external controls set by an
organized religious community, must learn to develop self-control.
Otherwise, ego will lead the seeker into illusory waters. At different times I
have been adrift in these waters, and I have watched hundreds of people at
Omega Institute led astray by their own confused egos. They come to
Omega to study with a yogi or a Christian monk or a Jewish mystic whose
message stresses simplicity and truth. Instead of focusing on the message,
they become enchanted with the messenger. Or they turn simple words into
simplistic slogans. Or they misinterpret spiritual freedom as psychological
self-indulgence.

I have observed so many seekers arrive at Omega looking for a way to
drop their illusions about themselves and the world, and leave with even
more baggage: a new set of concepts, a foreign mantra, an ancient set of
rules that governs everything from diet to sex. Any of these spiritual tools
may indeed be powerful gifts for transforming one’s life. But taken out of
context or used to impress others, they lose their meaningfulness. Soon
what began as a genuine spiritual search becomes a way of dressing up and
hiding out behind esoteric explanations. Sometimes this seems almost
comical, but really, it is a shame when the possibility of spiritual
transformation is traded for spiritual materialism.



American diversity has created one of the most seductive examples of
spiritual materialism. With so many paths to choose from, we can deceive
ourselves into thinking that the more techniques we acquire, the more
spiritual we will become. But as Trungpa warns, “If we do not step out of
spiritual materialism, if we in fact practice it, then we may eventually find
ourselves possessed of a huge collection of spiritual paths. We may feel
these spiritual collections to be very precious.... We display them to the
world and, in doing so, reassure ourselves that we exist, safe and secure, as
‘spiritual’ people.

“But we have simply created a shop, an antique shop. We could be
specializing in oriental antiques or medieval Christian antiques, or antiques
from some other civilization or time, but we are, nonetheless, running a
shop. Before we filled our shop with so many things the room was
beautiful: whitewashed walls and a very simple floor with a bright lamp
burning in the ceiling.”

I studied with Chégyam Trungpa in the early 1970s. Today as I read his
teachings, I cringe at how I wasted the precious opportunity I had as his
student. I was twenty, twenty-one, and twenty-two years old when I was
around Trungpa, at his meditation center in New York City, at a retreat
center in Vermont, and in Boulder, Colorado, as he was starting Naropa
Institute, now an established university. I remember the first and only time I
had a private audience with him. As I sat on the bench outside his room,
waiting my turn to ask him a question, I worked as hard as I could to find a
way to prove myself a worthy and profound student. In those days, it
seemed that every one of his students wanted to be his special devotee, to
impress him and the other students with their brilliant questions, to out-
meditate all the other meditators.

When I finally had the chance to sit in front of him, I was so nervous that
I was shaking. I didn’t even look into his eyes. I asked him something about
the role of women in Buddhism and how could I as a “liberated” American
woman reinterpret the Buddha’s words for these times. I don’t remember
exactly what he said. It was short and not to the point, as far as I was
concerned. I do remember stumbling out of the room feeling embarrassed
and slightly cheated.



I had cheated myself, which is as good as any description of spiritual
materialism. My ego got in the way of real spiritual growth. This is what
ego will do. It is more interested in proclaiming its existence than in
basking in the limitless energy of real spirituality. I entreat you not to cheat
yourself on the spiritual path. There is no one to impress, nothing to “get,”
nowhere to rush to, nothing to miss out on. The truth is always there, plain
and simple, hiding somewhere near you.

As you read this book, please be on the lookout for your own spiritual
materialism. Pick one or two beautiful, living teachings and give yourself
time and patience in your pursuit of the truth. If you discover that you are
unwittingly creating an antique shop, give away most of the junk and start
all over. Keep before you always your most unaffected goals: to become
fearless; to be at home with your life just as it is; to rest gently on the waters
of the mysterious universe.
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WISDOM AND FOLLY:
WARNING SIGNS ALONG THE
PATH

Think of these signs as similar to the warning label on a cigarette package.
Caution: These practices may be hazardous to your spiritual health.

—SAM KEEN

We could say that America, having grown out of its infancy and childhood,
is now in its adolescence, asserting its independence—individuating from
its parental influences, as Jung would say. In childhood we need clear-cut
rules, boundaries within which we can safely grow. Adolescents must
stretch out of those boundaries in order to fulfill their own destiny. Typical
adolescent behavior is to stretch too far, and then, if one is fortunate, to
learn from mistakes and self-correct. This is where America has been in the
recent past. Striving for its own sense of self, American culture may have
exceeded the bounds of balanced behavior. But the movement has been
toward maturity. If we are fortunate as a culture, we will self-correct and
grow into our fullness.

Spiritually speaking, adolescent America’s experimentation with all
things mystical and magical has opened our eyes to new ways of defining
ourselves—as Americans and as human beings. As we develop further into
a mature sense of self, we will have to weed out some of the less honorable
aspects of the new American spirituality. A magazine once asked me to
create a top-ten list of the “weeds” of the new American spirituality. These
are weeds that are watered by our own egos. They are the crown jewels of
spiritual materialism.

SPIRITUAL MATERIALISM’S TOP-TEN LIST



1. Narcissism: The thin line between narcissism and “following your
bliss” has become painfully clear to me since I first took Joseph Campbell’s
directive to heart. Without some degree of sacrifice for the greater good,
self-discovery eventually leads to plain old self-indulgence. There is a real
danger that we will, even unwittingly, end up using spiritual or
psychological teachings to perpetuate our childhoods or to mistakenly
conclude that constant fulfillment is a God-given right. Teachers and
therapists can also get trapped by narcissism. They become less like wise
guides and more like lawyers—advocates of the self, devoted solely to the
advancement of their client’s self-gratification.

2. Superficiality: When spirituality veers from being a calm quest for
fearlessness and begins to resemble sentimentality or superstition, then we
are in the shallow water of superficiality. America’s new forms of
spirituality and therapy are often accused of selling superficial and sunny
answers to life’s complexity and pain. Spirituality does not ultimately work
if we use it to protect ourselves from the rough-and-tumble of real life. This
tendency—to surround ourselves with pat explanations, special prayers, or
ritual objects—is sometimes called spiritual bypass. It can result in a wide
array of disorders, from the silly to the serious. How do we know when we
are using spirituality to skim the surface of life instead of plunging deeper
into reality? The more serious kinds of superficiality are easier to spot, as
when a whole group of people substitutes new ways of dressing or speaking
for the much less showy work of real transformation, or when a cancer
patient believes that daily affirmations will work instead of medicine, and
therefore forgoes treatment. Most of us are called to root out much more
subtle forms of superficiality: Are we hiding behind the safety of a concept
instead of going deeper into our own fears or ignorance? Are we using
fancy terms to explain away the need for a simple behavior change? Have
we bought into a system that allows us to tread water? Any worldview that
suggests that thinking positively always protects you from harm, or that
there is something wrong with you if you suffer or fail, or that healing isn’t
often complex is offering unrealistic promises for daily life.

3. The Never-Ending Process of Self-Improvement: There is an
insatiability to the quest for self-improvement. It can become life’s main
activity and that presents a few problems. First, you can become obsessed



with your own story—your victimization, your faults, your fears. Second,
it’s a myth that we can ever change ourselves enough to escape from the
gene pool. If we expect a tidy wrap-up to our childhood wounds then our
therapy and spiritual practice will become exercises in futility. And last, but
certainly not least, a myopic focus on the self leads to social apathy. It just
isn’t true that your self-empowerment and self-healing will necessarily lead
to the health and happiness of others and of society. We have to participate
in the improvement of more than just ourselves.

4. Instant Transformation: Just as some people get seduced by the never-
ending process of self-examination, some are disappointed when they don’t
achieve understanding and inner peace after reading a book, or in a daylong
workshop, or even after two years of weekly therapy. The poet-philosopher
Paul Valéry wrote, “Long years must pass before the truths we have made
for ourselves become our very flesh.” Spiritual awakening takes patience,
hard work, and the grace of God.

5. Desire for Magic: Perhaps in direct reaction to the Western reign of
rational thinking, some of the new American spirituality throws common
sense out the window and pursues a search for magic cures and miraculous
people. The need to believe in all-powerful teachers, angelic visitations,
UFOs, and other unexplained mysteries can obscure the ordinary magic of
everyday life, proof enough of God and the miracle of life. It can also allow
spiritual teachers who claim magical powers to justify abusive behavior.

6. Grandiosity: One of the best aspects of the new American spirituality
is also one of its dangers. In democratizing spirituality and bringing it to the
daily life of each person, each one of us risks becoming a messianic little
pope, or a humorless saint, or just an unbearably profound person, grander
or better than others.

7. Romanticizing Indigenous Cultures: There exists a kind of reverse
prejudice in our politically correct times that just because something or
someone is from another culture, especially an indigenous or minority
culture, that it/he/she is somehow more valuable, spiritual, or wise. Some
spiritual teachings rewrite history by harking back to mythic eras when
human beings lived in peace and harmony on lost continents under the wise
counsel of native shamans. “Whenever teachings come to a country from



abroad the problem of spiritual materialism is intensified,” writes Chogyam
Trungpa.

8. The Inner Child Tantrum: As the writer Nelia Gardner White says,
“Some people just don’t seem to realize, when they’re moaning about not
getting prayers answered, that no is the answer.” Some spiritual and
therapeutic schools of thought teach that if you learn to pray to God (or to
ask another person) for what you need, you will necessarily get it. It just
doesn’t work that way. Learning to know what we want and then to
honestly ask for it is a monumental achievement. But so is learning to
gracefully accept all that is given and taken away. Spirituality should
awaken within us both the wondrous child and the mature adult. Tom
Robbins wrote, “It’s never too late to have a happy childhood.” But I don’t
think he wanted to be taken literally.

9. Ripping Off the Traditions: 1 have a lot of sympathy for devout
followers of established religions, from Christians to Native Americans to
Tibetan Buddhists, who feel that the renewed interest in their teachings is
insincere. Many modern seekers skim off the ritual trappings of a tradition
with little respect for the depth behind it. This trivializes powerful and
elegant systems of spiritual growth. The same can be said for the way
people pick and choose elements of a complex healing or therapeutic
method and fashion a piece of the whole to fit the needs of the moment.
There is a difference between carefully creating a spiritual path that
includes genuine practices from a variety of traditions, and flitting from
flower to flower like a drunk honeybee.

10. The Guru Trip: Harry S. Truman lamented: “Memories are short;
appetites for power and glory are insatiable. Old tyrants depart. New ones
take their place. It is all very baffling and trying.” Perhaps the most baffling
and trying aspect of the new American spirituality is the disparity between
spiritual teachings and the behavior of teachers. While I am aware that
inconsistencies abound in what I say and what I do, and while I have
compassion for the conflicts inherent in leadership, I have been appalled by
the ironic behavior disorders that have shadowed spiritual leaders. Men,
women, Western, Eastern, fundamentalist, New Age, modern, or indigenous
—none have escaped the temptation to abuse power. Things to be wary of:
extravagant claims of enlightenment or healing; the minimizing of the hard



work that accompanies any true spiritual or healing path; the excessive
commercialism that betrays the deeper spiritual message; and the blind
adherence of followers to charlatans (be they gurus, therapists, preachers,
healers, or teachers). With their deceitful double standards, some gurus,
therapists, and teachers have given mentorship a bad name and tarnished the
image of humbling oneself to a wiser and more experienced guide.

There is both wisdom and folly in American spirituality. Soon enough
you will stumble upon the folly, even as you become wiser and happier.
Your best guides through the morass will be your own alert mind and
sensitive heart, and perhaps most important, your sense of humor. Being
awake to the folly is quite different from being a cynic. A healthy blend of
skepticism, humor, and mysticism is the best brew for the journey.
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4 | Humanizing Spirituality

The first part of the spiritual journey should properly be called
psychological rather than spiritual because it involves peeling away the
myths and illusions that have misinformed us.

—SAM KEEN

Religious traditions speak of a sacred realm that we can enter through
prayer, meditation, and right living. Mystics tell us that such a realm already
exists within our own hearts. They assure us that the human being’s
essential self is one of contentment and security; that we need only to
uncover our naturally deep feelings of exhilaration, enthusiasm, and joy;
that we do indeed have the capability of meeting life and death without fear;
and that the unique blend of excitement and peace which connotes spiritual
wholeness is our birthright.

Skeptics, and the skeptic within me, ask the question, “If my essential
self is so peaceful, expansive, and free, then why don’t I usually feel like
that? Why am I, and everyone else, so often anxious, fearful, and
confused?” The cynical answer is “Because the mystics are wrong. Life is
hard and then you die.” A traditional religious answer might be “Because
you do not love enough; because you are a sinner; because only in heaven
will you know peace and freedom.”

In the old model of spirituality this left us with a choice: take the cynic’s
path and live until you die with a bitter taste in your mouth, or be good and
fear God. Perhaps then the door to heaven will crack open wide enough for
you to slip through.

There is another choice. Between us and the promised sacred land are
obstacles of our own making, the very human “myths and illusions that
have misinformed us,” as philosopher Sam Keen says in the quote above.



But instead of damning or avoiding our humanness, we can actually use
each myth and illusion as a stepping stone toward the sacred land. What are
these myths and illusions? They are the wrong conclusions we have formed
about who we are, about the purpose of our lives, about mortality, love, ego,
self-importance, self-responsibility, security, suffering. Our wrong
conclusions lead to unhappiness, unkindness, greed, loneliness, fear. Instead
of shrugging our shoulders with the skeptics and agreeing, “That’s just the
way it is. Life’s a bitch and then you die,” or walking with the religious
purists around the whole mess, we can blaze a trail through the swampy
territory. We can use our humanness as fuel for the journey. We can
humanize spirituality.

The best tools for humanizing spirituality can be found within the body
of work we call psychology. The emerging systems of psychotherapy (a
term I am using here to include the many schools and theories of
psychological healing work) are some of the most hopeful and creative
human disciplines to have arisen in our times. Basically (and much more is
devoted to this subject in the next chapters), psychotherapy addresses the
formation and the transformation of the personality. Psychotherapy helps us
uncover the defensive mechanisms of our own mind, body, and emotions,
showing us how and why we acquired certain behaviors and belief
structures, and ways in which those parts of our personality may no longer
serve us. While many, many forms of therapy exist, most psychological
schools of thought share the understanding that each individual carries into
adulthood aspects of childhood that either serve or retard the maturing
process. Going back and reviewing how we formed our basic attitudes helps
us identify what parts of our conditioning contribute to our mental health
and our spiritual search, and what parts haunt us and obscure our ability to
enjoy life and discover peace.
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PSYCHE AND SPIRIT: AN
UNNATURAL SEPARATION

It is no coincidence that psychology arose in the late nineteenth century in
Europe and the United States. It was then and there that the worth of the
individual was gaining ground. Before then there had been little need for a
practical science dedicated to helping each person understand how he or she
ticked. When one’s focus was on survival within an autocracy, then it would
be counterproductive to try to understand and fortify the self. Of course,
philosophers throughout the ages had pondered the human psyche. Yet
unlike medicine or religion, philosophical musings were seen as lofty ideas,
reserved for university discourse.

Perhaps the lesson of Socrates being executed for encouraging his
students to ponder “What is a ‘self’?” sufficiently scared philosophers into
their ivory towers. If Socrates could be tried and found guilty for “impiety
and corrupting the youth of Athens” just by advocating psychological self-
reflection, then it was better to leave the whole business in the hands of
religious leaders. And for centuries that is where psychological reflection
primarily remained. Human behavior was viewed through the lens of faith
in God on the one hand, and surrender to the devil on the other.

With the dawning of the modern era in the seventeenth century, René
Descartes and other philosophers broke from tradition and began to
conceive of human reason and behavior outside the realm of the Church.
Descartes separated human motivation into involuntary and voluntary
behaviors. Involuntary behavior linked men to the animal kingdom and was
the proper study of physiologists. Voluntary behavior separated man from
animal and elevated him to the lofty realm of reason, the domain of
philosophy and theology. Descartes’s ideas were indeed revolutionary, and
yet they were still descriptions of mental structures with little functional
value for the common man or woman.

The first psychological laboratory was founded in Germany in 1879, but
it was in the United States that psychology was first stressed as a discipline



to be used by real people. William James, who rejected many of the early
German psychological schools of thought, is often referred to as the father
of American psychology. He championed functionalism (also known as
pragmatism), a psychological system consistent with the American
emphasis on utility as opposed to mere description of mental structures and
pathologies. Functionalism was influenced by the American “can do”
philosophy, as well as the rising acceptance of Darwin’s theory of
evolution.

In The Principles of Psychology, James’s groundbreaking work published
in 1890, James turned psychology away from abstract theory in favor of
concrete actions that could be measured in terms of their influence on
human experience. In his later years James sought to unify psychology,
philosophy, and religion, affirming that a belief in God is pragmatically
justified if the believer’s inner life is changed for the better.

Sigmund Freud was a contemporary of James. He opened the area of
medicine to psychological study. A physician and neurologist, Freud
borrowed heavily from turn-of-the-century physics. While William James
brought his theories to bear on the spiritual search, Freud remained
convinced of the need to separate what he considered superstitious religious
thinking from any serious psychological healing process. When Romain
Rolland, Freud’s close friend and a French writer and Nobel laureate, wrote
to Freud from India, where he was studying with the Hindu philosopher
Vivekananda, Freud rejected Rolland’s spiritual musings. Rolland had
written of his experience of “something limitless, unbounded—as it were,
‘oceanic.”” He shared with Freud his felt sense of being “one with the
world,” and his belief that this sense emanated from the same source from
which religions had sprung. Freud disagreed with Rolland’s mystical
interpretations. Instead he relegated them to a remnant of the infant’s
memory of being within the womb. So-called religious, transcendental
states of consciousness were merely a regression to infantile states of mind
that were primarily motivated by infant sexuality.

Given that Freud was just one of many of the founding visionaries of
psychology, it is interesting that his theories were given such primacy, often
to the exclusion of those of other thinkers and practitioners. Pioneers in the
field of psychology like Carl Jung and Alfred Adler split with Freud over



what they perceived as his obsession with the role of sexuality in human
behavior. Jung rejected Freud’s persistent refusal to grant mythology or
religion psychological relevance. William James had earlier warned about
separating religion and the study of human behavior, fearing what he called
“medical materialism,” or the tendency to pathologize—and therefore treat
as medical problems—states of mind that may indeed be important dark
nights of the soul or transcendental flights of the spirit. James wrote that
“medical materialism snuffs out St. Teresa as an hysteric, St. Francis of
Assisi as an hereditary degenerate.”

