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Spiritual teacher and
founder of What Is
Enlightenment? Andrew
Cohen began teaching
in 1986 after a spiritual
realization transformed
his life beyond recogni-
tion. Since that time the
fire of his awakening has sparked a revolution in the
hearts and minds of many people throughout the
world. Andrew is outspoken in his questioning of many
of the superstitious belief systems that are almost
always associated with genuine Liberation teachings.
This, coupled with his unwillingness to compromise in
matters of the heart, has led to an original expression
of a complete teaching that embraces both heaven and
earth in a way that calls any who would hear it to ques-
tion the definition of what is truly absolute. His teaching
is modern in the sense that its reference point is the

ANDREW

COHEN

time that we are living in and yet its source is that
unfathomable mystery that never changes and always
lies beyond the barriers of time and space.

Those who have been touched by Andrew's teachings
have found themselves immersed in a profound recogni-
tion of their own true nature and propelled into a
thrilling discovery of what it means to reach beyond all
limitations. For many, this has been the catalyst for com-
ing together in a way that transcends barriers of conflict
and separation. In the past few years, communities dedi-
cated to living these teachings have formed throughout
the world, with a network of centers in North America,
Europe, Israel and Australia. Andrew now travels exten-
sively around the world every year, giving public talks
and intensive retreats.

Andrew Cohen is the author of Freedom Has No
History, An Unconditional Relationship to Life, Enlightenment
Is a Secret, Autobiography of an Awakening, My Master Is
My Self and other books.
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A BASKETFUL OF THANKS

A BASKETFUL OF THANKS for sending
me your current issue on “Science and
Enlightenment.” 1 have read every
article with great interest. The inter-
views are penetrating and provoca-
tive, for students both of the sciences
of matter and those of energy.

Vimala Thakar
Dalhousie, India

A CLOSE READING

CONGRATULATIONS on your “Sci-
ence” issue (and its lovely cover!).
You've done a tremendous job of cov-
ering a very large waterfront and al-
lowing radically different viewpoints
to interact without losing their cut-
ting edge. For instance, counterpoint-
ing Fritjof Capra’s dialogue with E.E
Schumacher with that particular se-
lection from Schumacher himself was
brilliant. You also managed to allow
Amit Goswami a genuinely fair go
(with some support from the second
go by Capra and your delightful open-
ended review of Frank Tipler’s The
Physics of Immortality) even while off-
setting the hegemony of physics with
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Huston Smith’s heavy philosophical
guns (plus some nice sharp-shots from
Ken Wilber) and Rupert Sheldrake’s
equally telling case that any science
which doesn’t start from living crea-
tures is only a shadow science.

While tending on the whole to
agree with the Smith/Schumacher
critique of the Goswami enterprise,
I'm also aware that at least once be-
fore in the history of modern science
a really major advance was made by
taking a lead from spirituality—
namely Faraday’s invention of field
theory after considering that basic
physical reality should reflect God’s
nature in being totally present at
every separate point in space and
time. The trouble with Goswami at
the moment is that unlike Faraday,
he’s not yet gotten sufficiently down
to testable specifics to know whether
he has anything to offer science that
couldn’t be offered by any one of a
thousand other theories which pro-
duce nice comprehensive explana-
tions of known phenomena, includ-
ing overcoming current paradoxes, by
introducing consciousness as an extra
variable in the situations.

Rupert Sheldrake is open to the
same criticism as far as the more far-

reaching aspects of his own new field
theory are concerned, but he can be
forgiven at the moment because he’s a
dedicated experimentalist (and an ad-
mirer of Faraday to boot, I'm inter-
ested to note from your interview)
and for the present is putting his main
emphasis on getting some basic ex-
perimental evidence for the general
idea of natural law as habit rather
than mathematico-legal fiat. Overall,
[ thought his contribution was the
jewel in the crown of your issue for
several reasons, one of which I've al-
ready mentioned (his critique of the
hegemony of the mathematical/ ab-
straction approach which currently
dominates science, where he comes
not from philosophy like Huston
Smith, but from science itself, like
Faraday in his day). Another is his
very personal style, telling us what
the various issues have actually
meant to him in his life. A third,
perhaps the most important, is his
grasping of the nettle that when spir-
ituality and science try to interact
only at the level of physics, they are
nicely able to skim over the “red in
tooth and claw” aspects of nature,
which must be taken into account by
any spirituality.



Congratulations too on shedding
real new light on the Bohm-Krishna-
murti relationship and what they
were severally trying to achieve
through “dialogue.” In fact the high-
est compliment I could pay you is
that What Is Enlightenment?, and this
issue of it in particular, is a living
example of the kind of thing they
were both aiming at, in which gen-
uine exchange transcends mere argu-
ment or debate while doing real jus-
tice to individuality.

John Wren-Lewis
School of Studies in Religion
University of Sydney, Australia

H.P. BLAVATSKY
ONTHE LIMITS
OF SCIENCE

THANK YOU for sending a copy What
Is Enlightenment? to me and the
speakers at our Theosophy/Science
Conference at Tekels Park, Surrey, a
few weeks ago. I for one found it most
interesting and valuable. Our work
has a common goal, and I send our
best wishes to you and your staff.

It may be interesting to quote
H.P. Blavatsky: “Official science is
surrounded on every side and hedged
in by unapproachable, forever impene-
trable mysteries. And why? Simply be-
cause physical science is self-doomed
to a squirrel-like progress around a
wheel of matter limited by our five

senses.” (Collected Writings, 1890)

Also: “. . . the tardiness of Scien-
tists to recognise that other instru-
ments of research may be applicable
to the mysteries of Nature besides
those of the physical plane, and that
it may consequently be impossible to
appreciate the phenomena of any
one plane correctly without observ-
ing them as well from the points of
view afforded by others.” (Secret
Doctrine, 1888)

Harold Tarn
The Blavatsky Trust, Tyneside, U K.

TRANSCENDENTAL
PHYSICS

I BEGAN AN EARNEST SEARCH for in-
tellectually and logically sound ways
to find answers to the really impor-
tant questions confronting human-
ity—like, What is reality?, What are
we? and Why are we here?—as an un-
dergrad physics student in 1956.
Some thinkers represented in your
Spring/Summer 1997 issue, like Ken
Wilber, Huston Smith and E.E Schu-
macher, express the idea that modern
science is unable to answer, or even
address, such questions. I agree that it
has not been able to, but I do not agree
that it is unable to answer these ques-
tions. Science, as it exists, cannot an-
swer our most important questions,
but that is because we started with
certain simplifying assumptions in the
beginning. So we must change sci-
ence in a way that will equip it to an-

swer such basic questions. We can do
this by changing basic assumptions—
specifically the assumption that real-
ity exists independent of the perceiv-
ing subject. This assumption, the
most basic assumption underlying sci-
entific materialism, does not qualify
as a scientific hypothesis since it can-
not be tested, proved or disproved.
There is no way to investigate a real-
ity without consciousness. In addi-
tion, we now have compelling evi-
dence, with Bell’s theorem and the
Aspect experiment, that this as-
sumption is simply false.

We've been asking whether con-
sciousness can be explained in terms
of matter and energy. This is the
wrong question. We should be asking:
Can matter and energy be explained
in terms of consciousness? And the
answer is: It can be. When the as-
sumption of the existence of a reality
independent of consciousness is re-
placed with the assumption that con-
sciousness is the ground of all reality,
a vital new scientific paradigm is the
result. Amit Goswami argues very
convincingly for this view as the
metaphysical basis for a new scientific
idealism paradigm in his book The
Self-Aware Universe, but falls short of
proving the point. I have recently
published a book, Transcendental
Physics, which goes to the next step.
Using the basic principles of quantum
mechanics and a mathematical ap-
proach based on G. Spencer Brown'’s
Laws of Form, the logic of infinite de-

lllustration Credits: Photo montages, pp. 2,14-17, by Nancy Hoffmeier; The Dalai Lama and President Bill Clinton at The White House, 1995, p. |5, cour-
tesy of the International Campaign for Tibet, Washington D.C.; Light sculpture photograph, p. |8, by Harry Bertoia, reproduced by permission of Val Bertoia,
Bertoia Studio, Bally, Pennsylvania; Ken Wilber photographs, cover & pp. 2, 23-27, courtesy of Ken Wilber; Georg Feuerstein photographs, cover & pp. 2,34-
41, by Simeon Alev; Deepak Chopra photographs, pp. 2, 44-48, courtesy of Deepak Chopra; Andrei Codrescu photographs, pp. 2, 54-60, by Simeon Alev; Dr.
Laura Schlessinger photographs, pp. 2, 66-75, by Simeon Alev;“Wake Up America!” illustration, 1917, p. 82 by James Montgomery Flagg, courtesy of the Library
of Congress; Sam Bercholz photograph, p. 84, courtesy of Sam Bercholz. Editorial Credits: “Why | Hate The Celestine Prophesy,” pp. 86-94, courtesy of
Kenneth Moyle, Internet: moylek@mcmaster.ca; James Redfield, The Celestine Prophesy (New York: Warner Books, Inc., 1993).
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Letters continued

scent proves that consciousness had
to preexist physical reality, not the
other way around.

Edward Close
Jackson, Missouri
KNOWING
AND
NOT
KNOWING

I WANTED TO WRITE to say what a fan-
tastic issue you've produced. There
are so many truly great things about it
that I don’t know where to start. The
design is exquisite, beautiful to look
at and very, very readable.

[ was really excited to see this is-
sue, as | have read books by almost all
of the contributors and been very in-
terested in the whole area of the con-
nection between physics and spiritu-
ality. It is fascinating to see that
however wonderful and cosmic the
physical theories may be, what counts
most is the quality of the individual
scientist and what he or she is bring-
ing to the investigation—basically ei-
ther arrogance or humility. I never
understood so clearly that human
freedom cannot be reduced to any
form of scientism, because then it
would be known in a way that is in-
compatible with freedom itself. The
whole issue is completely fascinating,
a huge play of the struggle between
knowing and not knowing.

To me, Frank Tipler’s The Physics
of Immortality is a frightening exam-
ple of what happens when a scientist
takes it all the way. I was shocked to
read of Tipler’s conclusions and his
implicit view of a humanity that
could be reduced to a 100-gram com-
puter. What kind of life would that
be? I don’t feel very attracted to eter-
nity in cyberspace, however many
cosmos there may be to explore!

Many, many thanks for such a
stunning production.

Rick Asherson
London, England

A DIFFERENT REALITY

IT SEEMS TO ME that the new scien-
tific paradigm has to do with the deep
yearning that all of us have to under-
stand the meaning of our existence,
as well as what happens to us after we
die. Science has been the boon of our
generation, but although it has al-
lowed us to live farther away from our
roots than any civilization or genera-
tion in history, it has not allowed us
to stay “forever young.” So what has
science really given us except a fake
sense of “self”? Modern religion has
largely been co-opted by the miracles
of scientific discovery and invention.
Most religions have bought into the
idea that in duality we can enjoy all
the fruits of our creations, that man
reigns supreme on earth, and that
somehow we needn’t think about our
relationship to earth or to the origins
of our being. Thus our sense of sepa-
ration from the reality of who and
what we are widens, and as this sepa-
ration widens, so too does our anxi-
ety. There is a deep hole in our psy-
che that is filled with a restless sorrow
that somewhere we went down the
wrong path, and we want to go back
and start over again; we want a differ-
ent reality.