Yet despite the complaints of these psychologists and many others,
Freud’s medical materialism prevailed in most psychological circles. This is
one reason why spirituality and psychology have, until very recently, been
separated across a huge divide. There are other reasons as well. As the
nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, much was changing that
threatened the religious status quo of America. Charles Darwin’s theories
were challenging commonly held beliefs about the origin of the human
species. Feminism, which chiseled at the foundations of the male-
dominated Church, was on the rise. And little by little, twentieth-century
Western thought became dominated by science to the point where anything
that could not be proved by empirical research was viewed as superstitious
dogma. Perhaps psychology needed to stand alone in its formative years,
separate from religious thought and practice. To become an accepted
science it needed to prove itself as one, and that required a complete break
from spirituality.

It was in the 1960s that psychological work began to show signs of a
reunion with spirituality. “Freudian psychology,” wrote Abraham Maslow, a
founder in the late 1960s of humanistic psychology, “is largely a
psychology of cripples and sick people...based upon the study of men at
their worst.... Under such circumstances, how could it possibly be
discovered that man had capabilities higher than...the neurotic?” Maslow
developed a theory he called the “hierarchy of needs” in human
motivations. In his classic book, Toward a Psychology of Being, Maslow
described the human being as a “wanting animal,” who moves from the
satisfaction of one desire to another in a progression that actually has a
sense and order to it. Maslow observed that individuals he considered to be



unusually healthy, psychologically and spiritually speaking, had first
satisfied their “lower motivations”’—shelter, food, a source of income, etc.
—and moved up along the hierarchy of needs to a new motivation—the
drive for “self-actualization.” He noted that these people shared similar
characteristics: the ability to free oneself from stereotypes; the aptitude to
perceive everyday life realistically and to accept it without defensiveness;
and the responsiveness to frequent “peak experiences” of insight, joy, or
intense spiritual awareness.
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THE SACRED SELF:
INTEGRATING PSYCHOLOGY
AND SPIRITUALITY

Maslow was just one of the early pioneers who sought to unite the
disciplines of spirituality and psychology. Psychology has now been
sufficiently accepted as a science in mainstream culture for many thinkers
and practitioners to reconsider its links with spirituality. Reuniting the two
disciplines is a boon to the seeker. I love the way Jungian psychologist
James Hillman speaks of the need for both psychological and spiritual
work: “When we realize that our psychic malaise points to a spiritual
hunger beyond what psychology offers and that our spiritual dryness points
to a need for psychic waters beyond what spiritual discipline offers, then we
are beginning to move both therapy and discipline.”

I came by my own understanding of the need for both psychological
therapy and spiritual discipline through the crucible of a failing marriage.
By the late 1970s my husband and I had been together for close to a decade.
We had met in college when I was nineteen. Since then, we had been
involved together in spiritual practice—meditation, study, prayer—and
assumed that was all anyone needed to strengthen a marriage. The answer
to all of our problems—with anger, communication, sex, power—was in the
teachings, so what was there to do but study harder, meditate more, rise
above the insatiable needs of the ego?

I vaguely understood that the problems we were having were not that
unique, and that they probably had something to do with my childhood, and
his childhood, as well as repressed emotions and a lot of other pop
psychology terms that were beginning to surface in American culture. And
yet I was clueless about how to heal wounds that I couldn’t even name. The
only psychological book that I had read was The Road Less Traveled, by M.
Scott Peck. It just so happened that Dr. Peck was a friend of a friend, and
had not yet reached the world-renowned stature that he has today. My



husband and I asked if we could see him for a consultation, assuming that
one visit would be enough to fix what was wrong.

At the time we had two very young children; my husband was in a crisis
about his career; I was struggling with the almost impossible task of
simultaneous mothering and working; and neither of us had looked very
closely at our patterns of relationship with the opposite sex. Looking back
from my vantage point now, understanding what I do about the delicate and
skillful work of unraveling and rebuilding the ego structure, I see the futility
in that one session. But the story illustrates an important point: like spiritual
wisdom, psychological health is not something you can get quickly through
a book or a pill or a shrink. The search for the self is as mysterious and
rewarding as the search for God, and as demanding of devotion and
patience.

Dr. Peck agreed to see us. He warned us that he did not have time to take
us on as patients, that this would not be therapy, but that perhaps one two-
hour session might steer us toward a better relationship. So we ventured to
Dr. Peck’s office, in his beautiful home in Connecticut, where he had
struggled and grown wise with his wife of many years. For an hour we
talked and he listened patiently to our revelations of betrayal,
dissatisfactions, and misunderstandings. He then sent us out into his garden,
where we sat for half an hour in the ruinous aftermath of what had been
said.

When we went back into the office, he explained that the first part of the
session could be seen as the necessary first step of honestly confronting
life’s problems. Now it was time to deal with them. He then reiterated what
I had read in his book. “All relationships are difficult,” he said. “Both
partners long for the being-in-love stage to go on forever. Women expect a
kind of communication from men that is rarely possible.” The solution?
Resolve our childhood issues and expectations, grow up, and practice
disciplined love and acceptance. And that was it. Our two hours with him
were up.

That was my introduction to psychotherapy. Of course, we had asked Dr.
Peck to do the impossible—to fix us in an hour. He responded in kind. He
gave us directions that were meant for people who had already done the
long and hard work of self-examination. We left his office stunned but



determined to try harder to be good and loving people. What he had said to
us made sense. But what we had said to each other was what our hearts had
really heard. Our first experience with therapy was the tipping point for a
marriage that was teetering on the edge of dissolution.

Now, in my second marriage, many years down the road of self-
understanding, my husband and I can more readily use Dr. Peck’s advice for
a loving marriage. Because of the therapeutic work each of us has done, we
are familiar with many of our childhood issues and expectations; we have
indeed grown up; and we practice a more disciplined and accepting kind of
love than either of us was able to do in our first marriages. We have been
able to peel away some of “the myths and illusions that have misinformed
us”: cultural myths about men and women, love and responsibility,
repression and expression; and personal illusions forged in childhood about

intimacy, sexuality, anger, and passion.

Perhaps one day, when psychological methods have been refined and
incorporated into the education process, the spiritual journey will be a
balanced blend of psychology, religion, and mysticism. Just as learning to
read comes after learning the alphabet, learning about the eternal self will
come after learning about the basic, human self. But psychology is a new
art and science, and its articulated relationship to spirituality is even newer.
Therefore, those of us on the spiritual path today are undoing as we are
doing, peeling away the illusions as we discover the truth.

To me, the unique and most positive aspect of the new American
spirituality is its emphasis on self-authority. The movement away from a
central, hierarchal authority figure to a democracy of individual seekers is
the democratizing of spirituality. Democracy is about trusting the authority
of one’s own beliefs and then voicing those beliefs through the just
structures of a democratic system. With democratic spirituality it no longer
makes sense for an authority to describe to you the sacred truth and the path
to discover it. Now you map the journey. And this is where psychology
comes in: How do I learn to separate the conflicting urges and identities
within myself and establish my own true voice? Which are my real beliefs,
and which ones were primarily adopted from my familial and cultural
conditioning? What matters most to me? How do I make wise choices? In



the next chapters we explore how to blend therapy and spiritual practice
into a path all our own.
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GENDER AND SELF: GODS
AND GODDESSES WITHIN

The motif of the return of the Great Goddess and her consort is encountered
over and over again in the dreams and unconscious fantasies of people who
seek psychological help to overcome the deadness of their lives. Arts, films,
literature, and political upheavals also reflect increasingly the same
dynamics. The changes they demand entail new understanding of
masculinity and femininity in both men and women and the relations
between the sexes as well as new views of reality.

—EDWARD C. WHITMONT

When psychology and spirituality are used in tandem on the spiritual path,
sooner or later we are called into the puzzling and productive territory of
gender. As we use psychological wisdom to peel away the myths and
illusions that have misinformed us, we inevitably confront our place in the
world as a man or a woman. So many of our misconstrued notions about
our selves are rooted in gender. It helps to explore this territory if we want
to uncover our essential, spiritual nature.

It wasn’t clear to me when I first set out on the spiritual path how my
natural affinity for feminism could be compatible with my interest in
spirituality. In fact it seemed that the basic foundations of most traditional
spiritual paths were in direct conflict with the women’s movement, which I
had been a part of in college. When I became a formal student of my
spiritual teacher Pir Vilayat, in the 1970s, I moved down a few rungs on the
evolutionary ladder, as far as I was concerned as a woman. The leadership
of his organization was mostly male, the gender of the prayers was
masculine, some of the traditional Islamic practices were segregated, and
the subtle and not-so-subtle messages about daily life elevated the male
perspective and negated women’s ways of seeing the world. Even though
the type of spiritual organization I joined was influenced by the “liberated”



sixties, the experience remained for me vastly similar to the experiences
women have always had within the patriarchal systems of religious
institutions.

I use the word patriarchal with hesitancy. Its common usage implies a
black-and-white situation in which brutal men rule the world and innocent
women suffer the consequences. I am more comfortable with another kind
of definition: “By patriarchy,” writes the Jungian scholar Marion Woodman,
“I mean a culture whose driving force is power. Individuals within that
culture are driven to seek control over others and themselves in an inhuman
desire for perfection.”

I often turn to Jungian psychology to better understand issues of gender.
Jung separated personalities not so much into male and female, but into
unique blends of masculine and feminine qualities, which he believed were
found in all human psyches in varying degrees of potency. The masculine
principle, or archetype, as Jung called it, celebrates rational thinking, heroic
power, goal-oriented achievement, and independence. It is transcendent,
visionary, mindful. The feminine principle loves to feel; it compels us to
nurture; it links sexuality with relationship; and it reveres life and death as
natural cycles of nature. It is embodied, intuitive, heartful.

The feminine is that part of the self that is vulnerable, receptive, open;
the part that values connection and communication. It likes to put all the
cards on the table and doesn’t want to hold back or keep secrets. It is the
part that is comfortable right here on earth with all of its pain and
messiness, the part that does not want to run away from life or try to change
nature’s rules. This is the feminine archetype. The masculine archetype sees
beyond this life, looks outside of itself, identifies with the eternal, and
wants to move ever forward. It plans and negotiates, is reasonable and
rational. It is on a mission to achieve, invent, build, make a mark. It is the
part of the self that is determined, loyal, judicious, and steady.

A great pair, the feminine and the masculine. A person who cultivates his
or her masculine and feminine qualities is able to balance power with love,
inventiveness with sustainability, brilliance with wisdom. Of course, most
of us are not naturally balanced within ourselves. We usually have more of
one archetype than the other, and it usually is true that women are much
more heavily endowed with the feminine principle and men with the



masculine principle. The point of working to balance our masculine and
feminine energies is not to move toward androgyny. It is to become aware
of the inner forces at play within each one of us and within the culture.
Even as we strive for inner and outer balance, we still can depend on each
other to fill in the missing pieces. In fact, the more we value both
archetypes, the less pulled each one of us will feel to be “perfect,” and the
less likely we will be to misunderstand the basic nature of our counterparts.
We will be able to stand in for each other as we all grow toward wholeness.

Most of recorded human history is the story of one archetype—the
masculine—not merely dominating, but also discounting the values of the
other—the feminine. It’s particularly ironic to note the suppression of the
feminine in religious history, given that the basis for most religions is God’s
all-embracing inclusion and love of all creation. As the poet Jane Hirshfield
says about God’s egalitarian spirit, “The numinous does not discriminate...
infinitude and oneness do not exclude anyone.” But indeed, the feminine
voice has been excluded in most religious traditions to the point where
spiritual myths, images, and structures are primarily masculine. Even more
harmful than their mere exclusion, feminine values have also been deemed
inferior, even dangerous, in patriarchal cultures. Backed up by our earliest
religious myths, from Adam and Eve to Prometheus and Pandora, the
message has been insidiously clear: feminine values are manipulative and
untrustworthy, bound by the suffering of the earth, controlled by the dark
side of the moon, and more related to the animals than to the angels.

It is the masculine principle within humans that is attracted to
transcendent spirituality—always moving forward, intent on self-
improvement, compelled by the light of truth beyond the horizon. The
feminine principle is more at home with the way things already are.
Feminine energy moves in a circle, longing to know all by embracing all. In
valuing one archetype and rejecting the other, as opposed to enjoying the
fruits of the marriage of both, we have denied many people, not just
women, their natural way of finding God.

Religions have perpetrated the myth of masculine superiority as much as
any social system has; in fact, I think that until we rewrite our spiritual
mythology, societal structures will continue to empower men and mistrust
women. The first step of the women’s movement has been the demanding



of equal status for women within the patriarchy. This has been a critically
important step. But it has also masked other, equally important steps: the
celebration of feminine values in the world; the granting of respect, money,
and power to the kind of work that nurtures families, teaches the young,
connects communities, and cares for the earth; and the acceptance that
while men’s and women’s wisdom may be different, each is real, precious,
and necessary.

It’s not enough to say that spirituality transcends gender, even if it
ultimately does. Spirituality is the human search for eternal wisdom. It is
not the wisdom itself. To humanize spirituality, we must look not only
outside of ourselves to the limitless universe, but also inside of our own
person-hood—the sum total of our gender, our conditioning, our genes, and
our unique challenges and gifts. Obviously, then, different people will
respond better to different spiritual concepts and techniques. Some people
will use their minds most effectively. Others will find it easier to search for
God using the physical body or the emotions. Some people, when they think
of the ultimate truth, use language and images of light and glory. Others
relate to the stark aloofness of the ascetic’s search. Still others discover
truth right here on earth, inspired by the interconnection of all life and
through service to others.

Both genders are capable of tapping into the masculine and feminine
wisdom streams. But first we must question the patriarchal obsession with
power and control in the culture, and widen the definition of reality to
include the feminine principle. To some extent, this has been the role of
feminism in our times. When feminism and spirituality combine forces, the
feminine face of God will illuminate the path for all of us.
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MOTHERHOOD, MIDWIFERY,
AND MY OWN AWAKENING

It took a long time and intensive training for me to begin to understand,
trust, and embolden my own feminine wisdom. I consider this training as
important in my spiritual work as learning to meditate and pray, and as
educational as studying the great religious traditions. Men and women
raised in a culture that disempowers the feminine archetype are denied
wholeness. And spirituality is about becoming whole. To become whole we
don’t get rid of one thing and replace it with another; we don’t now negate
masculine values and elevate feminine wvalues. The path to human
wholeness is the inner marriage of masculine and feminine values. When
each value system is held in equal esteem, when we love and respect both,
harmony within the individual, health in the culture, and peace on the planet
become attainable.

The feminine is awakened in different people in different ways. The story
of my awakening traverses two distinct territories. First I visited childbirth,
motherhood, and midwifery—outposts in the territory of the Great Mother.
Then I apprenticed with the Wild Woman and learned about power, voice,
and leadership. I share my story for what it is—one person’s blunders and
victories as she sought wholeness.

I became a mother at the ripe old age of twenty-three. I think that part of
the brain must go dormant during full-fledged mothering. When you’re in
the mother zone, the rest of the world becomes fuzzy, while the most
mundane priorities become very clear and all-consuming. And if you give
an unqualified “yes” to the task, just as a great athlete or a devoted artist or
a skilled worker must, then you choose to develop some parts of yourself at
the expense of others. I am glad that I gave myself so fully to mothering in
my twenties and early thirties. I had to develop qualities that I may not have
been able to without the crucible of parenting. I consider these to be my
most feminine qualities. Being a mother awoke within me greater
compassion, earthiness, fierceness, and patience.



During my mothering years I was also a midwife. I had the chance to
work with women and men who wanted to fully participate in the birth of
their children. I taught weekly childbirth classes that focused on female
anatomy, cycles, and moods. Surrounded by my midwife friends and
birthing women, I entered a world that honored the dark womb, the shifting
emotions, and the animal noises, smells, and urges of physical creation. I
witnessed the courage and power of women in labor and also the sweetness
and vulnerability of men in a supportive role.

The world passed me by as I lived in the mother zone by day and the
midwife realm by night. I now know that the time I spent with my own
babies and with pregnant women and their families was an apprenticeship
with the Great Mother, the ancient archetype of feminine spirituality. But as
far as the modern world was concerned, I had entered a backwater, an
archaic experience of womanhood. Many in the women’s movement would
have agreed with this. While some women my age were getting their MBAs
and entering corporate America, I was learning about the wonders of the
female body, and teaching women how to bear down, birth a baby, and
breast-feed. I was saving my entry into the conventional work world for
later.

Ten years as a mother and midwife deeply changed the way I saw the
world. It also eroded my tolerance for our patriarchal culture. Any culture
that recognized only man to be the strong, able warrior and reduced woman
to the fickle follower was perpetuating a lie. Any power base that silenced
the voices of more than 50 percent of its constituency was dubious at best,
dangerous at worst. And any individual who, out of fear, ignorance, or
arrogance, could not or would not listen to the perspective of another was
not deserving of power. We all know this. But it took a total immersion in
the female archetype for me to feel strong enough to do something about it.
The greatest gift that I received from my days and nights away from the
workaday world is a bedrock belief in my own experience of what it means
to be human.

The next part of my journey—my apprenticeship with the Wild Woman
—took me into territories where the feminine value system was not
appreciated. My apprenticeship with the Great Mother had taught me that I
didn’t need to be like a man to be powerful, courageous, and intelligent.



The Wild Woman taught me the difficult lesson of speaking for feminine
values in a masculine world. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, author of Women Who
Run with the Wolves, calls this kind of speaking singing. She writes, ““To
sing’ means to use one’s soul voice. It means to say on the breath the truth
of one’s power and one’s need.” I learned to sing—and am still learning to
sing—from my apprenticeship with the Wild Woman.
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FEMININE SPIRITUALITY IN A
MASCULINE WORLD

Carol Gilligan, the author and researcher who brings one of the most
balanced voices to feminist circles, speaks about how hard it is to represent
the feminine in a culture that has always denied its legitimacy. “The gap
between what women know through experience and what for years was
socially constructed as reality explains why so many women have
experienced difficulty in saying what they wanted to say or being listened to
or heard, or believing that what they know through experience is true.”
When your reality is questioned—whether you are a woman or a man
whose values differ from patriarchal values—it’s hard to stand firm in what
you believe. The feminine principle values emotional wisdom: deep
feelings of connectedness, compassion, and empathy. Our culture was born
out of the minds of the rational men of the Western world. Emotional
wisdom, not a forte of rational men, has been at best ignored and mostly
disdained as a second-rate, wimpy way of approaching life.

You won'’t find the language of deep feelings in the primer for patriarchal
power. Emotions—both the wise ones and the not-so-wise ones—do not
respond well to the patriarchal urges to predict and control. By their nature,
emotions are unpredictable, sometimes out of control, and as changeable as
the weather. Patriarchal cultures fear emotion. It is no coincidence that
cultures with contempt for emotions also treat women and nature as objects
to be contained and controlled. An interesting book about this phenomenon
is News of the Universe by the poet Robert Bly. He uses poetry written over
hundreds of years and from a variety of cultures to explore how the Western
pride in human reason was elevated over the centuries to exclude other
human attributes. When the inclination to be rational and dominating is
untempered by the inclination to be intuitive and wild, a serious gap grows
between reason-centered human beings and the rest of nature. And when
human reason becomes the dominating force, “nature is to be watched,
pitied, and taken care of if it behaves,” writes Bly. Patriarchal culture then



excuses its excesses—war, greed, exploitation—as normal and natural, as
the way it just is. Bly writes: “We say to ourselves that this is true of the
human world; yet once more by omission the entire non-human world has
been denied consciousness.”

It is not only the entire nonhuman world that has been omitted from
having its say in our culture. Those humans who are governed by the
feminine heart, women and men, have also been left out and denied
expression. The keepers of the heart, those beings who are sensitive to the
shades and textures of feelings, have been so maligned and misunderstood
over centuries of rational dominance that we have few examples to model
our own emotional development upon. Much of the art and literature of the
modern world reflects a point of view that excludes feminine values.
Western culture values control and a stiff upper lip. Our movies lionize the
soldier. Our literature keeps its language in check for fear of being branded
sentimental or a “woman’s novel.” What we sometimes dismiss as the
ranting of high-strung women or the fantasy of foolish lovers is emotional
wisdom leaking out of the patriarchy’s seams.

Not all cultures are like ours. I saw a documentary film about the
Brazilian rain forest and its native peoples that clearly demonstrates this. A
tribe whose habitat of ancient trees and rivers was being destroyed marched
to the capital city to protest. They had never before been out of the forest.
The men were dressed only in loincloths and ritual face paint. The women
were bare chested, wearing skirts made of shaggy bark. The men went up
the steps of the enormous stone capital building with their spears and their
interpreter. They formed a circle around the Brazilian officials—men
wearing suits and carrying briefcases. The women circled the two groups of
men. As the men conversed, the women started to cry softly and then raise
their voices, until finally they were wailing and yelling. Their cries were
fierce. An interpreter yelled to the Brazilian officials what the women were
screaming: “You are destroying our world and our children! Stop! You are
ignorant! You are evil! Listen to us! We know something that you don’t.”
The native men stopped talking and bowed their heads as the women yelled.
The women were speaking—or singing, as Clarissa Pinkola Estés would
say—for the heart of the community.



The government officials, trapped within the circle of native men and
women, looked about nervously. They wore frozen smiles that mocked the
native people. They looked like naughty little boys who had just been
caught. I was amazed at the courage of the women and the primacy of their
voices, and I was touched by the respect the men showed their
tribeswomen. I had nothing to compare the scene with in my own life. I
knew what the native women knew, but had never trusted my heart enough
to speak out with similar passion and conviction.

Certainly I had wanted to. When I left my ten-year Great Mother
apprenticeship and entered the demanding work world of a growing
nonprofit organization, my frustration would reach levels where I wanted to
stand on a desk and beat my chest and wail. The only woman in power, I
would sit in meetings tongue-tied, with no common language for what I
knew to be true. If I did try to represent my point of view, my colleagues
wouldn’t listen. They were more like the nervous and mocking Brazilian
officials than the respectful tribesmen. I yearned to speak from the depth of
my heart, to educate, to fill in the missing parts of the story—to sing. I held
back my songs and my tears many times.

Slowly I began to learn how to function in a masculine work
environment. I learned things—Ilike how to think more clearly, how to say
no, how to plan, and compute, and negotiate—that have helped me in all
areas of my life. I am grateful for those skills. But the learning was one-
way. I knew that I had a thing or two to teach my male colleagues as well. 1
was scared to do it. I didn’t know how. I didn’t even have the words. As I
backed up my budget requests with numbers and graphs, I left out equally
important information culled from my own experience, intuition, and
feelings. When I tried to express these feelings, my lack of confidence and
my colleagues’ lack of listening made my singing sound like whining. Or, if
I used masculine communication to express feminine values, what I said
rang untrue. I felt and intuited; they wanted proof. They thought and
calculated; 1 wanted depth. They were rational. I was emotional. I thought
we were different and could learn from each other. They thought they were
right and I should change. They had the power.

My frustration began to turn to rage. For a while I let myself be angry,
very angry. I let the Wild Woman have her way. Instead of secretly



imagining myself standing on the table and pounding my chest, I exploded
in meetings. I yelled and cried and demanded. I did get heard, it was a
necessary step for me, but I also lost touch with my “soul voice.” I sensed
personally how the dynamic of power and powerlessness had spiraled down
into hateful frustration throughout history. I understood that my rage would,
in the end, be my downfall. It would be my final succumbing to the kind of
power-brokering I wanted to avoid.

Was there some way to express feminine values with positive strength?
Some way to sing without screaming? Was there a way to take the feminine
values I had learned to trust during my Great Mother apprenticeship and
combine them with the masculine qualities I was honing at work? Could the
Wild Woman and the Cowboys sit down at the table? Was this the “sacred
marriage” talked about in the myths, where the gods and goddesses—the
masculine and feminine archetypes—meet and mate?

Often it takes someone who has already made the journey to show us our
own way. I looked around for models of women and men who were radical
examples of the sacred marriage—people who were both powerful and
loving, clearheaded and openhearted—and could find very few. Those
people who were even trying struck me as heroic. They were not perfect,
their lives were works in progress, but they were trying to move against the
tide in the world and within themselves. They knew that as a culture, we
had reached the end of the patriarchal road, and that for the sake of all
human and nonhuman beings and the planet itself, they had to find a new
way.

I had the good fortune of meeting and studying with several such people
whose work is devoted to the sacred marriage: the Jungian analysts and
authors Marion Woodman and Maureen Murdock; the poet Robert Bly; the
feminist Carol Gilligan; the spiritual teachers Stephen and Ondrea Levine;
and the poet Maya Angelou were among the most influential models on my
own journey. Meeting Maya Angelou was like being on the receiving end of
a feminine thunderbolt of the same magnitude as the native Brazilian
women. It was a turning point for me in my ability to speak what I knew to
be true.

Maya Angelou’s books have been a part of me since I read I Know Why
the Caged Bird Sings in high school. I heard her speak at a civil rights



gathering when I was in college, and although she was just a speck on a
faraway platform in front of the Washington Monument, I was
overwhelmed by her voice and her bearing. Even at a distance, Maya
Angelou was larger than life. Years later, I watched her read her poem “On
the Pulse of Morning” on television at President Bill Clinton’s inauguration.
Once again, I was struck by her powerful voice and her unusual ability to
project that voice from a soft, round place in her body. Surrounded by the
leaders of the nation, she, a poet and a black woman, was the authoritative
voice of the day. Her imposing figure and her raw emotions elevated and
dignified the inauguration ceremony.

Therefore, when she agreed to deliver the keynote address at a
conference I was helping to organize in New York City, I looked forward to
experiencing her powerful heart at close range. I was also nervous. On the
first day of the conference—a cold New York City spring morning—I
waited on the curb in Times Square, shivering in my little suit, for a
limousine to deliver her to the hotel. The Broadway traffic was heavy and
loud in the morning rush. Out of the stream of cars came a long limousine.
It pulled up to the curb and the back door opened. I reached in to greet
Maya Angelou and she grabbed my hand and shook it warmly. “Welcome,
Maya,” I stammered.

She continued holding my hand and said in a firm, friendly, and round
voice, “Won’t you please call me Miss Angelou?”

I was confused and a little put off. “OK,” I said. “Welcome, Miss
Angelou.”

“Do you know why I’d prefer that?” she asked. “Well, did you ever
wonder why we say, ‘Hello, Miss Bernice,” ‘Hello, sister Ruth,” when we
greet our sisters and aunts in church? We must dignify our names because in
many cases that is all we had.” She went on in this way, grasping my hand,
pulling me closer into the limousine, telling me a truth that she felt a
responsibility to proclaim. She sing-sang a list of names, closing her eyes,
calling up the strong ancestral women of her heritage. Some didn’t have a
last name, she said, only the surname of the slave master. Little white
children called them Annie, called them Betsie. “That is why we call
ourselves Miss Anne, Miss Betsie.” She was educating me. It didn’t matter
that we were on a Broadway curb or that she had a speech to deliver.



“I get it,” I said.

“Good.” She laughed, and got out of the limo. She was very tall, in a
flowing dress and red high heels. Miss Angelou took my arm and we
marched into the hotel lobby. Inside people walking by stopped in their
tracks and came over to her: an African woman who had seen her years ago
in Ghana and had never forgotten her; the elevator operator, familiar with
her work; a businessman rushing by with a briefcase who just so happened
to be carrying one of her books. She held each one’s hands and talked softly
with the same kind of concentration that she had given me in the limousine.
By the time we reached the seventh-floor ballroom she had conversed with
a string of admirers.

I sat with her backstage waiting for the cue for her to take the podium.
All the while she was asking me about myself. What was the favorite thing
I had done with my life? she wanted to know.

I’d never been asked that question, so I let the first thing that popped into
my mind be the answer.

“Being a midwife, I guess.”
“Did it disturb your soul and call you to grow?”
“Oh, yes,” I answered.

“Tell me about it. Tell me about the smells and sounds.” She closed her
eyes and hunkered down for a story.

Right up to the time of the applause that called her to the stage, I told
Miss Angelou about the smells and sounds of laboring women and newborn
babies. I recalled the awful hour when I would inevitably be roused from
sleep and called onto the empty road, and then into the family’s house,
hovering with expectation in the blue-black night. The sweet concern of the
father, the fierce demands of the mother, the slow descent of the baby
against the bones and muscle of the woman’s insides. The miracle of birth
was repeated once again: the surprising head, the slippery body, the braided
cord, the first breath. I kept checking to see if Miss Angelou was really
interested in this, my favorite thing. Her amazing face stayed fixed on my
words. She was catching them. She was adding them to herself. She had
given me a teaching and now she was receiving one back. When she finally



was called to speak I was exhilarated and humbled, as if I had just
completed a river trip through awesome and dangerous territory.

Miss Angelou went on to deliver a rousing speech. She put her whole
body into her words. She was fierce and gentle, funny and deadly serious,
outrageous and touching. She moved the crowd like few people I had ever
seen. But what struck me most was how she was purposefully moving
people away from her words, into their own experience, and then out into
the world. She was not using her power to focus on herself. Instead she was
weaving a web of inclusiveness while at the same time teaching a lesson.

Later I discovered a new word that perfectly represented what I had seen
in the women of the Amazon Indian tribe and experienced in Miss Angelou.
The word is womanist, coined by Alice Walker in her book In Search of
Our Mother’s Gardens: “Womanist 1. From womanish (Opp. of ‘girlish,’
i.e., frivolous, irresponsible, not serious.) A black feminist or feminist of
color. From the black folk expression of mothers to female children, “You
acting womanish,’ i.e., like a woman. Usually referring to outrageous,
audacious, courageous, or willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in
greater depth than is considered ‘good’ for one. Interested in grown-up
doings. Acting grown up. Being grown up. Interchangeable with another
black folk expression: ‘You trying to be grown.’” Responsible. In charge.
Serious.”
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TOWARD A SPIRITUALITY OF
WHOLENESS

We’re going to have to be serious to add enough of the feminine into the
patriarchy so that what emerges is neither a patriarchy nor a matriarchy, but
a human-archy. And not even that. What we need is a being-archy, where all
beings are granted mutual respect and where decisions are made with the
whole circle of life in mind.

In their book on feminine psychology, The Goddess Within, Jennifer
Barker Woolger and Roger Woolger speak to the loss of the feminine in the
culture: “Jung once described a neurotic person as one-sided, by which he
meant someone who overemphasizes one side of his personality to avoid
dealing with the other.... What is true of individual neurotics is also true of
whole cultures. This is where archetypal and feminine thinking converge.
They are in agreement that our whole culture—with its endless violence,
homeless people on the streets, colossal nuclear arsenals, and global
pollution is sick. It is sick because it is out of harmony with itself; it suffers
from what the Hopi Indians call koyaanisqatsi, which is rendered in
English, ‘crazy life, life in turmoil, life out of balance.” What is missing is
the feminine dimension in our spiritual and psychological lives; that deep
mystical sense of the earth and her cycles and of the very cosmos as a living
mystery. We have lost our inner connection to that momentous power that
used to be called the Great Mother of us all.”

And so, empowering the feminine dimension is more than a matter of
raising woman’s position within the status quo. It is much more upsetting
than that. It questions some of the founding myths of the Judeo-Christian
worldview and therefore changes our definition of what is real. In allowing
the feminine principle to enlarge and change the way we define reality, our
very way of life changes.

Recognition of the harm that patriarchy has caused to people and the

planet does not mean that men are wrong and women are right; rather it is a
call for new organizational forms and for relishing gender differences



within a context of equality. We are in the first stages of this difficult
process and are already making mistakes: sacrificing the care of children
because we haven’t figured out how both men and women can work and
lead and raise healthy children at the same time, failing to understand that
female leadership styles may look different from what we habitually assume
“real” leadership looks like, and neglecting to train boys and girls from the
earliest age to value and trust their emotional instincts.

It’s going to take a long time to rectify hundreds of years of masculine
domination within the culture. Some of the work needed is political; some
is social; some is personal. And a lot of the work is already being
undertaken. At major divinity schools throughout the country women now
outnumber men, and their presence is transforming both the curriculum and
the culture of American seminaries. Women are making similar inroads in
law and medicine, as well as in business, education, psychology,
journalism, and the arts. Their participation in large numbers in the
institutions that define cultural reality will tip the scales in the direction of
wholeness.

But the hardest and the most significant work is going to be the work
each one of us does on ourselves, mining the psyche to make conscious our
feminine and masculine natures. In a spiritual democracy it is an
individual’s responsibility to move toward wholeness—to think clearly, to
feel fully, to cultivate physical health, and to develop spiritual compassion
and peace. If we are whole within ourselves, comfortable with both our
feminine and our masculine identities, then we will project that wholeness
onto the world. If we are blameful and imbalanced, responding to the world
through the lens of an internal split, then the outer victories will ring hollow
and will only replace one erroneous ethos with another.

The next chapters map a course through a spirituality of wholeness.
Wholeness is not an easy path. It’s always easier to address the most
familiar parts of our nature. If we are at home in the thinking realm, then
meditation will probably attract us as a comfortable spiritual practice. If we
are naturally intrigued with our psychological makeup, then the realm of the
heart will call. If our body already feels like the soul’s home, then we will
resonate with the kind of spiritual work that involves movement, sensuality,
and nature. It is good to find practices where our soul feels at home. It is a



delight. And it is also good to push ourselves into new territory, to take risks
and to reach toward wholeness. When we undertake the journey toward
wholeness, we need to be on the lookout for that neurotic person that Jung
described as one-sided—“someone who overemphasizes one side of his
personality to avoid dealing with the other.” That person is us.

While it may not be easy, the path of spiritual wholeness ultimately leads
to deep happiness and fuller aliveness. Probably the most difficult part of
such a path is knowing the difference between superficial dabbling and a
well-rounded search. It’s important to stay awake to the seductions of
spiritual materialism as you read the next chapters. You do not have to do
everything. There is no time frame. Move slowly and patiently, with a sense
of humor and an attitude of compassion. You can focus for a while on
meditation, or on therapy, or on body awareness, and balance things out
later with other kinds of techniques and disciplines. In doing so, the sum
total of your endeavors will affect each part of the self with the kind of
transformation that an exclusive fixation on the body, or the mind, or the
emotions, or the soul would never bring.
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Book 11

The Landsca pe
of the Mind
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5 [ Mindfulness

Only awareness is at peace with the eternal repetitions that the mind
projects.

—RAM DAss

In the course of each day, at home and when we travel, in every season of
every year, we witness the ceaseless repetition of weather—rain, sunshine,
fog, high clouds, wind, snow. Stormy mornings, dark nights, becalmed
afternoons. Cold, rainy spells, blue-sky days, glorious sunsets. Weather rolls
in and out, repeating itself in a myriad of combinations, all within the high
embrace of the sky.

The mind is like the sky: clear and crisp at one moment, cloud-covered
and confused at the next. Full of hopeful thoughts now, despairing of the
future later. Angry and agitated, and then kindly, calm. It is a landscape of
changing, shifting thoughts. The mind is not our thoughts, just as the sky is
not the weather. Mind and sky are both spacious containers for life’s
continual, creative impulses. If you were to examine your thoughts—really
examine them, as they roll across the landscape of your mind—you would
begin to notice how repetitious they are, and how you are tricked, over and
over, into believing that each new combination of mental stuff is a solid
picture of reality. Sit quietly for sixty seconds if you need to be convinced
of this, and watch the way your mental weather continually changes.

Just as we would love to be able to control the weather so that it didn’t
rain on our party, we look for ways to control our thoughts. We take a pill to
calm our anxious thoughts, or have a cup of coffee to stimulate creative
ones. When clouds of depression blow in, we try to break them up and
move them out. Sometimes we work with our mental weather
constructively: we go into therapy, change our diet, exercise, work carefully
with herbs or medication. Sometimes we are self-destructive and become



addicted to anything that will blur our worries, conquer boredom, or cheer
us up.