If we could take all of the com-
bined wisdom of the scientists’ words
in all of your wonderful articles and
somehow condense them into an
elixir and drink its contents, what
would we know? Simply that, like the
rest of us, many scientists have a deep
yearning to rest in the arms of the
beloved. We would know that when
trying to verbalize the vastness, the
boundless, the eternal, the ineffable,
we are all reduced to some primitive
form of intelligence which is no more
capable of doing this than were our
ancestors who pictorialized it on the
walls of caves in total darkness.

To be aware that we are living on
one plane of many realities is, to me
at least, the definition of what it
means to be conscious. What your



magazine did on this trip around the
block was to confirm in our minds
that there are many realities existing
together at the same time. We have

learned that we can bear witness to SE2s 'é{{*
the shadows of the other realities s ol
even as we exist in form. We are con-
scious of the fact that we “know”
something, but what is it that we
“know”? Only that there is some
ergy, some source that seems to guide
us and lead us in learning while we
are in form.
We live on this planet in a state
of consciousness that is pretty much
reactive to the events and stimuli
that can be seen, heard or felt }‘l]\'\if
cally. But there are those among us
who can stand back and look at
themselves from a “higher” vantage
point or from a different perspective
that enables them to understand
what an experience means in the to-
tality of their lives, not just in the g
moment that it is happening. To all Tu
the scientists out there who have dis-
covered that they are souls first who e

(II\U [1.1}‘1\‘11 to h.l\\' some l\'ll\)\\'lk'\[‘_lk’

of the physical universe, I would say
that they have the best insigcht on

“knowing” other planes of reality and

other truths. But [ would also say that

when we meditate together we will ] =

realize that we all know all that there Tll l‘

is to know, that we are bound to- .ad

gether by the oneness that is every- h | R | 4 B
thing and everywhere. () 3 IJ PJ N\ l
PEOPLE
i 4 L 48 4
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AGAINST ILLITERACY

JusT A NIGHTS AGO I stopped off VWhat is
at a Barnes and Noble in my home- ’
town New York City. I pulled down Enllghtenment
the latest issue of What Is [‘Iu’ nten- An inquiry into the most important spiritual questions of our time
ment?, bought a tea, sat down at a

table and began to read. Here are
some of my thoughts and feelings

ﬂmulrf \}\IE 1s though some boy had S l‘ B S C [{lB l{:
300-376-3210
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graduated high school and was sum-
ming it up: “Religion, particularly
prayer, is cool; the rest is bullshit and

irrelevant—particularly science, knowl-

edge of which cannot make me hap-
pier. And what, after all, is the pur-
pose of life if not to be happy?’ In
case | am not being clear, I find this
thinking to be sophomoric and I felt
that way about much of what I read
in your magazine.

One of the great challenges, in
this country and in the world, is the
fight against ignorance and illiteracy.
Unfortunately, two of the greatest
Western religions (Christianity and
Islam) seem not to discourage igno-
rance as long as the adherent lives a
good or holy life (as defined by their
orthodoxies). Your magazine, | dare-
say, is certainly not contributing in-
tentionally to the tragedy of illiteracy,
nor to contempt for knowledge; it just
felt that way. Unhappily, the only ev-
idence I found for WIE’s not prefer-
ring spirituality over a solid secular
liberal education was the fact that
only a liberally educated person could
understand or appreciate your maga-
zine. The domain of the liberally edu-
cated is your editors’ and writers’
source and the source of your readers.

Why do [ care about your sci-
ence-bashing? For one thing, it is un-
seemly. The Scopes trial was seventy
years ago, Galileo and Copernicus
several hundred. Have we not pro-
gressed? For another thing, true en-
lightenment cannot exist in disdain
of one of the greatest creations of the
mind, science, and its
painfully achieved knowledge of the

human

(physical) universe. Science has

brought us the modern world,
whether we like it or not, its good
and its evil. Enlightenment must be
able to show us the way to avoid Mad
Max, a scientific apocalypse. Turning
our backs on science, failing to see its
genius and its contributions, will not
do. Mad Max is as much the conse-
quence of the failure of wisdom as of

the arrogance of science.

We are in real trouble if we dis-
card the deduced truths of science be-
cause they conflict with the stories of
the Bible. A viable religion, for mod-
ern, educated men and women, had
best include stories that are planet-
centered, not man-centered, not
even Adam’s God-centered. These
stories can honor the physical uni-
verse and our hard-fought knowledge
of it; honor life in all its forms, animal
and vegetable, mammal and insect;
honor mankind for its ability, finally
to rccogni:c th;l[ 1its own greatness
lies partly in the acceptance of its
own nondivinity; and, most of all,
honor our common home.

David Abraham

via e-mail

GOOD WORDS

THANK YOU so much for your journal.
[t is quite fascinating. Whether the
topic is women or science you always
manage to approach a delicate and
controversial subject with honesty,
intelligence, and the exact blend of
rigor and creativity that makes What
[s Enlightenment?, in my opinion,
by far the best spiritual magazine
available today. The right questions
are addressed to the right people in
the appropriate spirit of inquiry.
Once again, | can only wholeheart-
edly applaud.

Gilles Farcet

Hauteville, France

THE LATEST ISSUE of What Is Enlight-
enment? is incredible! It is a mind-
blowing issue that literally redefines
what a magazine can be. Its cohesive-
ness is a web that reflects back on it-
self—each article complements or
challenges the others, making the
magazine a literal forum, an alive
gathering. The letters add to this im-
mensely, and the brilliance and cre-
ativity with which everything is pre-
sented draws the reader in from the



start and never lets go! You couldn’t
have a more serious magazine, nor
one more engaging—it’s a living,
breathing entity. Its contents are
enough to engage one for the entire
six months until the next issue arrives.
The power of What Is Enlighten-
ment? is its accessibility without com-
promise. Most amazing of all is the
depth of perspective you bring to the
subject, in that your questions about
where the scientists are really at—
what their motivations are—are the
main subject of the magazine. It is an
unprecedented perspective, and your
framing the issue with the articles
from Andrew Cohen both sets the
tone and deeply answers the question,
while still leaving everything open.

B. Roth
Washington, D.C.

THANK YOU very much for the latest
issue of What Is Enlightenment? It is a
very handsome publication and I
quite admired the articles, especially
those which presented a debate be-
tween people or points of view. | have
read other magazines of the same
general type, and yours struck me as
superior, just because it involved
some dialectic.

Martin Green
Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral

Sciences, Stanford, California

THE LATEST ISSUE of What Is Enlight-
enment? cuts sharper than a razor
through the hubris of the scientific-
materialist paradigm. [ find myself
discovering all the ways I have put
my faith in the arrogant version of
the scientific perspective. The issue
beautifully communicates this in so
many different ways. You chose a very
diverse but tremendously clarifying
group of scientists and critics of sci-
ence to explore the range of this topic.

Mo Rlddif('n’d

Sydney, Australia

THANK YOU very much for your
very interesting magazine. There is
definitely a need for the work that
you're doing.

Michael E. Zimmerman
Department of Philosophy

Tulane University, New Orleans, Louisiana

I WAS QUITE IMPRESSED by the con-
tent and quality of your latest issue.
What Is Enlightenment? is a profound
magazine, and it has all the serious-
ness and weight that most magazines
of its genre lack.

Montserrat Pld

Barcelona, Spain
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WOMEN AND
ENLIGHTENMENT

READING THE FALL/WINTER 1996 is-
sue of What Is Enlightenment? 1 was,
quite honestly, very impressed—espe-
cially with the inclusion of the
against-the-grain views of persons
like Shanti Adams, Z. Budapest and
Daniel Roumanoff. The issue had a
remarkable unity of theme while of-
fering a provocative diversity of per-
spectives, and you've achieved a nice
look as well.
Philip Novak
Department of Philosophy and Religion

Dominican College, San Rafael, California

| RECENTLY BOUGHT your magazine
and was delighted by the articles on
women and enlightenment. 1 was

continued on page |3
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particularly touched by the conversa-
tion between Shanti Adams and Vi-
mala Thakar.

For many years | have followed a
path that advocates no questioning
and silence as the means of attaining
liberation. I have experienced much
and been much blessed but I have
not yet attained freedom. It is as if |
remember, but can’t remember what
it is that I remember. There are
glimpses of great light, of great peace,
but still I feel I am not there. The
grace of my master is loving and gen-
erous but I ask myself why I am de-
pendent on another human being to
live in a state of grace which feels to
me like it is the birthright of every
human being. Perhaps the truth is all
so simple that it has been experi-
enced but not recognized by me, and
if it has been experienced, perhaps I
have been unable to sustain it. I am
driven by a force that demands liber-
ation.

[ firmly believe that this process
is different for men and women, and
Shanti expresses it so well that even
though 1 have been unable to ex-
press my experiences in this way, I
recognized immediately the truth in
her article.

[ thank you. God knows we need
lots of encouragement and inspira-
tion to keep going at times, and your
magazine does this very well.

Carol

via e-mail

WITH REGARD TO the article by
Daniel Roumanoff on Anandamayi
Ma in your Fall/Winter 1996 issue: It
is quite clear that even at this late
date Mr. Roumanoff still feels guilty
about (and thus the need to publicly
rationalize and justify) what was un-
doubtedly the great mistake of his
spiritual life: his total failure to come
to terms with the grace given to him
by Anandamayi Ma. He tells us how
after less than five months as a
would-be monk in her ashram, he

bolts the first time his ego feels con-
fronted, concocting a specious argu-
ment that Anandamayi Ma was giv-
ing more time to the so-called VIP
visitors to the ashram than to the
“common people” (as though as a
foreigner with comparatively little
experience of India he could have
had any sense of traditional protocol
in these matters). At this early stage
in the game Mr. Roumanoff, as a
neophyte sadhaka [spiritual aspirant],
should have been focused on his spir-
itual practice rather than already
finding fault with an extraordinary
spiritual master, held throughout In-
dia in the highest esteem, to whom
he had only recently devoted his life.
With a sigh of relief he relates how
he was saved from the obscurity of a
life of disciplined mystical absorption
in India so that he could find himself
as a born-again French businessman.
Such superficiality is of course all too
common with the contemporary
Western seeker, but I am a bit dis-
mayed that What Is Enlightenment?
would see fit to print such a thing.
Few teachers of modern times
have been as accessible to the sincere
spiritual aspirant as was Anandamayi
Ma, as Mr. Roumanoff’s many pri-
vate meetings with her bear witness
to. There were many Westerners
both before and after him who had
close and extensive contact with
Anandamayi Ma as well as a host of
distinguished Indian seekers, scholars
and yogis, none of whom would share
his assessment of her. As we all know,
the ego is only too adept at concoct-
ing any argument, however implausi-
ble, to save its skin when actually
confronted with the authenticity of a
genuine transformative mystical
structure. [t seems obvious to me that
Roumanoff flunked a very prelimi-
nary test given him by Anandamayi
Ma and that she was only too happy
to let him go his own way. Rather
than deny his desire to live in her
ashram, particularly as he states that
he had come to India for that purpose

continued on page 90
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The Modern Spiritual Predicament

An inquiry into the popularization of East-meets-West spirituality

#

o all appearances, contemporary America is in
I the midst of an unprecedented explosion of in-
terest in spirituality. Over the past thirty years,
millions of Americans have ventured beyond the
Sunday school religions of their youth and the material-
istic promise of the American Dream, in search of
deeper wisdom, extraordinary experiences and a more
meaningful way to live. The forms this search has taken
are many. From the Beatles’ LSD-inspired forays into
Transcendental Meditation to Carlos Castaneda’s magi-
cal and mysterious apprenticeship with Don Juan; from
Richard Alpert’s triumphant return from the East as the
newly christened Ram Dass to the ever evolving identi-
ties of Da Free John; from the orgiastic ochre-clad fol-
lowing of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh to the concept-
shattering “transformational technology” of est; from
the many incarnations of Shirley McLaine to channeled
messages from the Pleiades, from Hatha Yoga to Hare
Krishna; from Zen Buddhism to Tibetan Buddhism to
American Buddhism; from Creation Spirituality to Jews
for Jesus; from Autobiography of a Yogi to The Celestine
Prophecy, the powerful impact of America’s multifaceted
spiritual quest has left an indelible mark on our
cultural landscape.