Sometimes it is indeed a wise move to work with the mind’s weather
through medication, or a glass of wine, or a strong cup of coffee.
Sometimes the best medicine is to laugh about our neuroses, or ignore our
inner turmoil, or dance around our unhappiness—what I call creative denial.
But there is something we can do that is more lasting and trustworthy than
all of the above—something that gets to the root of our most stormy mental
weather, be it stress, depression, anxiety, or frustration. That something is
the ancient practice of meditation.

Meditation does not make things miraculously different. It doesn’t give
us control over the weather. It doesn’t get rid of a stormy mood and replace
it with a sunny one. Meditation does something much more subtle and even
more magical. It wakes us up and leaves us standing tall in any weather.
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WHY MEDITATE?

M. Scott Peck started his famously popular book, The Road Less Traveled,
with a simple line: “Life is difficult.” Almost three million people have
purchased the book, which remained on the New York Times best-seller list
for more than ten years. During those years, my husband and I performed
an informal ritual every Sunday: I would turn to the book review section of
the Times, open it to the best-seller list, and proclaim (with genuine
astonishment), “I can’t believe it! The Road Less Traveled is still on the
list.” My husband (amused by my astonishment) would feign disbelief, and
then reply, “Well, I guess life is still difficult.”

Obviously, the opening line appealed to the millions of people who
bought The Road Less Traveled. They didn’t go into a bookstore, open to
the first page, read “Life is difficult,” and say to themselves, “No, it’s not.
This guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” Rather, they found in that
line a kind of comfort. They recognized themselves in those few words.
Someone else’s life was also difficult. They were not alone.

Life is difficult for human beings. Sometimes it seems as if we are half-
baked experiments, poorly equipped to function in a world that can look
like paradise, but often feel like a wasteland. It’s always been like this for
humans. We may blame our personal problems or our collective anxiety on
modern life, but one need not be a historian to understand that in every time
and every culture, life has been difficult. All the way back to the garden of
Eden, the earth has been a paradise, and life has been difficult.

In Book I we defined spirituality as the development of a fearless
relationship to ourselves and the world around us. An essential step in this
process is facing what Buddha called the First Noble Truth: “Life is
suffering.” This may seem like a morose basis for a religion, but as M. Scott
Peck says, after delivering his famous one-liner, “Once we truly know that
life is difficult—once we truly understand and accept it—then life is no
longer difficult.”

Knowing, understanding, and accepting that life is difficult is spiritual
work of the tallest order. While we all most certainly have experienced our



share of problems, we don’t want to accept the inevitability of life’s
difficulties. We extend a fierce energy in the direction of comfort and safety.
In other words, we don’t want to embrace the Buddha’s First Noble Truth.
We want to reject it. We rear up when suffering crosses our path. Accepting
suffering seems to go against our instincts, even if we vaguely understand
that acceptance is the currency that will procure our freedom.

An ocean of ignorance, misunderstanding, and fear lies between our
rejection of suffering and our acceptance of it. Crossing that ocean is the
spiritual journey. It leads us from the shore of bewilderment to the shore of
understanding, from fear to freedom. We need a boat for this journey—a
snug and elegant craft. Meditation is such a boat. Whatever form our life’s
difficulties take—be it stress, anxiety, grief, pain, confusion, anger,
loneliness, or depression—meditation, and the mindful attitude it cultivates,
provides a vehicle that will take us to the other shore.

Different people come to meditation for different reasons. And at
different times in our lives meditation serves different purposes. But
basically, most people are attracted to meditation for these reasons:

To relax, physically and mentally.

To let go of the excessive need to control life.
To accept life on its own terms.

To feel more alive and connected.

To be more content and at peace.

To make contact with other realms of
consciousness, what some call the divine, or God.

Indeed, meditation can help us achieve all of the above—but slowly, over
time, and with dedication and hard work. We come to meditation feeling
that our lives are difficult and that perhaps spiritual practice will make them
less so. We want relief now. That’s not how meditation works. The desire
for peace and happiness is noble; the expectation for instant results is
unreasonable. Patience is our most cherished companion in the Landscape
of the Mind.



Describing meditation is difficult, and it can make one sound like a
moron, or a phony, or a shyster. “There’s a 2,000-year tradition of finding it
impossible to describe,” writes Mark Epstein, M.D., a psychiatrist and the
author of Thoughts Without a Thinker, an excellent book on Buddhist
meditation and psychotherapy. The difficulty lies not only in the
experiential nature of meditation, but also in the fact that the meditative
experience takes us deeper and deeper into realms where language and even
thought lose their potency. This is why the great meditation masters have
often relied on stories as their major teaching tools.

Perhaps this story, from my own experience, will serve as a good
introduction to the practice of meditation. Once, in the midst of a stressful
project, tired from the nitpicky work of editing hundreds of workshop
descriptions for the Omega catalog, and frustrated by the harder work of
dealing with the politics of an organization, I faxed the spiritual teacher
Ram Dass his edited workshop description. A long-standing Omega faculty
member, Ram Dass was also on Omega’s board of directors at the time. He
was aware of a contentious struggle within the organization. At the bottom
of the fax I scrawled, “Do you think I am retarded? I keep dealing with the
same stuff, with the same people, year after year. You’d think I’d make
some progress. How is this edit? Please approve or make further
suggestions.”

He faxed his response later that day: We all seem retarded—in that we
live again and again the phenomenal realities our minds project. Only
awareness is at peace with these eternal repetitions. Hang in there and be
gentle with yourself. Your rewrite looks great. Thanks.

I still have that note tacked on my office wall. It catches my attention
often, especially the sentence, Only awareness is at peace with these eternal
repetitions. The starkness and strength of the word awareness, balanced by
the oceanic rhythm of “at peace with these eternal repetitions,” creates a
picture in my mind’s eye: I am sitting snugly in a small boat, the boat of
awareness. Surrounding me is an immensity of water, stretching in all
directions. Small ripples, gentle waves, choppy water, enormous crests
move the boat, rocking it at one moment, crashing over it at another.

And so it is with my life. The periods of peace or joy come and go,
flowing into and out of the times of struggle or sadness. Holding on to the



sweetness only makes the bitter feel like a betrayal of some promise that
was never made. Rejecting the bitter makes the sweetness seem less sweet,
more fleeting. Sitting upright in the sturdy boat of awareness is my only
salvation—watching the waves move through my life, instead of believing
that each one is the full picture of reality, brings me peace, humor, wisdom.
Only awareness is at peace with these eternal repetitions. Meditation is a
way of promoting this kind of awareness. It is the snug boat—the boat of
awareness. It shows us how to avoid getting flustered by the changeable
weather of the mind. It gives us tools to access the mind’s brilliance, and the
patience to yield to its confusion without losing ground.

Meditation helps us “reconcile the unreconcilable,” as my Sufi teacher
Pir Vilayat used to say. As we practice meditation, we learn to walk the
middle path between every one of life’s extremes. We actually experience a
balanced and flexible state of mind. Our consciousness becomes vast
enough to embrace the complexities and contradictions of existence. Things
that seemed impossible begin to be very possible: we can withhold
judgment even as we develop a keen sense of discernment; we can be soft
and open to other people, yet strong and self-possessed; we can be unsure of
the final outcome yet brave in the process. The practice of meditation
teaches us how to do these things. It sharpens the ability of the mind to stay
awake and aware in all kinds of weather.

I love the way Ram Dass ended his note to me: Hang in there and be
gentle with yourself. This is another essential part of meditation—the
cultivation of compassion toward one’s self. This chapter focuses on
mindfulness meditation—the practice of awakening clear, spacious
awareness. Chapter Six explores using mindfulness meditation to work with
stress, anxiety, and confusion. Chapter Nine adds the dimension of
heartfulness, the other aspect of meditation practice that Ram Dass is
referring to at the end of his note. Heartfulness aims to cultivate compassion
and loving-kindness. When the sharp-edged sword of mindfulness meets the
graceful openness of heartfulness, we have an excellent spiritual practice.
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MINDFULNESS MEDITATION

Meditation is the centerpiece of a spiritual practice—not a meditation
system rooted in any one religious practice, but the pure teachings of
mindfulness. Meditation has been around a long time and exists in almost
every religious and philosophical tradition. In fact there are so many
different forms that one could lose sight of the goal of meditation and
dabble endlessly in line at the smorgasbord. So it is best to dig down to the
root of all meditation systems, to their one common element. That root
element is the direct, personal experience of God, Truth, the Universe, or
whatever word is used to describe ultimate reality.

Meditation is a matter of experience. It is not a set of moral values. It is
not a definition of the sacred. It is a way—a way to be fully present, a way
to be genuinely who you are, a way to look deeply at the nature of things, a
way to discover the peace you already possess. It does not aim to get rid of
anything bad, nor to create anything good. It is an attitude of openness. The
term for this attitude is mindfulness.

If you make a study of the world’s meditative traditions, you will quickly
discover how similar they are. Once you get past the surface words and
rituals, the heart of each practice is reassuringly familiar: it’s your self, your
genuine self. Whether you are in a cave in India chanting a mantra, or in a
church deep in prayer, or in your own home, sitting in a chair quietly
observing your breath, meditation brings you into direct contact with your
own genuine nature. Genuineness is the wisdom stream that is always
flowing through you, through others, through the world. Mindfulness
meditation is the best way I have found to part the branches, slip down the
banks, and float peacefully, relaxed and aware, on that stream.

I have studied a variety of meditative forms. From a Japanese master I
learned Zen meditation, and from Tibetan teachers, traditional and ancient
Tibetan Buddhist practices. I studied a Christian form of meditation called
Centering Prayer, from brothers at a Benedictine monastery. I entered
deeply into the meditative practices of the Islamic Sufi tradition, engaging
in all-night chanting and whirling sessions with Turkish dervishes. My



fascination with meditation practice brought me all over the world and
exposed me to other schools of thought: davenen prayer at the Wailing Wall
in Jerusalem, yoga in India, Native American practices in Hopi-land.

I have gone through periods when meditation was a relaxed part of my
weekly routine, times when I was ruled by a sense of guilt if I didn’t
meditate twice a day, and times when I never meditated and felt just fine. I
once tried to do a monthlong meditation retreat in a little hut high in the
New Mexico Rockies, but gave up after one week of discomfort and
struggle. Then I did do a monthlong retreat at a Buddhist Vipassana
meditation center in Massachusetts that was powerful, restful, and
enlightening.

One would think that from all of these techniques I would have
developed a highly ritualized and complicated meditation practice. But no,
my meditation practice is simple. While it is surely informed by all of my
study and experiences, I would be mocking the real meaning of meditation
if I represented it as an exotic journey. Immersion into so many forms of
meditation has led me deeper and deeper into the most essential core of all
of them: mindfulness—a nondenominational form of practice that teaches
moment-to-moment awareness, a kind of falling in love with naked reality.
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TO BE HERE NOW, OR NOT TO
BE HERE NOW

My first introduction to meditation was Zen Buddhism. Like formative
childhood experiences, my first forays into meditation in the austere silence
of the zendo stuck to my spiritual ribs. When things get tough and I’m tired
of my own explanations, I sit down and return to my Zen “roots.” And there
I am, meditating for the very first time. I can almost smell the same musty
Japanese incense, as if a stick lit twenty-five years ago were still burning. I
do what I learned to do as a bare beginner: I straighten my back, rest my
palms in my lap, and become aware of my breath rising and falling in the
belly. I let my thoughts come and go like clouds in the sky.

But I also had another, equally strong influence on my early spiritual
journey. I discovered the mystical teachings of Sufism not long after my
introduction to Zen meditation. My mind came home at the zendo; my heart
found its kin among the Sufis. From my Buddhist teachers I learned a form
of meditation that led me into the freshness of pure consciousness, where an
open sort of emptiness reigned supreme. From my Sufi teachers I learned to
use meditation to connect with God, spiritual guides, and higher planes of
consciousness. Pir Vilayat told his students that the purpose of meditation
was to “tune into and then remember the divine status of your being, to
uphold the dignity with which you have been invested.” I was Pir Vilayat’s
student for more than twenty years; there is no one else whose teachings
have affected me more. Yet I am hard-pressed to describe exactly what I
learned, and how I learned it. I can give a much more unequivocal
explanation of the methods and benefits of Buddhist mindfulness
meditation. Mindfulness has served as a powerful compass pointing me in a
very clear and simple direction. Sufism, at least the Sufi philosophy and
meditation techniques as taught by Pir Vilayat, took me on a cosmic
adventure beyond the ordinary modes of perception, and into the grandeur
of the universe. Aldous Huxley described this form of meditation as a lamp
for the mind: “the lamp by which it finds the way to go beyond itself.”



The combined uses of meditation for simply “being here now” and for
going on an adventure beyond the self, have served me well. I call these two
different meditative themes mindfulness meditation and mystical
meditation. Mindfulness meditation could also be called Beginner’s Mind
meditation. As described in Chapter Two, Beginner’s Mind is the stated
goal of Zen meditation and of many other Buddhist meditative traditions. It
is described as original sky-mind: the sky before there was weather, the
mind before there were thoughts. “If your mind is empty,” writes Shunryu
Suzuki in his classic manual for meditation, Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, “it
is always ready for anything; it is open to everything. In the beginner’s
mind there are many possibilities, in the expert’s mind there are few.”
Choégyam Trungpa describes mindfulness meditation like this: “By
meditation here we mean something very basic and simple that is not tied to
any one culture. We’re talking about a very basic act: sitting on the ground,
assuming a good posture, and developing a sense of our spot, our place on
this earth. This is the means of rediscovering ourselves and our basic
goodness, the means to tune ourselves to genuine reality, without any
expectations or preconceptions.... Through the practice of meditation, we
can learn to be without deception, to be fully genuine and alive.”
Cultivating the fresh open-mindedness of a beginner; becoming genuinely
alive in the here and now: these are the promises of mindfulness meditation.

Mindfulness meditation and mystical meditation are not really at odds
with each other, yet they are different in form and results. Some people may
find mindfulness meditation more to their liking and never want to explore
mystical meditation. Others may feel put off by the lack of overt spirituality
in mindfulness meditation and long for a more sacred path. Pir Vilayat has
spent his life practicing, studying, teaching, and writing about meditation.
He is an authority on comparative religion, fluent in five languages, and a
serious student of physics, psychology, and music. For all of his expertise in
Asian theology and philosophy, he could never relate to the Buddhist goal
of empty sky-mind. In fact, he was puzzled by the popularity of one of the
best-selling spiritual books of the 1970s, Be Here Now, by Ram Dass. Ram
Dass introduced a whole generation of seekers to Buddhist concepts. He
coined the phrase “be here now”—another way of describing Beginner’s
Mind.



At one of Omega’s first programs Ram Dass joined Pir Vilayat and other
spiritual teachers to lead a meditation retreat. I recall a conversation around
the dinner table between Ram Dass and Pir Vilayat that I call the “to be here
now or not to be here now” debate. In his erudite British accent, Pir Vilayat
wondered aloud why anyone would want to only “be here now.”

“There are so many glorious planes of existence. The angelic realms are
refreshingly different from the one here, and they are available to us at all
times,” he argued. “Why not leave here, and go there? That’s what
meditation is for.”

“That’s not why I meditate,” said Ram Dass.

“Well, I meditate to transcend the experiences of pain and separation of
the here and now. Why remain in our stale, fossilized state of being, when
we could dance in cosmic ecstasy?”

Ram Dass, always ready with an answer, said, “Pain and separation occur
when we regret the past or worry about the future. Here and now is ecstasy.
And about those ‘glorious planes of existence’? Those ‘angelic realms’?
I’m afraid I’m not familiar with them.”

Yet meditation has indeed been used throughout the ages to pierce the
veil between our ordinary consciousness and the “angelic realms.” I was
drawn to this landscape and followed Pir Vilayat’s directions as best as I
could. T vaguely understood, even remembered, the hosts of angelic beings
and mystical places that Pir Vilayat described in his meditations. And while
I don’t feel qualified to lead others into the experiences I had as a student of
Pir Vilayat, I am grateful for all those times when I felt overcome with a
sense of the sacred, when I bowed in submission to the grandeur. Book V
addresses this aspect of spirituality—mysticism and the landscape of the
soul. The next chapters describe the hows and whys of mindfulness
meditation.
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6 | Daily Practice

Our life is an endless journey; it is like a broad highway that extends
infinitely into the distance. The practice of meditation provides a vehicle to
travel on that road. Our journey consists of constant ups and downs, hope
and fear, but it is a good journey. The practice of meditation allows us to
experience all the textures of the roadway, which is what the journey is all
about.

—CHOGYAM TRUNGPA

As an acquired habit, mindfulness meditation fosters an exquisite attitude
toward the whole of life. It helps us to get through the rough times with
more grace. It teaches us to resist attachment to the wonderful times, but to
enjoy them fully and with gratitude in the moment. These are the fruits of
mindfulness meditation, but the practice part of meditation is like the
practice part of anything we want to learn. Meditation practice is like piano
scales, basketball drills, ballroom dance class. Practice requires discipline; it
can be tedious; it is necessary. After you have practiced enough, you
become more skilled at the art form itself. You do not practice to become a
great scale player or drill champion. You practice to become a musician or
athlete. Likewise, one does not practice meditation to become a great
meditator. We meditate to wake up and live, to become skilled at the art of
living. And like any art form, the need to practice continues at every level
of achievement.

Before I get into the nitty-gritty of actual instruction, I want to address
the frequently asked question, “Do I need a teacher to learn how to
meditate?” While books and tapes are wonderful introductions to
meditation, I believe that they are not as powerful as working with a
teacher. A teacher keeps us on track, models behavior, and answers
questions along the way. Finding a good teacher is no easy matter, although



sometimes we stumble upon exactly the teacher we need without even
looking. The topic of teachers, leaders, and therapists is so important, and
fraught with so many pitfalls, that I devote a part of Book V to it. There I
suggest ways of determining if a teacher is effective, and if he or she is
sincerely motivated. I also provide a sort of litmus test for gauging our
progress in meditation, in case we don’t work with a teacher.

If you are not going to work with a teacher, it is best to choose one
specific meditation discipline and adhere to it for a while. Then, once you
have a base, you can experiment with other forms, and begin to create a
system of your own. The mindfulness meditation instructions in this chapter
are excerpted from whole systems. I suggest that if one appeals to you, you
read more about that particular system, attend workshops or retreats with
qualified leaders, and practice patiently. It takes a while—a couple of years,
often—to get used to meditation and to learn what it is really about. But if
you stick with it, meditation will yield results. It will make a difference in
your life.

In this chapter I give actual instructions in mindfulness meditation,
gathered from my own study with several different teachers. In the next
chapter I help you apply meditation to the different kinds of stress in your
life. And in the last chapter of Book II, I provide a toolbox for dealing with
the common resistances and difficulties experienced during meditation. This
is an arbitrary separation since the minute you sit down to meditate, you
will surely meet with stress, anxiety, resistance, and difficulty. Use these
chapters, then, as companions.

Certainly there are many more ways of articulating mindfulness
meditation than the few selections I offer here. Yet I feel comfortable
recommending only those practices that have worked for me. Some of the
instructions offered are in the words of teachers with whom I have studied:
Roshi Philip Kapleau, an American Zen teacher; Chégyam Trungpa and
Pema Chodron, Tibetan Buddhist teachers; Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese
Zen teacher; and Jack Kornfield and Jon Kabat-Zinn, American meditation
teachers. Some of the instructions are my own and offer a hybrid form of
meditation practice. In the context of the new American spirituality, I have
combined diverse outlooks and techniques to create a meditation practice
geared to my temperament and needs. Please keep in mind as you read and



practice that your own path may take you down different roads, into areas
not mentioned here. I offer my experience as a guidebook offers suggested
excursions, fully expecting the reader to discover his own back roads and
special vistas.

There are a few elements common to all of the forms of meditation that I
have studied. I use these five elements—breath, posture, thoughts, time, and
place—to provide a template for developing a meditation practice.
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BREATH

Most meditation systems use the simple act of breathing in and out as a
focus for meditation practice. I have heard many explanations as to why the
breath is so universally used in meditation. Some traditions say it’s because
breathing is the most basic act we do. It connects us to life in an immediate
way. While one could go without food for months and without water for
days, one can survive only for minutes without breath. Awareness of
breathing makes us aware of the precious nature of life; it sweeps away the
clutter that gets in the way of a basic appreciation for being alive. Others
say that the breath serves as a purifier and has the ability to cleanse our
senses and thoughts on a moment-to-moment basis. Zen refers to breath
practice as “cleansing the heart-mind.” According to many schools of yoga
and meditation, breath is the rhythmic mediator between body and mind.
Awareness of breath synchronizes the body and mind, one of the great
benefits of a meditation practice.

In Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism, Lama Govinda writes that breath is
“the connecting link between conscious and subconscious, gross-material
and fine-material, volitional and non-volitional functions, and therefore the
most perfect expression of the nature of all life.” For a moment, put down
this book to experience the simple power of breath observation. Close your
eyes, take a deep breath in and then exhale with an audible sigh. As you
breathe out, let your body fully relax. Take a deep breath in, sigh out.
Expand as you breathe in, relax as you sigh. Let your breath tell your body
what to do. Do this five times, return to normal breathing, and then pick up
the book again.

Notice how even a short exercise like this can illustrate how the breath is
the “connecting link” between body and mind. The following instructions
use the simple act of breathing as the focus for meditation. It is
recommended in most meditation systems to breathe through your nose and
to fully fill your lungs. Don’t force the breath, especially if you experience
discomfort or pain. To get the most out of this meditation and the ones that
follow in this chapter and the next, you may want to have a friend read the



instructions aloud, or make a tape of yourself reading them. If you do read
the meditations silently, first read them for content and then use them
experientially.

INSTRUCTIONS ON THE BREATH

From Full Catastrophe Living,
by Jon Kabat-Zinn
(To be read slowly to a friend or silently to yourself)

1. Assume a comfortable posture lying on your back or sitting.
If you are sitting, keep the spine straight and let your
shoulders drop.

2. Close your eyes if it feels comfortable.

3. Bring your attention to your belly, feeling it rise or expand
gently on the in-breath and fall or recede on the out-breath.

4. Keep the focus on your breathing, “being with” each in-
breath for its full duration and with each out-breath for its full
duration, as if you were riding the waves of your own
breathing.

5. Every time you notice that your mind has wandered off the
breath, notice what it was that took you away and then gently
bring your attention back to your belly and the feeling of the
breath coming in and out.

6. If your mind wanders away from the breath a thousand times,
then your “job” is simply to bring it back to the breath every
time, no matter what it becomes preoccupied with.

7. Practice this exercise for fifteen minutes at a convenient time
every day, whether you feel like it or not, for one week and
see how it feels to incorporate a disciplined meditation
practice into your life. Be aware of how it feels to spend some



time each day just being with your breath without having to
do anything.

The “job” of bringing your awareness back to the breath can be
facilitated by silently counting each inhalation and exhalation, as described
in this next meditation by Thich Nhat Hanh.

INSTRUCTIONS ON COUNTING THE BREATH

From The Miracle of Mindfulness,
by Thich Nhat Hanh
(To be read slowly to a friend or silently to yourself)

Your breath should be light, even, and flowing, like a thin
stream of water running through the sand. Your breath should
be very quiet, so quiet that a person sitting next to you cannot
hear it. Your breathing should flow gracefully, like a river, like a
water snhake crossing the water, and not like a chain of rugged
mountains or the gallop of a horse. To master our breath is to
be in control of our bodies and minds. Each time we find
ourselves dispersed and find it difficult to gain control of our
selves by different means, the method of watching the breath
should always be used.

The instant you sit down to meditate, begin watching your
breath. At first breathe normally, gradually letting your
breathing slow down until it is quiet, even, and the lengths of
the breaths fairly long. From the moment you sit down to the
moment your breathing has become deep and silent, be
conscious of everything that is happening in yourself....

Making your breath calm and even is called the method of
following one’s breath. If it seems hard at first, you can
substitute the method of counting your breath. As you breathe



in, count 1 in your mind, and as you breathe out, count 1.
Breath in, count 2. Breath out, count 2. Continue through 10,
then return to 1 again. This counting is like a string which
attaches your mindfulness to your breath. This exercise is the
beginning point in the process of becoming continually
conscious of your breath. Without mindfulness, however, you
will quickly lose count. When the count is lost, simply return to
1 and keep trying until you can keep the count correctly. Once
you can truly focus your attention on the counts, you have
reached the point at which you can begin to abandon the
counting method and begin to concentrate solely on the breath
itself.
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POSTURE

When 1 first met the Tibetan master Chogyam Trungpa, he had recently
arrived in the United States from England. He was such a curious mix of
cultures, education, and behavior that I found his teaching intriguing and
powerful. Here was a man who had spent his youth in the seclusion of an
almost medieval monastic tradition, and now was a full-fledged member of
the modern world; a man who had led his people over the Himalayas to
escape the Communist Chinese, and then become a scholar at Oxford
University. Just as he had fully embraced the life of a Tibetan monk, he now
took on Western culture with gusto. Wherever he went, whatever he did, he
lived with both a mad sort of intensity and a deep sense of stability. Perhaps
from the extremes of his own history, he taught meditation as a twofold
process: first, as a way to access stability and dignity in the midst of any
situation; and second, as a way to wake up, as if from a dream, into vibrant
and genuine aliveness.

Trungpa believed that at the core of life was what he called “basic
goodness,” and that each one of us was basically good, and more than that,
wonderfully noble. One of my all-time favorite lines I heard him say is
“You can transcend your embarrassment and take pride in being a human
being.” Trungpa stressed good posture in sitting meditation practice as a
way of demonstrating our basic goodness. He said that keeping a straight
back was a way to overcome your embarrassment of being a human being.
He often used the image of riding a horse when he taught meditation
posture. Sitting tall in the saddle tells the horse that you are the master.
Sitting tall on the meditation cushion or in a chair tells your mind and body
that you are the master. Sitting upright in the saddle tells the world that you
believe in yourself.

Posture in meditation does not refer only to a straight back. Posture
includes the whole body. In fact, the body and mind are inseparable in
meditation, and a relaxed and energetic body creates a beneficial base for
meditation practice. Trungpa wrote that by working with posture in
meditation “you begin to feel that by simply being on the spot, your life can



become workable and even wonderful. You realize that you are capable of
sitting like a king or a queen on a throne. The regalness of that situation
shows you the dignity that comes from being still and simple.”

I still use Trungpa’s checklist of six body parts—seat, legs, torso, hands,
eyes, mouth—as I sit down and assume a meditative posture. I elaborate
here on each point:

1. Taking your seat: It is best to sit on a firm pillow on the floor or on a
straight-backed, firm-seated chair. If you sit on a pillow, make sure it is high
and firm enough so that your knees can rest on the floor. If you sit on a
chair, sit forward enough so that your back does not touch the back of the
chair.

2. Placing your legs: If you sit on a pillow, cross your legs comfortably
in front of you on the ground, with your knees resting on the floor if you
can. If you sit in a chair, put your feet flat on the floor, knees and feet a few
inches apart.

3. Torso: Keep your back comfortably straight, your chest open, and your
shoulders relaxed. Roshi Philip Kapleau, in The Three Pillars of Zen,
writes, “If you are accustomed to letting the chest sink, it does require a
conscious effort to keep it up in the beginning. When it becomes natural to
walk and sit with the chest open, you begin to realize the many benefits of
this ideal posture. The lungs are given additional space in which to expand,
thus filling and stretching the air sacs. This in turn permits a greater intake
of oxygen and washes the bloodstream, which carries away fatigue
accumulated in the body.”

A straight back and soft shoulders is a natural position. It does not have
to feel forced or painful. In fact, after time, meditation breeds a sense of
overall comfort. But often when we first start to meditate, assuming a
straight back makes us suddenly aware of great discomfort in the body.
Chapter Six gives more instructions on how to deal with pain in the back,
neck, shoulders, and legs.



For now, understand that the pain you may feel in your body as you
meditate is both physical and psychological in nature. If you experience
pain, constriction, restlessness, or all of the above, do not be alarmed and do
not take the attitude of “no pain, no gain.” Adjust your position slowly and
mindfully as many times as you want during a meditation session. The point
of meditation is to be relaxed and awake. Therefore make sure you are
comfortable, and at the same time, sit in a way that keeps you alert.

At a meditation retreat, I heard Thich Nhat Hanh address a question from
a man who said he experienced pain in his shoulders and neck the minute he
sat down to meditate. Thich Nhat Hanh asked him if he felt that same pain
the minute he sat down to watch television. The man said that he did not.

“How do you sit when you watch television?” Thich Nhat Hanh asked.

“I usually sit on the couch with my feet folded under me,” said the man.
“But after a while I may switch my position and stretch out my legs.”

“How long do you watch television?”

“Oh, about an hour.”

“Do you stay awake for the whole hour?” asked Thich Nhat Hanh.
“Yes,” said the man.

“Well, then,” Thich Nhat Hanh suggested, “take that same position when
you meditate and make the same adjustments for an hour and see what
happens. Later you can see about straightening your back and stilling your
body.”

As you sit down to meditate, approach the experience lightly so that your
body relaxes, just as it would if you were about to slip into a bath or relax
before the television. Then, straighten your back, and at the same time
soften your shoulders and expand your chest, so that your posture is also
one of gentle openness. One of the best ways to maintain a straight back
and an open heart in meditation is to silently repeat a phrase whenever you
feel back or shoulder tension. For example, if you feel your shoulders
tensing as you hold your back straight during meditation, you can silently
whisper to yourself, “soften, soften,” or “let go, let go.” The most effective
phrase for me is one I learned from Stephen and Ondrea Levine, meditation
teachers who have worked with people suffering from illness and dealing
with death. They teach “soft belly” meditation, which I include in Chapter



Ten. “Soft belly” meditation directs the breath to the stomach and pelvic
area, places where we hold a lot of tension. Allowing your belly to let go,
after years of sucking it in, naturally relaxes other parts of your body, even
as you maintain a straight back. When I feel my body tense during a
meditation session, I silently repeat “soft belly, soft belly.”

A straight back, open heart, and soft belly will help your meditation
practice immeasurably. A straight back will lead to dignity and courage. An
open chest will nurture acceptance of life on its own terms. A soft belly will
remind you to go easy on yourself, to treat your meditation practice as a gift
instead of a chore.

4. Hands: Sometimes, when meditation gets very quiet, our concentration
coagulates in the hands. It sounds strange, but you may experience this
yourself. It’s not uncommon as your exhalation dissolves outward to feel as
if all that is left of your body is your hands. Therefore, it is good to position
your hands in such a way that is both grounding and meaningful. You will
notice in statues from a variety of religious traditions that the deities or
saints hold their hands in interesting postures. These hand positions are
called mudras in the Tantric Buddhist tradition—physical gestures that help
evoke certain states of mind.

One frequently seen position is the forefinger lightly touching the thumb
and the other three fingers flexed outward. Another common hand mudra is
one hand resting in the palm of the other, the thumbs touching. Many
people like to meditate with their hands in the common Christian prayer
position. Some people meditate with their hands simply resting, palms
down or up, on their knees. Some mudras get pretty intricate, as you can see
if you visit a museum with Asian art.

Each mudra evokes a specific quality that you can experience yourself
merely by experimenting with different hand positions. For example, resting
the palms upward on the knees indicates receptivity, an openness to
whatever comes your way. Hands placed downward on the knees produces
a grounded feeling in the body, a sense of balance and strength. The
traditional Zen mudra is an extremely balancing one to assume. It requires
you to hold your elbows up and out, and to place your hands—one palm



resting in the other with your thumbs touching—a few inches below the
belly button, resting on the body. Then you focus your attention on the
energy center that your hands are circling—the hara, as Zen Buddhists call
it.

My personal favorite hand position is where the thumb and pointer finger
touch and create a circle. There is something about the thumb touching the
finger that reminds me to be on the spot in my concentration, yet delicately
so. I gently extend the other three fingers and rest my hands on my knees.
This position keeps me steady and balanced. I attach the words “on the
spot” to the mudra and use both the position of my hands and the intention
of the mudra to bring my wandering mind back to meditation. I usually use
this mudra in meditation, but sometimes I use others. It’s a good idea to
stick with one position for your hands per meditation session, so as not to
get distracted by playing the switching-mudra game. It’s very easy to turn
anything into yet another way not to do the simple work of meditation.

At the end of a meditation session, many traditions suggest raising the
hands palm to palm and bowing. This is a way to indicate to yourself
respect and gratitude for having meditated. It is also a way to experience a
sense of humility as you bow to the universal forces of wisdom and
compassion.

5. Eyes: Some meditation traditions recommend closing the eyes during
meditation, others suggest keeping them open and directing the gaze
slightly downward four to six feet in front of you, and focusing on a point
on the floor. Some suggest keeping a soft, unfocused gaze. I meditate with
my eyes closed. You can experiment and see which way affords you the
best concentration and wakefulness. If you find that closing your eyes
makes you sleepy, keep them open. If you find that keeping your eyes open
is distracting, close them.

6. Mouth: We hold a lot of tension in the jaw. Let your jaw drop right
now. Open your mouth wide, stick your tongue out, and then close your
mouth. Take your hands and massage your jaw area from your ears to your
chin. Notice the difference? You can do this often during the day as a way



to release tension. During meditation it is not unusual for tension to gather
in the jaw. Thich Nhat Hanh recommends smiling slightly during
meditation, a great way to keep the jaw soft. Or, you can drop your jaw and
open your mouth several times during meditation.
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THOUGHTS

Breath, posture, placement of hands, eyes open or shut: all of these
techniques form the container for meditation practice. But none of them
eradicate the absurd amount and the aggravating intensity of the thoughts
that flood the landscape of the mind when we sit down to meditate. Please
expect this. Good thoughts, bad thoughts, pleasurable ones, disturbing ones
—they will come and go as we sit in meditation, watching our breath,
maintaining our posture. They are the weather of the mind. Our goal in
meditation is not to get rid of thoughts. Rather, the goal is to abandon
identifying with each thought as it comes and goes; to watch the thoughts as
we would watch the weather from an observation tower.

Returning to the breath and returning to posture help us make our way
back to the observation tower. Many traditions, both Eastern and Western,
recommend the use of a sacred sound—called a mantra in the Hindu
tradition—to quiet the thought process. The vibrations in the body have a
calming effect and the meaning of the words serve as a reminder. Some
systems of meditation advise the practitioner to bypass thinking altogether
by directing the focus to different “energy centers” in the body. These are
called chakras in Hindu terminology. A very good and very simple way to
deal with intrusive thoughts is to label them, as taught here by Chégyam
Trungpa:

INSTRUCTIONS ON LABELING THE THOUGHTS

From Shambhala: The Sacred Path of the Warrior,
by Chogyam Trungpa

As you sit with a good posture, you pay attention to your
breath. When you breathe, you are utterly there, properly there.
You go out with the out-breath, your breath dissolves, and then



the in-breath happens naturally. Then you go out again. So
there is a constant going out with the out-breath. As you
breathe out, you dissolve, you diffuse. Then your in-breath
occurs naturally; you don’t have to follow it in. You simply come
back to your posture, and you are ready for another out-breath.
Go out and dissolve: tshoo; then come back to your posture;
then tshoo, and come back to your posture.

Then there will be an inevitable bing!—thought. At that point,
you say, “thinking.” You don’t say it out loud; you say it
mentally: “thinking.” Labeling your thoughts gives you
tremendous leverage to come back to your breath. When one
thought takes you away completely from what you are actually
doing—when you do not even realize that you are on the
cushion, but in your mind you are in San Francisco or New York
City—you say “thinking,” and you bring yourself back to the
breath.

It doesn’t really matter what thoughts you have. In the sitting
practice of meditation, whether you have monstrous thoughts
or benevolent thoughts, all of them are regarded purely as
thinking. They are neither virtuous nor sinful.... No thought
deserves a gold medal or a reprimand. Just label your thoughts
“thinking,” then go back to your breath. “Thinking,” back to the
breath; “thinking,” back to the breath.
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TIME

People often ask how many times a day one should meditate, and for how
long. This is a difficult question to answer. If you want to jog to stay in
shape, your daily exercise regime will be quite different from someone who
is preparing for a marathon. If you are meditating to calm your daily anxiety
and become more clearheaded at work, then your practice will differ from
someone who wants to “know God’s thoughts,” as Einstein described the
goal of his meditations. Someone whose passion is to awaken a fearless and
transcendent attitude toward life and death may want to engage in long
meditation retreats and to seek the guidance of a teacher. Someone whose
goal is to handle stress with more grace may be satisfied to develop a less
intensive practice.