Indeed, it’s hard to find a branch of our popular cul-
ture that has not at least been touched by the surging
wave of American spiritual fervor. Spiritual bookstores
abound. Even mainstream bookstores now stock grow-

WHAT Is ENLIGHTENMENT?

ing spiritual sections with an avalanche of books, tapes,
videos and magazines purporting to transform, illumi-
nate, or at least enhance the life of the buyer. Every
week, in more and more cities all over the country,
newspapers bristle with announcements of speaking en-
gagements and booksignings with celebrated spiritual
figures. Teachers, preachers, shamans and gurus from
traditions East, West, North and South are finding
themselves overrun by eager American aspirants hungry
for their wisdom. Everyone seems to know someone
who has become involved with a personal growth, self-
help or spiritual group. Even some of today’s best-known
celebrities from the worlds of business and popular en-
tertainment—corporate executives, financiers, movie
stars and pop musicians—are unabashed about publicly
declaring their allegiance and gratitude to spiritual au-
thority figures as diverse as Deepak Chopra and the
Dalai Lama, figures who only a few years ago would
have been considered overly esoteric or culturally mar-
ginal. Even the current occupants of the White House
are known to have sought the advice of one of the most
popular spokespersons of the New Age. And in the
once-impenetrable world of Western academia, pre-
viously questionable oriental mystical ideas have now
found their way into the discourse of disciplines ranging
from physics to ecology to psychology.

If all of this is any indication, then American seek-
ers may have good reason to feel, as many do, that they

continued on page 16



BY ANDREW COHEN

he philosophical climate in the modern spiri-

tual marketplace where East meets West is and

has been for some time now somewhat like the
weather in California: very pleasant. Not too hot, not
too cold, but just right. This climate is pleasant be-
cause it is comfortable. And it is precisely because it is
so comfortable that it has become so popular. In this
climate comfort has become more relevant than truth
and, because of this, over time many ideas have be-
come sacred in order to ensure that no clouds will ap-
pear in an otherwise blue sky. There is a status quo in
the alternative spiritual subculture and it has its own
laws, its own commandments and its own tenets. And
while it is obviously very important that more and
more of us find ourselves being drawn to embrace the
spiritual dimension of life, as long as we do not closely
examine for ourselves what that dimension actually is,
it will be all too easy for us to draw conclusions about
that dimension that may ultimately reveal themselves
to be insubstantial. As the current interest in the spir-
itual dimension of life continues to grow, now even
beginning to enter the mainstream, simultaneously it
seems that the deeper implications of spiritual revela-
tion are increasingly becoming submerged beneath the
prevailing climate of pleasant feelings, naive expecta-
tions and too-often sentimental hopes and dreams. In
the midst of this current surge of interest, all-important
distinctions that help us find our way have become

continued on page |7
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are participating in a movement destined to bring about
a powerful and lasting change in their own lives and
even for the planet as a whole. With individuals from so
many corners of our popular culture participating in
what appears to be nothing less than a spiritual re-
naissance, could it be that America has finally discov-
ered its true manifest destiny—as the harbinger of a
message of spiritual freedom to a world in desperate
need of enlightenment? Has the United States, for al-
most a century the military, industrial and economic
leader of the free world, finally found its truest and
most noble calling?

Without a doubt, something significant and un-
precedented is happening here. Perhaps never before
have so many people ventured across cultural and
ideological boundaries to pursue their spiritual poten-
tial. Aided by computer technology and electronic
media capabilities undreamed of in any previous era,
Americans now have unlimited access not only to the
broadest range of contemporary teachers and practices,
but also to the accumulated wisdom of the ages. And
the fact that this fertile environment is making it possi-
ble for such a large number of people to become inter-
ested in a more spiritual way of life is clearly a good
thing. In a world gone mad with material obsession and
lust for power, who would argue that the desire to culti-
vate greater compassion and awareness could be any-
thing but positive?

And yet, despite the powerful impact this spiritual
resurgence is clearly having on the lives of many, many
people, and for all the society-transforming potential it
seems to hold, we wonder if, in the excitement of
America’s exuberant embrace of all things spiritual, the
radical implications of genuine spiritual awakening are
really being considered. Throughout the ages, those
who have sincerely aspired to spiritual heights have

16  WHAT Is ENLIGHTENMENT?

committed themselves to nothing less than the total
annihilation of the personal identity upon which they
have based their lives. Indeed, in a country where a
good imitation is often valued more highly than the real
thing, where image reigns over substance, where the
skill with which politicians create an impression is of
greater interest to the public than what they actually
have to say, the fact that the pursuit of the transcendent
suddenly seems to have captured the interest of a mass
audience should make us stop and think. Could we, as
modern Americans, really be as interested in the ulti-
mately revolutionary implications of spiritual practice
and experience as a growing number of us think we are?

With spiritual bestsellers such as Chicken Soup for
the Soul and It’s Easier Than You Think pouring off the
bookstore shelves, with spiritual workshops of all kinds
promising transformative results in two days’ time, and
with light and sound machines purported to “meditate
you” into higher states of consciousness, it would seem
that several important questions beg to be addressed.
How much of what is being taught today as a way to
transformation actually has anything to do with true
enlightenment? Could any radical spiritual attainment
be less ultimately demanding in the age of electronic
mass communication than it was in the times of
Shankara, the Buddha, or Jesus Christ? And, could it
really be true, as many believe, that as we stand poised
at the brink of the millennium, our collective evo-
lution has uniquely prepared us to make a quantum
spiritual leap?

What is going on here? In our endeavor to find out,
we spoke with some of the most respected spiritual
thinkers and cultural critics of our time. What they had
to say we found fascinating, challenging, and above all,
inspiring. Buckle your seatbelts—because this issue turned
out to be quite a ride! m
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blurred. It would seem for example (if you read all the fine
print) that meditation and massage therapy, self-inquiry and
a vegetarian diet, a weekend intensive and full monastic or-
dination all lead us, sooner or later, to the same place. The
crucial distinction between self-improvement and self-
annihilation (enlightenment) is more and more becoming
obscured. And the most significant result of this is that the
distinction between the sacred and the mundane is be-
coming lost.

As the spiritual marketplace is flooded with ever more
information about the most esoteric and profoundly subtle
reaches of human consciousness, it is worth noting that in-
stead of a greater reverence for that which is unfathomable,
intellectual overfamiliarity has created an environment that
is more casual than truly awake with regard to that which is
sacred. While greater interest has undoubtedly created more
sympathy for the spiritual dimension of life in general, we
should not assume automatically that there is equally
greater interest in real depth.

One of the most fundamental commandments of the
spiritual status quo of the time we are living in is “Thou
shalt not judge,” which is really only a fear of making im-
portant distinctions. The light of truth unfettered by hope,
superstition and sentimentality is ruthless in its absolute
simplicity. Succumbing in any way to fear of its austerity
automatically will distort its reflection in this world.
Reluctance to draw conclusions for fear of making judg-
ments, coupled with attachment to pleasing beliefs, creates
an environment that allows little room for real depth.

Direct realization of that profound wisdom which
has the power to destroy ignorance requires enormous
courage and rare independence of spirit. Sustaining that
realization demands an ever wakeful readiness to ques-
tion our experience in such a way that would leave little
room for falsehood. m

“In the philosophical
climate in the modern
spiritual marketplace,
comfort has become
more relevant than
truth and, because of
this, over time many
ideas have become
sacred in order to
ensure that no clouds
will appear in an
otherwise blue sky.”
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.. Absolute

Shortly after |
moved to northern
California in the
spring of 1989,

| discovered what
was wrong with the
modern American

spiritual scene.

[ found that the absolute necessity to put the call of the spiri-
tual life and its demands above and beyond anything else if
one truly wants to be free in this life was too great for most
modern-day seekers. Indeed, the shocking degree of compro-
mise that has become the status quo in the modern spiritual
world hit me as never before. What had been a naive assump-
tion on my part, that most seekers are true seekers—which
means clearly understanding the price that has to be paid by
any man or woman who wants to win true spiritual freedom
in this life—was soon shattered. It became obvious that very
few seekers and meditators take seriously the possibility of
going all the way. In fact, it gradually became clear that for
the vast majority of seekers, spiritual experience provides
merely an escape from the mundane. The call from the
Absolute—the call to go all the way—fueled by an enthusias-
tic willingness to give up anything in order to succeed seems
to strike far too deeply into the solar plexus of many.

The call to liberation is an impersonal one. It is a call
from the Absolute. A beckoning from the Self to the self.
When that call is heard directly, even if only for a split sec-
ond, uncensored by fear or time, in that second one knows
everything. One recognizes, even if only for that brief instant,
that only that is real and all else false. In that realization

by Andrew Cohen
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~ “When the spiritual status quo of
™ any time is allowed to remain anything
less than one of constant and permanent

comes the understanding that attachment to and invest-
ment in that which has been recognized as being false,
impermanent and unreal is ignorance, and causes
bondage, suffering and potentially endless stagnation.
The vision of unending liberation, that vast expanse
without beginning or end, poses a great threat for the
majority of seekers who still remain attached to the
mirage of selfhood, and who more often than not choose
to create the illusion of movement through gradually
approaching no limitation by slow and always calculated
incremental steps.

The call to awaken from the Self to the self is
absolute by its very nature. How could it be otherwise?
Those who are pure of heart, when recognizing this fact,
do not object. But those whose investment in this world
is still great experience the call of the Absolute as the
ultimate threat to all that has come before and all that
they hope will be in the future. The response to the
uncompromising nature of the call from the Absolute in
the individual who is still attached to this life is experi-
enced as a deep, visceral NO!

Little do they know that the joy experienced when
giving spiritual evolution the highest priority is extraor-
dinary! Allowing oneself to embrace a life without com-
promise and free from pretense is utterly liberating in its
depth and singularity. Like none other, it enables the
individual to give their full and undivided attention to
the destruction of all that is false, wrong and untrue.
The individual who has taken the bold step of leaving
the world and all the compromise that it represents
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of body, mind and soul, the inevitable
result has to be the suppression of

the very force of life itsel

behind in order to completely and irrevocably destroy
the very seeds of that compromise in themselves, when
successful, often becomes the enemy of the source of
that compromise. The source of that compromise is, in
the collective/individual mind, a fundamental and
deeply existential fear of dissolution, nonexistence and
insignificance. It represents an absolute and final loss of
freedom for the false and limited notion of self. This fear,
which usually remains unconscious and unquestioned,
causes the individual to blindly adhere to fixed notions
about the nature of reality, including shallow and destruc-
tive notions of a personal self that almost always serve
to create a world where profound evolution becomes
impossible and the law of the spirit is one of stagnation.
The modern spiritual world is in many ways in a
similar condition. In spite of the fact that more and
more people seem to be expressing interest in the spiri-
tual dimension of life, the deeper layers of the funda-
mental attachment to time and history usually remain
largely untouched. Most revealing about the time we are
living in is that even now, when one dares to consider
without reservation the deepest implications of the
uncompromising call of the Absolute, that individual
often becomes suspect in the minds of many. And when
one not only considers the implications of that call but
dares to respond to it unconditionally, thereby stepping
outside the collective norm, one is often viewed with
suspicion, fear and sometimes even hatred, not only by
society at large, but also by those who profess deep inter-
est in the spiritual life themselves.