A daily twenty-minute meditation practice is the most frequently
recommended time period for anyone who wants to benefit from
meditation. Many traditions suggest forty-five. If lack of time is an issue, it
is better to meditate for ten minutes—even five—than not to meditate at all.
It is usually suggested that you meditate in the morning because you are
fresh and alert. But you can meditate any time of day. It’s good to establish
a routine time to meditate, as well as a routine place. When you sit down to
meditate, commit to a certain amount of time, set a timer, or check your
watch or clock, and then put any thought of time out of your mind. Allow
the issue of time to be one less thing you have to think about.

You don’t have to get rigid about any of this. Missing a few days, being
flexible about the amount of time, catching a five-minute meditation on the
subway or while waiting at the doctor’s office—this is your practice. Look
at it this way: to give over ten or twenty or forty-five minutes of your day to
silence and concentration is one of the kindest gifts you can give yourself.

Longer periods of meditation, including meditation retreats that can last
for a week or for as long as several months, become invaluable to the
serious meditation student. Not only does being in the company of other
practitioners boost your own practice, but the intensity of a retreat can
encourage you to continue at home on a regular basis. One of the best



aspects of a retreat is the opportunity to be in silence, something that we are
not used to and may even fear. The Irish mystic John O’Donahue says,
“Silence is a great friend of the soul. The soul adores silence.” After a few
days of resting the mouth, silence becomes delicious, and a great boon to
concentration.

Ultimately, the point of any meditation practice is to do it as well and as
long as it takes so that the meditative attitude becomes a natural response to
everyday life. I have gone through periods on my journey when I adhered to
a strict practice of meditation and exercises given to me by different
teachers. I know that I benefited from that kind of commitment to a daily
practice. These days I meditate often, although not on a daily basis. I do
stop naturally, many, many times during my day, and reconnect with my
breath as a way of slowing down and tuning in. Sometimes, when my heart
fills with joy, I direct my breath there, and offer a prayer of thanksgiving. I
don’t think about doing this. Years of meditation practice have habitualized
a way of being that brings me more peace, a sharper mind, and a grateful
heart. I naturally use my breath as a way of detaching from emotions that
are dragging me down familiar dark roads or to clear the path and proceed
with more clarity.
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PLACE

If you have the space in your house, it is lovely to have a meditation room,
a sacred space, reserved only for meditation and prayer. This kind of a
sanctuary, where you can shut the door to the rest of the world, offers
immeasurable support to a meditation practice. But it is certainly not
necessary to have a meditation room. You can meditate anywhere that is
relatively quiet and removed from the activity of your home. Even reserving
a corner of a room where you place your cushion or chair for regular
meditation is helpful. Of course it is best to be able to shut a door so that the
sounds of the telephone, doorbell, children, or pets won’t distract you. The
purpose of meditation is to achieve a state of equilibrium within the
distractions of daily life, but the process of meditation is one that feeds on
silence and stability. Therefore, try to meditate in the same place each day
and try to make that place free of distractions and noise.

I have set up an altar in a corner of my writing room where I keep
pictures and objects that inspire me. My meditation cushion sits in front of
the altar and calls to me each time I enter the room. The altar and pillow
remind me daily to enter sacred time and space. They support my practice.
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CREATING YOUR OWN
PRACTICE

The meditation practices I have offered are gates into a more peaceful,
expansive reality. Depending on my mood, or a problem I’'m wrestling with,
or an intuitive hunch, I’'ll enter into meditation through one or another of
my favorite gates—either a mantra that finds itself on my lips, or a breath
technique, or a certain way of placing my hands. I have on my altar prayer
beads from different traditions, photographs of my teachers, sacred objects
from around the world, and bits and pieces from nature that inspire me. One
of these might call to me and inform the way I begin a meditation session.

I recommend immersing yourself fully in one or two traditional practices
for a couple of years before you start fashioning a hybrid system for
yourself. Any of the ones I have mentioned, or others like Transcendental
Meditation (TM), Centering Prayer, Yoga-based meditation, mantra
meditation, or techniques that can be found in the mystical schools of Islam,
Judaism, and Christianity, are all tried-and-true meditation systems.

The following exercise is a hybrid meditation practice that I created from
my own experiences. It could be good for you. I repeat it here mostly to
illustrate how one can weave together into an integrated whole a variety of
practices from different traditions.

MY MEDITATION INSTRUCTIONS

Find a quiet spot, hopefully the kind of place described above,
where you will be undisturbed for twenty minutes, without
hearing the telephone, or doorbell, or the sounds of your
household.

Sit quietly, in an upright position, either in a chair or on the
floor on a firm meditation pillow. Let your hands find a



comfortable and meaningful mudra. As you choose your mudra,
feel directly into the position of your hands and attach to their
position a gentle meaningfulness and a word to go along with it,
like “balanced,” or “receptive,” or “on the spot.” Now, check
your posture. Remember that a straight back should not be
strained or uncomfortable. A straight carriage is a way of
acknowledging your dignity as a human being. At the same
time, your shoulders should be soft, your rib cage open. This
allows for the breath to flow smoothly, and for the tension in the
neck and back to lessen. It opens the heart to the world.

Take several breaths in through your nose and out through
your nose as you check your posture. | go through a mental
checklist as | check my posture, based on the posture
teachings | have already described. First | check my back, and
as | straighten | am reminded of my nobility; next, | say to
myself, “soft belly,” which by nhow automatically reminds me to
deeply relax; last, | smile for just a brief second, to relax my jaw
and to recall Thich Nhat Hanh’s advice that “a smile makes you
master of yourself.”

There is no need to perfect your posture or mudra right now.
You can come back to them over and over in your meditation,
gently straightening your back, relaxing your shoulders,
adjusting your hands. If you attach to those adjustments words
of encouragement (“noble human,” “on the spot,” “open heart,”
“soft belly,” etc.) then each time you gently return to your
posture or your hands you will get a boost of help.

After your spot on the ground or chair is established, your
back is straight, and your hands are resting in their mudra,
close your eyes and bring your attention to the breath. First
take a deep breath and release it with a sigh. Do this several
times and really get into the sound and the sensations as you
sigh. “The breath can re mind us that ten or twenty feet below
the agitated surface of the ocean there is calmness,” writes Jon
Kabat-Zinn. Go below the surface as you sigh, all the way to the
calm depths.



Now allow yourself to come back to normal breathing.
Observe yourself breathing. Follow your in-breath down all the
way to the belly, and then release it, gently and fully. Follow the
exhalation all the way out of the body and into the space be
yond your body. Rest gently for a second in this spacious
awareness. Then, breathe in again. | once heard Pema Chddron
give these instructions at a meditation re treat: “As each breath
goes out and dissolves, you have the chance to die to all that
has gone before and to relax instead of panic.”

Do not deliberately breathe deeper or longer. Merely observe
the passage of your breath in through the nose, into the body,
and then out again. It can be helpful to focus the point of
inhalation and exhalation on a specific spot in the body.
Sometimes my breath focus is as follows: | breathe in through
the heart center, in the middle of my rib cage, reminding myself
to soften and expand. | hold the in-breath for a second in the
well of the heart and then exhale, dissolving slowly out through
the crown of my head, into the spaciousness beyond the human
form. | relax into the dissolution, without panic, and then return
to the in-breath, to my self as a human being. Breathing in
through the heart helps me to open to the human condition just
as it is. It is a way of washing myself of tension, the kind of
tension that builds because of my refusal to accept life on its
own terms. Breathing in through the heart releases my
resistance to reality. It is a breath of forgiveness toward myself,
toward others, and toward life itself.

Dissolving the out-breath through the top of my head reminds
me to relate not only to my humanness but also to my eternal,
mysterious, and unformed nature. Out beyond the confines of
mind and body is pure consciousness. | focus my out-breath
through the top of my head to access this purity.

This is the concentration part of my practice. During most
sittings my concentration is disrupted by thoughts and body
sensations. If these thoughts and sensations overtake me, |
return to the concentration on the breath, the posture, and the



hands, over and over. At other times my concentration
evaporates into the space beyond the exhalation, and I rest fully
in that spacious awareness. | loosen the identification of myself
as an individual who is breathing in and out, and come home to
a sense of belonging to the universe.
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GOALS

Maintaining a meditation practice first requires having personal goals.
Anyone who has tried to master an art or a sport knows well about the
relationship between goals and practice. Here, I am talking about the kind
of goals and practice that we form as willing adults. The difference between
being forced to practice the piano because of a parent’s dream, and playing
because of one’s own inner urge to make music, is the difference between
rote drudgery and a steady, joyful practice. In the former, you practice the
piano because you have to. In the latter, you practice out of longing and
love. Perhaps you have heard a great pianist play and it inspires you. Or
maybe you want to embody the emotions expressed by your favorite
composer. Because of what you love, you want to make music yourself—
proficiently, beautifully, and in a style that expresses your own creativity.
These are the goals that you hold in front of you. They keep you on track,
inspire you to continue.

As you practice, your goals may become more and more like the horizon:
alluring, yet ever in the distance. It doesn’t matter if your goals are pie-in-
the-sky—if you practice your jump shot so that one day you may fly like
Michael Jordan, or if you sing in the local choir so that you’ll be good
enough to do backup for Aretha Franklin. It’s enough to know that magic is
possible for a human being. “If someone else can do it, so might I,” you
think. It’s this kind of hope that keeps you going, even as you surrender to
the more realistic boundaries of your own capacity. As you practice, your
commonplace goals and your grand, unattainable goals become your
traveling companions. Later on in the journey, you notice that you are
indeed reaching some of your goals, and still finding inspiration to continue
from the others.

It’s like this with meditation too. You may hold before yourself the image
of the Buddha who sat for forty days and nights, unwavering in his quest for
enlightenment. Or Moses on the mountain, determined to hear the voice of
God; Jesus upholding the message of love; Joan of Arc steadfast in her
faith; Mother Teresa answering over and over an improbable call. Your



goals may be as lofty as “I want to understand the workings of the
universe,” or “I want to free myself from the fear of death.” And your
motivation may also be more ordinary: “I want to be happy,” or “I want to
become more relaxed at letting things go,” or “I want to be less rattled by
the stresses of everyday life.” Goals can change as we progress, but we
must have goals, and more important, they must come from within.

Goals that do not arise from within can indeed spur us on and eventually
even turn into our own cherished ideals, but usually they lead us astray. In
the name of religion many have pursued goals that were not their own—
impossible moral standards, self-punishing belief systems, all kinds of
“shoulds” and “shouldn’ts.” Following goals that do not come from an inner
passion can be a wounding experience. Being told that one is bad and that
only through prayer and penance will the kingdom of heaven be attained is
not a healthy spiritual goal. In the name of religious “shoulds,” many have
inflicted harm on themselves and the world. Feeling an inner pull, or
wanting to transform self-defeating behavior, or being curious about the
nature of reality is very different from being told what you should do.

How is having goals consistent with being here now? This is the kind of
question that the Zen Buddhists call a koan, a sort of unanswerable question
whose answer is synonymous with enlightenment. It’s the kind of question
that must have been asked long ago to the monks modeling for those fat,
laughing Buddha statues. Yet while the answer may be a chuckle, the
question itself is very important.

If the purpose of meditation is to accept the way things already are, then
how do we justify any striving at all? When I was involved in Zen
meditation I was very confused by this dilemma. The concept of reaching
“enlightenment” is a big part of Zen Buddhism. But so is nonstriving. So,
which is it? Striving toward enlightenment? Or doing away with all striving
so that enlightenment has a chance? The answer, and this is the answer to
many of the Zen koans, is both. I eventually came up with a slogan that put
the question to rest for me: “Not either-or, but both, and more.” Yes, there is
a different way of being that is free, contented, awake. This is what the Zen
Buddhists call enlightenment. Yes, we must work to achieve this state of
being. And yes, the kind of work that it takes to reach enlightenment looks
like a passionate form of doing nothing. So we do both: we are rigorous, yet



relaxed; disciplined, yet free. Not either-or, but both, and more. The more
part is the mystery that cannot be explained, but can only be experienced.
Emily Dickinson gives us a close approximation: “Instead of getting to
heaven at last, we’re going all along.”

It’s very important to let your goals rest gently in your mind. Otherwise
they have a way of turning into yet another version of the “shoulds.” Think
of them as fireflies on a dark summer night. Follow them with the same
kind of dancing humor that you would the light of a firefly. This way you
will avoid the sanctimoniousness and guilt that can plague spiritual practice.
And always make sure that your goals are your own, and that they spring
from a healthy, loving place.

The best way to do this is to ask yourself, each time you sit down to
meditate, “Why am I meditating?” Remind yourself of your innermost
goals. You can even say them aloud to yourself, or write them down and
place them on your altar table, or find a quote that expresses them well and
keep it tacked above your work space. For years I was led by one of my
favorite lines from a poem by Jelaluddin Rumi:

Let yourself be silently drawn, by the stronger pull of what you really
love.

That worked for me for a long time, as did Trungpa’s “Through the
practice of meditation we can learn to be without deception, to be fully
genuine and alive.”

Then, when I was going through a prolonged period of anxiety and
unhappiness, I switched to a prayer from the Christian mystic Dame Julian
of Norwich:

All shall be well,
and all shall be well,

and all manner of things
shall be well.



“Let go into the mystery,” Van Morrison’s excellent advice for all seasons
of life, has often been my stated goal as I sit down to meditate. I’ve kept
Albert Einstein’s brilliant words on my altar, “No problem can be solved
from the same consciousness that created it,” to blow my mind, and
Pythagoras’ “Astonishing! Everything is Intelligent!” to wake it up. I use
these beautiful sayings to remind me of the purpose of meditation. I make
sure each sitting session has a goal that comes from within.

Thich Nhat Hanh’s Four Pebbles Meditation uses four stones to remind
the meditator of four goals of mindfulness: freshness, stability, clarity, and
freedom. He suggests to his students that they find four little stones and
invest each one with a different quality: one is the flower stone, for
freshness; one is the mountain stone, for solidness, stability; one is the
water stone, for clarity, like the reflection in a still, calm pool; and the last is
the space stone, for the freedom of limitless space. Thich Nhat Hanh tells
his students to carry the stones in a little, pocket-sized pouch. At any point
during the day one can take out a stone, hold it in the palm, and reflect on a
particular goal of mindfulness.

Having goals that emerge from an inner longing does not mean that
practice will always be easy. Practice is practice. Sometimes it will feel like
drudgery; sometimes it will awaken painful thoughts or feelings or physical
sensations; but always, if our practice arises from a deeply personal goal, it
will be a dependable, exceptional friend that will eventually lead us home.
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7 [ Stress

There is no need to struggle to be free; the absence of struggle is in itself
freedom.

—CHOGYAM TRUNGPA

Many of us will come to meditation to deal with stress, and the anxiety,
worry, or depression that often accompany stressful situations. On its own,
stress is benign. It is the natural unfolding of life—karma, or the law of
cause and effect. Take on a new job and your amount of work increases.
Have a baby and your amount of sleep decreases. Fall in love and you’re in
a relationship. Fall out of love and you’re lonely. Buy a house, take a trip,
quit your job, accept a promotion—everything we do causes stress,
physically, mentally, emotionally. No matter how careful we are, stress
happens. We all make mistakes, get hurt, fall ill, lose people we love.
Really, one could account for all of the stress in our lives by saying,
“Become a human being and take on stress.”

Stress is; anxiety doesn’t have to be. The problem is that for most of us,
anxiety, worry, and depression take on a life of their own. We can tell
ourselves over and over that stress is a natural part of life, or that we’re
making a mountain out of a molehill, but we just can’t seem to break the
pattern of stress leading to anxiety, which then leads to worry, or anger, or
depression. This is where regular meditation practice, done patiently and
with a sense of lively commitment, really begins to show positive results.
Meditation helps us separate the fact of stress from our anxious reactions to
it.

The most common reaction to a stressful situation is the attempt to
control it. Sometimes this works. Sometimes it’s even necessary. If your
briefcase falls open on a crowded street, it’s a good idea to rush about
gathering your lost papers. But most of the time when we try to control



things, we’re wasting our time. We’re blocking the very energy flow that
could be our best ally. Think right now about the stress in your life causing
you the most pain and anxiety: Is it your boss’s demanding personality? The
seemingly never-ending tasks on the job? The fact that your child is going
through a rough period? Is it that your parents are ill? Or your marriage is in
trouble?

None of these stressors are like the open briefcase in the street. You
cannot fix them right away by running around and gathering up the pieces.
The papers are already on the wind, out of hand, out of control. They’ve
landed in the river and are flowing downstream.

When we meditate we stretch out on the river, we relax on our backs, and
move with the flow. We don’t fight the contents of our lives; rather, we
discover a freedom that encompasses the whole dynamic river. We observe
ourselves and all others—the phenomenal world itself—from that vantage
point of freedom. We do this not by fighting, not by forcing, but by freely
being in the world just as it is. “Do you know what astonished me most in
the world?” Napoleon asked at the end of his life. “The inability of force to
create anything. In the long run, the sword is always beaten by spirit.” This
from a man who spent his life fighting, forcing, and never giving in.

“We can stop struggling with what occurs and see its true face without
calling it the enemy,” writes Pema Chodron in a beautiful book about stress
titled When Things Fall Apart. She says, “It helps to remember that our
practice is not about accomplishing anything—not about winning or losing
—but about ceasing to struggle and relaxing as it is. That is what we are
doing when we sit down to meditate. That attitude spreads into the rest of
our lives.”

I want to say here that serious anxiety and depression are not to be taken
lightly. Meditation and spiritual practice alone cannot necessarily help those
who suffer from chronic, debilitating anxiety and depression. I know people
who practiced meditation diligently for years and whose pessimism and
nervousness continued to dominate their experience of living. I also know
people who were able to awaken from their misery by combining
mindfulness practice with therapy, and sometimes with medication. If you
have chronic anxiety, panic attacks, or crippling depression you should still



pursue meditation. But you may need to combine it with other methods to
interrupt the cycle and make real progress.