f. y»

The spiritual status quo of the time we are living in
shies away from extremes for fear of making the same
mistakes that many have made in the recent past—
either by becoming too intimately involved with charis-
matic and too often corrupt spiritual leaders, or by
allowing oneself to take the call of the Absolute so seri-
ously that one would begin to neglect more worldly con-
cerns in a way that would be considered irresponsible.
This is understandable. But the fact is, the Absolute
cares not for our fears or our worldly concerns! The true
Self cares only about itSelf. The degree to which we are
willing to allow ourselves to respond to Its call is the
degree to which the explosive power of Truth and Love,
unrestrained by the status quo, will make itself known in
this world. Liberated from the grips of the visceral no,
that power reveals itself to be a hurricane of destruction
leaving in its wake only perfect peace and unqualified
harmony. When the spiritual status quo of any time is
allowed to remain anything less than one of constant
and permanent revolution of body, mind and soul, the
inevitable result has to be the suppression of the very
force of life itself.

In the time we are living in, as in the past and as
always will be, unless we are willing to take enormous
risks, unless we are willing to step outside of and
beyond the status quo, unless we are willing to respond
fearlessly and wholeheartedly to the call from the
Absolute, the unspeakable glory of our own true nature
will remain locked within the forbidden depths of our
own heart. m
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A Spirituality that




~ Ken Wilber needs little intro-

~ duction. A genius recognized

in his own time, this prolific

author is widely acclaimed for

his innovative and critical syn-

thesis of philosophies East and

~ West, and has been hailed by

many as one of the brightest
lights of the modern spiritual
world. With an ever growing
influence, his ideas claim
adherents from an enormous
diversity of ideological
camps—while he, a practicing
Buddhist, remains fiercely
independent, aligned only to
the force of his own inquiry.
Not afraid to take the risk of
being controversial, he has
been harshly criticized for his
outspoken and fearless ques-

. tioning of many of the most

cherished ideas of the mod-
ern progressive status quo.
Yet it is this very quality in
him, his unrelenting passion

for genuine inquiry—a quality

~ all too rare in the modern

spiritual arena—that we find

. so refreshing. In the following

- original essay Ken Wilber

shouts from his heart, implor-
ing each of us to take up the
challenge of embracing “a

spirituality that transforms.”
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Hal Blacker, a contributing editor for What Is Enlightenment?, has described the topic of this special issue of the
magazine in the following way (although this repeats statements made elsewhere in this issue, it is nonetheless
worth quoting at length, simply because of its eloquence, straightforwardness, and unerring good sense):

We intend to explore a sensitive question, but one which needs to be addressed—the superficiality that pervades

so much of the current spiritual exploration and discourse in the West, particularly in the United States. All too
often, in the translation of the mystical traditions from the East (and elsewhere) into the American idiom, their
profound depth is flattened out, their radical demand is diluted, and their potential for revolutionary transforma-
tion is squelched. How this occurs often seems to be subtle, since the words of the teachings are often the same.
Yet through an apparent sleight of hand involving, perhaps, their context and therefore ultimately their meaning,
the message of the greatest teachings often seems to become transmuted from the roar of the fire of liberation into
something more closely resembling the soothing burble of a California hot tub. While there are exceptions, the rad-
ical implications of the greatest teachings are thereby often lost. We wish to investigate this dilution of spirituality

in the West and inquire into its causes and consequences.

I would like to take that statement and unpack its basic points, commenting on them as best I can,

Translation vs.

because taken together, those points highlight the very heart and soul of a crisis in American spirituality.

—K.W.

Transformation

n a series of books (e.g., A Sociable God, Up from Eden,

and The Eye of Spirit), I have tried to show that reli-

gion itself has always performed two very important,

but very different, functions. One, it acts as a way of
creating meaning for the separate self: it offers myths and
stories and tales and narratives and rituals and revivals
that, taken together, help the separate self make sense of,
and endure, the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.
This function of religion does not usually or necessarily
change the level of consciousness in a person; it does not
deliver radical transformation. Nor does it deliver a shat-
tering liberation from the separate self altogether. Rather,
it consoles the self, fortifies the self, defends the self, pro-
motes the self. As long as the separate self believes the
myths, performs the rituals, mouths the prayers, or em-
braces the dogma, then the self, it is fervently believed,
will be “saved”—either now in the glory of being God-
saved or Goddess-favored, or in an afterlife that insures
eternal wonderment.

But two, religion has also served—in a usually very,
very small minority—the function of radical transforma-
tion and liberation. This function of religion does not for-
tify the separate self, but utterly shatters it—not consola-

24 WHAT Is ENLIGHTENMENT?

tion but devastation, not entrenchment but emptiness,
not complacency but explosion, not comfort but revolu-
tion—in short, not a conventional bolstering of con-
sciousness but a radical transmutation and transformation
at the deepest seat of consciousness itself.

There are several different ways that we can state
these two important functions of religion. The first func-
tion—that of creating meaning for the self—is a type of
horizontal movement; the second function—that of tran-
scending the self—is a type of vertical movement (higher
or deeper, depending on your metaphor). The first | have
named “translation,” the second, “transformation.”

With translation, the self is simply given a new way
to think or feel about reality. The self is given a new be-
lief—perhaps holistic instead of atomistic, perhaps for-
giveness instead of blame, perhaps relational instead of
analytic. The self then learns to translate its world and its
being in the terms of this new belief or new language or
new paradigm, and this new and enchanting translation
acts, at least temporarily, to alleviate or diminish the ter-
ror inherent in the heart of the separate self.

But with transformation, the very process of transla-
tion itself is challenged, witnessed, undermined and even-



“With translation, the self goes sleepy

tually dismantled. With typical translation, the self (or
subject) is given a new way to think about the world (or
objects); but with radical transformation, the self itself is
inquired into, looked into, grabbed by its throat and liter-
ally throttled to death.