For those whose lives have been thrown off course by stress to the extent
that they suffer from serious anxiety and depression (as well as from acute
physical pain, heart disease, or other stress-induced illnesses), I recommend
attending a program that combines medical treatment and meditation. Being
around others who share your own brand of suffering, in the presence of a
skilled practitioner, is tremendously helpful. In groundbreaking studies
done at the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts
Medical Center, clinical psychologist Jon Kabat-Zinn led intensive
mindfulness meditation programs for people who suffered from stress-
related anxiety and pain. He found that “both anxiety and depression
dropped markedly in virtually every person in the study. So did the
frequency and severity of their panic attacks. The three-month follow-up
showed that they maintained their improvements after completion of the
program.”
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FOUR KINDS OF STRESS

Stress has been around since the big bang, but never before in human
history have individuals had so much of it. The pace of modern life is faster,
the content unusually full, and the texture varied and changeable. The need
to balance and juggle a variety of skills, people, places, and situations often
feels daunting. It’s an exciting time to be alive, but also a taxing one. The
amount of stress-related illnesses—Ilike heart disease, hypertension, and
sleep disorders—has been steadily climbing. Obsessive-compulsive
disorders, eating disorders, attention deficit disorders, and hyperactivity are
common. Studies show that women in their forties and fifties are now
experiencing memory loss at unprecedented rates due to the increased
amount of data they must process and store.

At the same time, we have nearly forgotten how to slow down and
experience life’s simple pleasures. Working long hours, rushing home, and
pursuing entertainment come more naturally to us than communing with
each other around the dinner table or taking a quiet walk in the
neighborhood. We’re almost addicted to stress. We seek out action, friction,
and motion and avoid “doing nothing.” For this reason, meditation can be
particularly difficult for us. To focus with calm awareness on the breath; to
relax the body; to find within clarity, stability, and equanimity—these are
not wildly popular pursuits. In fact, we resist this kind of nondramatic
nonactivity.

The word “stress” has become a catchall term for the pressures of daily
life, large and small, as well as our reactions to them. That’s a lot of
meaning for one word to handle. In learning how to use meditation to deal
with stress, I divide it into these four categories: choice-based stress, or the
kind of stress we can consciously choose to eliminate; unavoidable stress,
or the kind that is innate and therefore out of our control; reactive stress,
which stems from the ways in which we react to both choice-based and
unavoidable stress; and time stress, a deep-seated, very human anxiety
about the passing of time.
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CHOICE-BASED STRESS

Sociologist Barbara Ehrenreich notes that in times of war, ratings for
American television news shows rise dramatically, and then fall off the
minute the crisis is over. More than that, she writes, “We are unnerved by
peace and seem to find it boring.” At the root of choice-based stress are our
misgivings about peace and our addiction to activity and things. One of the
best social commentaries I have heard on choice-based stress is from the
stand-up comedian George Carlin. His rap on “stuff,” in which he describes
the process of filling his home with so many items that he must keep
moving to bigger houses and renting more space in storage units, is
hilariously apt.

Choice-based stress is not a popular subject in stress literature because it
quickly leaves the domain of health care or spirituality or psychology and
enters the politically incorrect waters of “values.” If you look closely and
honestly at the most stressful situations in your life, you will see that some
of them fall clearly into the category of choice-based stress, while some are
clearly unavoidable. For instance, a family member—your parent or child
or mate—becomes ill. This is clearly an unavoidable stress. We all must
deal with sick kids, or aging parents, or friends and lovers who need us.
This is an unavoidable fact of life. But what about that additional work
project you recently took on to pay for the rising costs of living? You would
have more time to give to yourself and your family if you came home
earlier or didn’t have to work once at home. Do you really need that
income? Could you make do with less “stuff”?

When we look deeply at the stresses we could choose to walk away from,
we are forced to ask questions about our personal values and the values of
our society. It may sound simplistic, but I believe it is just plain simple:
many of us have too much stress in our lives. You can meditate as much as
you like, but meditation alone will not bring peace of mind. If you have a
family, a home, a high-pressured job, community commitments, and an
active social life, there’s a high probability that your life would benefit from
some degree of simplification. As helpful as a spiritual outlook or



meditation practice can be, it’s not enough for those overwhelmed by stress
to merely learn how to face it well. It may be time for you to make difficult
value judgments about the content and speed of your life.

When my children were all in the height of their teenage years I began to
experience a kind of anxiety I had never known before. I was worrying
more than I used to, having trouble sleeping, and feeling irritated most of
the time. At first I chalked it up to the normal angst parents have when their
children suddenly transform themselves from cute kids into sullen aliens
who drive cars and stay out late. But as the years went on and my health
began to suffer (muscle spasms in my neck, constant low-grade intestinal
problems, headaches), I realized that I had to do something. My oldest son
was eighteen, my middle was fifteen, and my youngest was fourteen. Six
more long years of teen mania stretched in front of me. Deep inside, I knew
that it had to be more than my children’s growing up that was causing such
stress in my body and mind. I had always enjoyed each stage of my kids’
development, no matter how maddening or worrisome. Something else was
going on here.

And so, in a haphazard sort of way, I made an inventory of my life. I
began to deconstruct the content of each day and by doing so, I discovered
that I was attempting the impossible. I had three sons and a husband. I
wanted to be there for them and to enjoy our life together. Especially in the
teen years, when parental involvement is so difficult, yet so critical, I
wanted to have time for my boys. I wanted enough creative energy to make
our home one that nurtured their bodies and souls. But I also had a full-time
job and a demanding one at that. I was in a leadership role at a large,
growing organization. Deadlines, budgets, staff issues: I brought these
concerns home with me. On top of all of this, I was beginning to write
magazine articles for some extra money. Their deadlines constantly loomed
over me.

One of those articles caught the attention of a book editor and suddenly I
was also writing a book. Perhaps to an outsider, my overextended life was
obviously undoable. Yet to me it seemed normal. Most of my friends were
in similar situations. Our late-night phone conversations sounded as if we
were calling each other from the front lines of a war. We compared notes
about our kids, our jobs, our health. We tried to help each other out. We



gave each other support even as we colluded in maintaining a group trance
of unworkable stress.

I can name the hour and the day when I suddenly woke up from the
trance and decided that something had to give. I was driving home from the
airport. It was autumn, 9 pM., two days before Halloween. I had been at a
board of directors meeting where my own role within Omega was being
discussed. I had spent most of the weekend feeling angry, mistreated, tired.
I was tired of being the only woman in power; tired of having to defend my
point of view over and over; tired of dividing my life into a zillion different
segments. Driving through the dark night at seventy miles per hour, all I
wanted to do was go home and sleep. I wasn’t looking forward to reentering
family life. I just wanted to be left alone. Ahh, that sounded so good. Just as
I was forming the thought, I saw something coming toward my car. Out of
the darkness, rushing through the night, was the face of a deer. For a split
second that felt more like several minutes, I wondered what was going on.
Was I imagining things? And then the windshield shattered, the deer’s
antlers came through the glass, and I lost control of the car.

Minutes later, at the side of the road, I realized what had happened. But
during the swirling, glass-shattering moments, as my car miraculously
swerved through the heavy traffic on the thruway, I left normal
consciousness and felt only an overwhelming sense of composure and
peace. I let go of control for those seconds. I put down the awful burden of
my overextended life and I floated, totally out of control. I will never forget
those moments. Their memory served me well over the next year as I gave
up my leadership position at work, trained others to take over many of my
tasks, and walked away from the role that had defined my life for fifteen
years.

My fateful meeting with the buck killed the animal and totaled my car.
On the outside, my body was only bruised and scratched; on the inside my
psyche was deeply altered. In my meditations, and in conversations with
friends and helpers, I used the imagery of the accident to shed light on the
nature of the different stresses in my life. I decided to use the experience as
a gift in the form of a warning. I was grateful that the warning I had
received hadn’t killed me, though sorry that it had killed the deer. I was



grateful that I was ready to listen to the accident’s messages, grateful that I
could use them to make meaningful changes in my life.

I have heard other people speak of their heart attacks or the loss of a
relationship or other traumatic events as wake-up calls to make important
changes. May I recommend, however, that you analyze the stress in your
life before it turns into an illness or accident. This type of analysis brings
you up against your self-image, your expectations, your relationships, your
fears. As you look clearly at the content of your daily life, you may discover
that you are using your high-stress lifestyle to put off making an important
decision. You may find that you are afraid to slow down because then you’d
have to feel some long-buried pain. Sometimes the only way to let go of
“the bone of worry” is to “feel the original pain through and through,”
writes psychiatrist Edward Hallowell in Worry. It’s difficult to access deep
feelings without slowing down. By constantly running toward something,
you may actually be running away from something much more important.

In Book III, “The Landscape of the Heart,” we question why we load so
much “stuff” into each day. We use mindfulness as a base, and turn to
psychology to gain perspective on what we really want. By combining the
inner listening skills gained through meditation with the self-knowledge
gained through therapy, we can courageously and gracefully make
important value-based decisions that will actually eliminate some of the
stress in our lives.
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UNAVOIDABLE STRESS

But what can we do with the unavoidable stress, the stress that is just part of
living, the “death and taxes” kind of stress? Loss, illness, aging;
relationships, family, environment: these are obvious stressors over which
we have little control. We couldn’t give up this kind of stress even if we
tried. Unavoidable stress also includes the stress that comes when we
consciously choose a challenging job, or have children, or buy a house, or
pursue a talent. We don’t have to take these on, but they bring meaning to
our lives, even as they breed tense moments, ongoing worries, and real
responsibilities. There’s a difference between excessive activity and an
interesting, rich life. The point is not to get rid of so much stress that we
become bored and boring. The point is to find our own unique balance and
then to learn how to handle the “full catastrophe.”

In one of the best books written on stress, Full Catastrophe Living,
author Jon Kabat-Zinn says, “For me, facing the full catastrophe means
finding and coming to terms with what is most human in ourselves. There is
not one person on the planet who does not have his or her own version of
the full catastrophe. Catastrophe here does not mean disaster. Rather it
means the poignant enormity of our life experience. It includes crises and
disasters but also all the little things that go wrong and that add up. The
phrase reminds us that life is always in flux, that everything we think is
permanent is actually only temporary and constantly changing. This
includes our ideas, our opinions, our relationships, our jobs, our
possessions, our creations, our bodies, everything.”

It is with the unavoidable kind of stress, the “full catastrophe” of human
existence, that meditation can work its wonders. Kabat-Zinn says that “the
major avenue available to us as individuals for handling stress effectively is
to understand what we are going through. We can best do this by cultivating
our ability to perceive our experience in its full context.... So it can be
particularly helpful to keep in mind from moment to moment that it is not
so much the stressors in our lives but how we see them and what we do with
them that determines how much we are at their mercy. If we can change the



way we see, we can change the way we respond.” Meditation changes the
way we see and therefore respond to the unavoidable stress in life. There
are other ways to change the way we see as well. I have created a top-ten
list of practical, daily ways to deal with unavoidable stress.

TEN WAYS TO DEAL WITH UNAVOIDABLE STRESS

1. Meditate for twenty minutes. Do this every day or at least a few times a
week.

2. When you feel stress creeping up on you, take short meditative “time-
outs,” even ones that last for a few seconds. Take a deep breath in, and
exhale slowly. If there’s no one around, sigh. Check your posture, relax
your jaw, drop your shoulders, and slowly breathe in and out again.
Return again to your inner dignity and peace.

3. Keep mindfulness reminders around you: little quotes tacked on the
wall; objects that express spaciousness, or peace, or clarity; pictures of
people who inspire you to open your heart and quiet your mind.

4. Walk a little more slowly, a little more mindfully, as you move about
during your day.

5. When you are driving, be aware of your breath and your thoughts. Use
your time in the car to concentrate fully on driving. If you’re stuck in
traffic or late for an appointment, use the time to let go of control and
accept where you are. Be mindful of your reactions to other drivers.
Say, “anger, anger” instead of leaning on the horn; take in a breath of
kindness and release a sigh instead of shouting, “You jerk!” to the guy
who cuts you off.

6. Don’t rush to answer the phone when it first rings. Pretend it’s a church
bell, ringing to remind you to relax. Soften your belly, relax your jaw,
and smile gently. Then answer the phone in a more mindful way.

7. When you don’t know what to say or what to do, don’t panic. Take a
deep breath and slow down. Welcome Beginner’s Mind into your



muddled mind. If you feel intimidated or jeopardized at work, you can
take a long and conscious breath, straighten your shoulders, and say, “I
don’t know, I’ll get back to you on that.” If you’re alone, you can
lighten up for a moment and give yourself a break. You don’t have to
know everything. You don’t have to be perfect.

8. When you feel a sense of dread, or panic, or anxiety, slow down,
breathe quietly, and locate the tension in your body. Where do you feel
it? Place your hand there and gently pat yourself, as if you were calming
a child.

9. Energize your body—move around, take a walk, exercise.

10. Check out if your unavoidable stress is really unavoidable. Take a
curious, fearless glance within. Listen deeply, give your feelings room
to express themselves, and wait patiently for the truth to be revealed.
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REACTIVE STRESS

It’s easy intellectually to accept that some stress is unavoidable, out of our
control; it’s less easy, but certainly doable, to get rid of some of the choice-
based stress in our lives. Our most difficult task is to master our reaction to
stress. Reactive stress is the way in which the mind takes hold of stress and
warps it into anxiety, worry, frustration, anger, or depression. Meditation is
custom-made for reactive stress. When we meditate we get to see the
difference between a particular situation and our reaction to it. We begin to
strip the benign fact of stress from the irrational judgments, worries, and
anxiety that we attach to it.

To understand how meditation works with reactive stress, it is helpful to
understand the physiology of stress in the brain and the body. Research
done in stress clinics by doctors like Herbert Benson, of the Harvard
Medical School, and Jon Kabat-Zinn, at the University of Massachusetts
Medical Center, sheds fascinating light on how stress affects physical health
and emotional well-being. I recommend that anyone, from the normally
uptight to the seriously overwrought, learn more about the physiology of
stress in the body and mind. This kind of understanding lends support to a
meditation practice. Benson’s book The Relaxation Response and Kabat-
Zinn’s book Full Catastrophe Living are excellent, highly readable primers,
as are many others in the mind-body genre, including the groundbreaking
Emotional Intelligence, by Daniel Goleman.

I discuss the physiology of stress in Book IV, “The Landscape of the
Body.” For now, it is sufficient to know that the body/mind interaction is so
seamless and powerful that reactive stress naturally spills over into physical
health. So learning how to deal effectively with reactive stress can not only
bring us peace of mind, it can also help us heal pain and illness. Likewise,
learning how to care for and relax the body can help us with anxiety and
depression. Diet and exercise are often the simplest and most effective anti-
anxiety agents we can use.

I want to mention another way to handle stress—Iess of a practice and
more of a philosophy. When we find ourselves reacting to a stressful



situation—coming out of a meeting with a headache, yelling at our child
when she spills her juice, feeling our heart race and our muscles tense when
we receive bad news—we can greet our reactions as messages from reality.
Instead of trying to change our reactions, we can welcome them as news
about ourselves. We can stop for a minute and fully experience the
symptoms of stress. “The way of mindfulness is to accept ourselves right
now, as we are, Ssymptoms or no symptoms, pain or no pain, fear or no fear,”
says Jon Kabat-Zinn. “Instead of rejecting our experience as undesirable,
we ask, ‘What is this symptom saying, what is it telling me about my body
and my mind right now?’ We allow ourselves, for a moment at least, to go
right into the full-blown feeling of the symptom. This takes a certain
amount of courage, especially if the symptom involves pain or a chronic
illness, or fear of death.”

We can break through a ceaseless cycle of worry by remembering that
everything that comes our way is workable if we greet life mindfully,
moment by moment. “Everything that occurs is not only usable and
workable but it is actually the path itself. We can use everything that
happens to us as the means for waking up,” says Pema Chodron. I know
that it’s easier for some of us to do this. Some people’s life situations are
just plain harder than others’. Some people’s constitutions are so fragile that
it seems as if they’re too sensitive for this world. While I am a world-class
worrier, I know that my affliction is nothing compared with the crippling
anxiety that many people face. Mindfulness philosophy usually can get me
past anxiety’s tape loop. It has been my greatest friend in times of trouble
and change. But I have also seen it work for people dealing with more
serious challenges, tragedies, and obstacles.

A dear friend of mine who already suffered from extreme sensitivity and
anxiety lost his seven-year-old daughter in a terrible car accident. Unable to
deal with the loss, and with his feelings that he had neglected to protect his
beloved daughter, he turned to alcohol. After two years of destructive living
and heavy drinking, he ended up in a treatment center that used the
philosophy of Alcoholics Anonymous in its daily meetings and groups. I
visited him a few days before he was about to leave the center. He was
scared about reentering daily life, of getting a job, keeping a job, and being
around people who might not understand his problems. He said that the



only thing that helped him to deal with his sometimes crushing anxiety was
to repeat the AA slogan, “One day at a time,” over and over to himself, as a
form of prayerful meditation.

I asked him what “One day at a time” meant to him. He explained that
the past was over—he had already done what he had done. He had lost his
daughter. He had started to drink. He had stopped working and functioning
in the world. That was done. That was the past. No need to dwell on it
because it was over. The future seemed frightening: How would he resist
the urge to drink? What kind of work would he be able to find? Where
would he live? How would he find supportive friends? Worrying about
these unknown, yet-to-occur events served no purpose. They paralyzed his
ability to move forward. So what was left? Only the “now,” he said. Only
this one day, this one step, this one breath.

As he began to notice that he was fine in the “now” moment, he also
began to trust that he would be fine in the next one. This had a profound
effect on his life. He slowly started to repair his inner world and take
successful steps to work and live again.

“One day at a time” is the backbone of the AA movement, one of
America’s most successful nondenominational, home-grown spiritual paths.
It has enabled millions of people to deal with addiction, find solace and
strength, and create spiritual community. At its core is the practice of
mindfulness as expressed by that most American mantra, “One day at a
time.” If it can work for people in as much inner turmoil as my friend, it can
work for all of us.
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TIME STRESS

The secret in life is enjoying the passage of time.
—RICHIE HAVENS

At the root of most anxiety is the passing of time. The inevitability of
change, aging, and death grabs at different people in different ways. Some
fear the body’s aging; some fear dying itself; some fear not living fully. All
of these fears produce an underlying anxiety, whether or not we are aware
of its root cause. And we do different things to deal with this anxiety. We
fight it, we deny it, we bemoan it, we hate it. Whatever we do, time pays us
no heed. It marches onward at a clip that seems to quicken as we age. There
should be one of those warning stickers in our date books, like the one on
the passenger’s side-view mirror: Warning: Dates in calendar are closer
than they appear.

Meditation and the mindful attitude it cultivates are powerful antidotes to
the fear of the passing of time. Through them we become more aware of
time being dependent on our own consciousness. Consider this: time seems
to exist as a constant, and yet, depending on our state of mind, time can
slowly drag its feet or it can race ahead of us. A child wants time to pass
quickly. She anxiously awaits her next birthday party, longing for the future.
The child’s mother crams so much into a day that time whirls around her
with no beginning or end. She would like to catch a few moments of time
just for herself. This woman’s father, the little girl’s grandfather, feels as if
his granddaughter’s birthday parties are strung together like days in a week.
He wants time to slow itself, to widen the spaces between spring and
summer, autumn and winter. They sit together blowing balloons for the
party, sharing the same moment, yet perceiving it quite differently. Is time a
constant? Is it a figment of our perspective?

A friend of mine with whom I had worked for years recently switched

jobs, left her community, moved across the country, and settled in Seattle.
Now, instead of working at a spiritual retreat center, she was writing



advertising copy for a cutting-edge computer company. She wrote to me
about the radical difference in her daily life—how she rose early, downed
some coffee, and spent long days in witty repartee with young, smart
people, all of whom had been hired to think big and write fast. She was in a
new world and it was exhilarating. “Life isn’t short,” she wrote me. “They
were wrong. Life is long. There’s plenty of time for everything.”

I shared this startling revelation with another friend of mine, the mother
of a young child who also works as a nurse-practitioner at a busy medical
office. Her response was “There may be time for everything, but there’s no
time to experience it.” Like most parents, this one’s attention was divided
from morning to night among a multitude of seemingly insatiable demands.

“Life may be long, but it sure goes fast,” I wrote to my friend in Seattle. I
was struggling to make sense of the awe-inspiring departure of my sons,
who were growing up, leaving home, and becoming men. How could this
have happened? I would muse on a daily basis. How could my little boys
have morphed overnight into men? Suddenly I had time to reflect on my
whirlwind years as a mother. It felt as if I were viewing selected vignettes
roughly edited together into a movie about someone else’s life. Meanwhile,
my friend the mother and nurse was wondering if she would make it
through another endless day of early rising, packing lunches, driving her
daughter from this to that, caretaking her patients, shopping for groceries,
cooking dinner, reading a good-night book, cleaning the house, and
catching a conversation with her husband before dropping into bed. Out in
Seattle, our mutual friend was probably wearing a little black dress and
laughing merrily with her new friends at an art opening, trying to decide
whether to go home and enjoy a long bath or to take in a late movie.

Through the practice of mindfulness we learn to stop for brief periods in
the midst of our day, whether the texture of our current life is choppy, or
steady, or crowded, or lonesome. During that time we observe our
relationship with time. Do we want it to speed up, so that we will escape the
boredom or pain of the moment? Do we long for the past, when things
seemed better, fuller, happier? Or do we fret about the passing of time and
the lost opportunities along the way? Whatever our relationship to time,
during meditation we suspend our time anxiety long enough to sink deeply



into the present moment. We rest gently in the rich expanse of now. We
observe the way the mind fights against the steady tide of time.

This kind of practice has a curious effect. One might think that sitting
alone in the empty stillness might isolate us from others. But instead, it
links us with the world. One might think that by living in the present
moment we lose touch with the connections of the past, that we must dwell
in our memories in order to preserve meaningfulness. But this is not so.
“For a life in the past cannot be shared with the present,” writes Alan
Lightman in Einstein’s Dreams, a beautiful book about time. “Each person
who gets stuck in time gets stuck alone.”

Like it does with all aspects of our lives, meditation puts us in reality
about time. We begin to accept that here on planet earth, time seems to
march forward, dragging us all on a predictable path toward aging and
death. We make peace with that reality. And yet at the same time we
become aware of the ways in which the human mind interprets reality in
erroneous ways. We sense how our perception of time and the reality of
time may indeed be different. We stay open to this possibility even as we
accept the rules of what appears to be a fixed causal world. We begin to live
in between two realities: the one our minds believe is so, and the one that
whispers to us when our minds are deeply quiet.
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8 [ A Mindfulness Toolbox

We do not see things as they are. We see them as we are.

—THE TALMUD

In the last two chapters, you explored the practice of meditation. You took
your seat in the saddle, sat up tall and dignified, and rode off into the wide
horizon of mindfulness. In this chapter, you take your seat, sit up tall, and
learn what to do when you meet obstacles on the path. By obstacles I do not
mean your relationships with people unsympathetic to your interests, or the
fact that you don’t have the right kind of sitting cushion, or that you live too
far away from a Zen center. Since the path of mindfulness is within you, the
real obstacles to your practice are within you as well. Therefore, you are
both the one who wants to meditate, and the one who gets tired and
doubtful and restless the minute you take your seat.

This chapter introduces you to the part of yourself who wants to sabotage
mindfulness meditation. There is a name for this character—there are many
names, actually, from a variety of traditions. I like to use the name false ego
when referring to the saboteur who gets in your way as you try to settle
down, expand your sense of self, and merge with the way things are. The
false ego contrives all sorts of obstacles to get in your way. This chapter
gives you tools to get out of the way.

When you meditate you are like Copernicus: you announce that the
universe does not revolve around you. You tell your false ego that it is part
of something much bigger—bigger than it can even conceive. You tell the
truth, and the false ego doesn’t like it. Like the Church authorities in
Copernicus’ times, the ego feels threatened and meets the truth with all
sorts of resistances. A rule of thumb for the meditator is that 99 percent of
the resistance experienced in meditation is the false ego’s attempts to derail
the process of entering a more spacious reality. These attempts have been



called “foes” in Buddhist traditions and “demons” in mystical Christian
traditions. Foes and demons can appear as physical impediments to
meditation, like pain in the knees and back, sleepiness, or restlessness. Or
they can be more subtle. The foes often appear as free-floating cravings,
anger, and fear. They masquerade as boredom, self-judgment, and doubt.
They can be as pervasive as our speeded-up, no-time-for-anything lives.
They can be as profound as the fear of peace itself.

Albert Einstein said that “no problem can be solved from the same
consciousness that created it.” The problems created by the false ego cannot
be changed by the same aggressive, self-referential strategies we habitually
employ when faced with something we don’t like. When the foes of
meditation arise in our practice—as pain in the body, or restlessness, or
doubt—we must meet them with a different kind of consciousness. If we
meet pain with struggle, the pain will persist. If we meet restlessness with
motion, the restlessness will return. If we meet doubt with arguments, we’ll
only strengthen our doubts.

So, what do we do when the foes attack our mindfulness practice? We
don’t attack back. We get out of the way. We step aside to create room for a
different consciousness. We discover a consciousness so spacious that
problems meet their own solutions and we remain in peace. Solving a
problem by discovering a new kind of consciousness is revolutionary. It’s
akin to the way civil rights activists met angry resistance with loving non-
resistance; it’s like the famous photograph of the student protester placing a
flower in the barrel of a gun. This is the way we meet the foes in
meditation. We don’t fight back, but we don’t disappear. Whatever arises in
our practice, we get out of the way and let a new consciousness take over.

Before we explore the most common foes of meditation practice, I want
to mention a rather tricky hindrance to practice that pretends to be a friend,
but is really just another foe: thinking that just because you read about it or
talk about it, you are actually practicing meditation. I was reminded of this
foe when I took my mother to visit a doctor shortly after the death of my
father. Her chronic digestive problems had become worse. I was in the
examining room with my mother when the doctor wondered aloud if
perhaps her illness was exacerbated by stress.

“Yes, I could believe that,” my mother said.



“Do you know how to consciously relax? To meditate?” asked the doctor.
“Yes, I’ve read about it. I even took a class once.”

Then the doctor said, “You know, sometimes really intelligent people
confuse knowing how to do something with actually doing it.” My mother
laughed. She knew what he was talking about.

Meditation is experience. Instructions, manuals, and inspirational books
and tapes are all good and helpful. But they are not meditation itself. The
daily act of sitting, breathing, and practicing the art of mindful awareness is
a solitary undertaking. Simply put, you just do it.

Please do not be surprised by the ferocity and creativity of the foes. The
foes will match in strength the false ego’s fear of losing control. We will
meet them as soon as we sit down to meditate. And please remember that
the purpose of meditation practice is to experience a freedom and
fearlessness that can be translated into daily life. The foes that confront us
as we sit in meditation will reappear in different forms when we get up and
walk into the world. Therefore, the same strategies we learn to use in
meditation can be used in real-life situations.
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THE FALSE EGO

As soon as we enter the Landscape of the Mind, we smack firmly into our
own ego. Right inside the gates of mindfulness meditation, ego awaits us—
suspicious, defensive, afraid. We come to meditation looking for peace, or
for the ability to concentrate, or for solace, or wisdom. We sit quietly,
following the instructions of those veterans who have already traveled the
road. Perhaps we think that after a few deep breaths we’ll follow the leader
straight to heaven or enlightenment, and we’ll be free at last—free from
anxiety, from confusion, from unhappiness. This is not what happens.
Heaven does exist. Enlightenment is a worthy destination. But the ego, like
a stubborn child, resists the journey. The ego does not want to quiet down,
let go, and awaken into a new reality.

In fact, our egos don’t want to know about any reality save the one that
focuses on ego itself. Ego does not want to wake up. It does not want to
become fully conscious. I once saw a bumper sticker that read,
“Consciousness: That annoying time between naps.” That’s ego’s message.
“Don’t wake me up,” ego demands. “Don’t question my take on reality.
Don’t make me change anything.” But it is ego’s limited vision of reality
that keeps us anxious, confused, unhappy. Its fearful, self-preserving mode
of behavior confines us in a cage of delusion. The ego’s delusion is that
each one of us is a separate and finite entity that must fight for self-
preservation. Therefore, ego takes a me-against-the-world stance. It tells us
that we are at risk, even when we’re not, and we believe it. We are like the
trapped wild animal accustomed to its cage and afraid of freedom.

There are many variations on the definition of ego from a host of brain
scientists, psychologists, philosophers, and religious thinkers. Some get
very technical or intellectual or dogmatic. But we don’t have to have a
Ph.D. to understand the underlying structure of the ego. I like to think of my
ego as the psychic equivalent of gravity. Gravity is a force that attracts
objects in the universe. Here on earth, gravity is the force responsible for
attracting and preserving matter in a form that we call life. Without it, the
stuff of life—water and air and soil and rocks—would change their form.



Things would come apart; the earth would not exist as a separate entity in
the universe.

The gravitational balance that allows life to flourish on earth is a
mysterious and awesome phenomenon. From Aristotle to Galileo, and from
Newton to Einstein, physical gravity has been the one force in the universe
most puzzled over, studied, and theorized. It’s easy to imagine what would
happen if the force of gravity suddenly became too weak or too strong:
we’d spin out into space, like an astronaut cut off from the mother ship; or
we’d be crushed along with everything else into a solid, heavy mass.

Your ego is a form of gravity. It holds you together in a pattern that you
consider to be yourself. It gives you a sense of self as separate and solid.
Psychic gravity—the ego—is poised in the same delicate balance as
physical gravity. When the ego’s force is too strong it dominates reality,
forcing us into a confined, heavy sense of self. We all know what this feels
like. Ego’s excessive pressure can be experienced as an over identification
with our individuality—a sense of self-importance or of isolation.
Conversely, a weak ego is felt as a fearful state of helplessness, no
boundaries, a lack of a center. Too much ego identification is no better nor
worse than too little. Both are forms of imbalance. To deal with ego
imbalance some schools of thought—especially religious traditions—have
developed theories that recommend “getting rid of” the ego, as if that were
possible! The ego, like gravity, isn’t something we’re for or against. It’s not
something we want to get rid of when we’re having a bad day.

On the other hand, some systems of psychology overstate the need for a
strong, individuated ego. Much of the objectionable self-obsession that has
become the hallmark of our overtherapized age can be traced to over-
fortified egos. It’s better to view the ego as a vehicle given us to navigate
life’s journey, rather than something to be annihilated on the one hand, or
exalted on the other. If we approach its imbalances with patience,
understanding, and compassion, ego becomes another wondrous force of
nature. In meditation we witness ego’s energy, going this way and that, and
in doing so gently harness its power to serve us on our journey. We have no
judgments toward the ego when we meditate. We observe the ego, we feel
its gravitational pull, and we loosen our solid identification with it.



The British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott uses the phrase “imposed
coherence” to describe ego’s natural effort to hold the self together.
“Meditation,” says Buddhist psychiatrist and author Mark Epstein, “is
exactly the refusal to impose coherence on yourself. It’s about sitting in the
chaos.” No wonder meditation is often difficult. No wonder we resist it.
Meditation, or any spiritual practice that questions the ego’s supremacy, can
feel as impossible as escaping gravity. But it’s not impossible, especially if

we give ourselves a break when the going gets tough.

The best way to deal with ego is to get to know it well enough to
understand when it is serving you and when it is leading you astray. Sufi
philosophy identifies two parts of the ego: the false ego, called the nafs, and
the healthy ego, called the wisdom-mind. The false ego goes far beyond the
call of duty in “imposing coherence” in our lives. It overreacts and
overprotects, blindly hanging on for dear life, even when letting go would
serve life better.

The healthy ego knows when to hold on and when to let go; it has distinct
boundaries, as well as a respect for the ways in which all things and all
beings are interconnected. Jungian psychology calls a healthy ego an
“individuated” self, stressing the difference between egocentricity and
individuality. In Chapter Nine we explore pathways that nourish the healthy
ego. In this chapter we discuss loosening the grip of the false ego. As you
use meditation to still the false ego, don’t forget that you also want to
enliven the healthy ego. I cannot stress this enough. Many people
mistakenly assume that the purpose of meditation is to bypass the ego
altogether. Even if this were a possibility, it would not be a good idea.
Indeed, it can be dangerous.

“You can’t be nobody until you are somebody,” I once heard a meditation
teacher say as a warning about working with the ego. It reminded me of a
joke: A rabbi and a priest are praying in the holy city of Jerusalem.
Overcome with God’s presence, the rabbi falls to his knees and cries out,
“Oh, Lord! You are great; I am nobody.” The priest, inspired by the rabbi’s
prayer, falls to his knees and cries, “God, I am nobody!” A street sweeper
hears their utterances, stops sweeping, and he too falls to the ground,
crying, “God, I am nobody!” The rabbi and the priest look back at the street



sweeper and then at each other. “Look who thinks he’s nobody,” says the
rabbi.

We are each somebody and nobody. Spiritual work honors both.
Meditation addresses the part of us who is “nobody,” who is free, unlimited,
spacious, eternal. Psychological and emotional work address the part of us
who is “somebody.” As “somebody,” we go to work, pay the bills, have
relationships. We deal with illness, stress, and loss. In moments of
enlightened thinking we may understand that there really is no distinction
between our “nobodiness” and our “somebodiness.” But usually the two
feel quite distinct. Our goal should be to unite them—not to deny either one
—because we won’t get very far if we enter into holy warfare with our own
minds.

It does no good to pretend that you are only “nobody”—that everything is
an illusion, that only God is real—when you most certainly are somebody
in daily life. And it also betrays the truth to deny that there is another, less
confined way of being beyond the sphere of ego’s gravity. Jung believed
that the combined use of psychological and spiritual processes led to the
unity of these previously contradictory forces. He called the unified state
the Self, with a capital S. “When the Self makes its impressive presence
felt,” writes Eugene Pascal, in Jung to Live By, “we cease being as a captive
of the petty, hypersensitive, personal sphere of the ego, and rather feel as
though we have somehow acquired a freer, broader, more circumspective
and more objective view of life.” The Self does not negate the ego; it
includes it into an expanded, more objective view of our own life and of life
itself.

I am interested in a spirituality that respects both our humanness and our
divinity—one that shows us how to include our ego as we transcend it.
Instead of placing an overlay of “shoulds” on top of the false ego, or trying
to banish it altogether, we can look squarely at the sum total of who we are.
We can gather together all the parts of the self and love them into unity.
Even the overreactive false ego, the nafs, can receive our loving awareness.

So the question becomes, how do I lovingly observe the very part of
myself that resists my longing for peace and happiness? First of all, one
must learn to recognize the nafs, and to distinguish it from the healthy part
of the ego. This is a crucial part of psychotherapy. The act of meditation is



also a skillful way to sniff out the ndfs, for it has a particular, bitter smell
and a relentless and repetitive nature. I know I am in the presence of the
nafs when I harbor ill-will toward someone else, or when my mind tape-
loops negative thoughts, or when my persistent desires blind me to the
whole picture of reality. The nafs works overtime to preserve the separate
self.

For years the nafs would visit me around a particular issue, over and over
again, as nafs are wont to do. As a divorced parent, I shared the care of my
children with my ex-husband. I loved my young children; so did my ex-
husband. I wanted to be with my children all the time; so did my ex-
husband. I wanted the best for my kids. I knew this involved having the
love and guidance of their father in their life, whether or not I happened to
like him at the moment. I wanted the impossible: happy, healthy children
and my own, singular way. I was in the presence of the nafs.

My wiser Self, my healthy ego, would urge me not to energize my self-
serving needs. I knew that this would only hurt the kids. They needed me,
they needed their father, and they needed us to make the transition between
homes as easy and guilt-free as possible. And then the nafs would take over.
My vision of the whole picture would be blurred by the false ego’s self-
centered vision. I’d lose sight of what was best for the children and hold on
tightly to what I desperately wanted. It felt like my very survival was at
stake—a sure sign of the nafs’ presence. In the years when this issue was
most pressing, my spiritual practice focused around loosening the grip of
my false ego in regard to myself as a mother.

Whenever 1 could, I would try through meditation to become aware of
the nafs working me up into a worried, angry knot of aggression. I would sit
quietly and feel the full impact of my false ego: its desperate grasping, its
compulsive sense of self-importance, its resistance to compromise and
harmo