Put it one last way: with horizontal translation—
which is by far the most prevalent, widespread and widely
shared function of religion—the self is, at least temporar-
ily, made happy in its grasping, made content in its en-
slavement, made complacent in the face of the screaming
terror that is in fact its innermost condition. With trans-
lation, the self goes sleepy into the world, stumbles
numbed and nearsighted into the nightmare of samsara, is
given a map laced with morphine with which to face the
world. And this, indeed, is the common condition of a re-
ligious humanity, precisely the condition that the radical
or transformative spiritual realizers have come to chal-
lenge and to finally undo.

For authentic transformation is not a matter of belief
but of the death of the believer; not a matter of trans-
lating the world but of transforming the world; not a
matter of finding solace but of finding infinity on the
other side of death. The self is not made content; the self
is made toast.

Now, although I have obviously been favoring trans-
formation and belittling translation, the fact is that, on
the whole, both of these functions are incredibly impor-
tant and altogether indispensable. Individuals are not, for
the most part, born enlightened. They are born in a world
of sin and suffering, hope and fear, desire and despair.
They are born as a self ready and eager to contract; a self
rife with hunger, thirst, tears and terror. And they begin,
quite early on, to learn various ways to translate their
world, to make sense of it, to give meaning to it, and to
defend themselves against the terror and the torture never
lurking far beneath the happy surface of the separate self.

And as much as we, as you and I, might wish to
transcend mere translation and find an authentic trans-

formation, nonetheless translation itself is an absolutely |

necessary and crucial function for the greater part of our
lives. Those who cannot translate adequately, with a fair
amount of integrity and accuracy, fall quickly into severe
neurosis or even psychosis: the world ceases to make
sense—the boundaries between the self and the world are
not transcended but instead begin to crumble. This is
not breakthrough but breakdown; not transcendence,
but disaster.

into the world, stumbles
numbed and nearsighted into
the nightmare of samsara,
is given a map laced with
morphine with which to face
the world. And this, indeed,
is the common condition of a
religious humanity, precisely
the condition that the radical
or transformative spiritual
realizers have come to
challenge and to

finally undo.”

But at some point in our maturation process, transla-
tion itself, no matter how adequate or confident, simply
ceases to console. No new beliefs, no new paradigm, no
new myths, no new ideas, will staunch the encroaching
anguish. Not a new belief for the self, but the transcen-
dence of the self altogether, is the only path that avails.

Still, the number of individuals who are ready for
such a path is, always has been, and likely always will be,
a very small minority. For most people, any sort of reli-
gious belief will fall instead into the category of consola-
tion: it will be a new horizontal translation that fashions
some sort of meaning in the midst of the monstrous world.
And religion has always served, for the most part, this first
function, and served it well.

I therefore also use the word “legitimacy” to describe
this first function (the horizontal translation and creation
of meaning for the separate self). And much of religion’s
important service is to provide legitimacy to the self—legit-
imacy to its beliefs, its paradigms, its worldviews and its
way in the world. This function of religion to provide a le-
gitimacy for the self and its beliefs—no matter how tem-
porary, relative, nontransformative, or illusory—has
nonetheless been the single greatest and most important
function of the world’s religious traditions. The capacity
of a religion to provide horizontal meaning, legitimacy
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and sanction for the self and its beliefs—that function of re-
ligion has historically been the single greatest “social glue” that
any culture has.

And one does not tamper easily, or lightly, with the
basic glue that holds societies together. Because more
often than not, when that glue dissolves—when that
translation dissolves—the result, as we were saying, is not
breakthrough but breakdown, not liberation but social
chaos. (We will return to this crucial point in a moment.)

Where translative religion offers legitimacy, transfor-
mative religion offers authenticity. For those few individu-
als who are ready—that is, sick with the suffering of the
separate self, and no longer able to embrace the legitimate
worldview—a transformative opening to true authentic-
ity, true enlightenment, true liberation, calls more and
more insistently. And, depending upon your capacity for
suffering, you will sooner or later answer the call of au-
thenticity, of transformation, of liberation on the lost
horizon of infinity.

Who Actually Wants to
Transform?

tis a fairly common belief that the East is simply awash

in transformative and authentic spirituality, but that

the West—both historically and in today’s “New

Age”—has nothing much more than various types of
horizontal, translative, merely legitimate and therefore
tepid spirituality. And while there is some truth to that,
the actual situation is much gloomier, for both the East
and the West alike.

First, although it is generally true that the East has
produced a greater number of authentic realizers,
nonetheless, the actual percentage of the Eastern popula-
tion that is engaged in authentic transformative spiritual-
ity is, and always has been, pitifully small. I once asked
Katigiri Roshi, with whom I had my first breakthrough
(hopefully, not a breakdown), how many truly great
Ch’an and Zen masters there have historically been.
Without hesitating, he said, “Maybe one thousand alto-
gether.” | asked another Zen master how many truly
enlightened—deeply enlightened—]Japanese Zen masters
there were alive today, and he said, “Not more than
a dozen.”
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Transformative spirituality does not seek to bolster or
legitimate any present worldview at all, but rather to pro-
vide true authenticity by shattering what the world takes
as legitimate. Legitimate consciousness is sanctioned by
the consensus, adopted by the herd mentality, embraced
by the culture and the counterculture both, promoted by
the separate self as the way to make sense of this world.
But authentic consciousness quickly shakes all of that off
its back, and settles instead into a glance that sees only a
radiant infinity in the heart of all souls and breathes into
its lungs only the atmosphere of an eternity too simple
to believe.

Transformative spirituality, authentic spirituality, is
therefore revolutionary. It does not legitimate the world,
it breaks the world; it does not console the world, it shat-
ters it. And it does not render the self content, it renders
it undone.

And those facts lead to several conclusions.

Let us simply assume, for the sake of argument, that
those are vaguely accurate answers. Run the numbers.
Even if we say there were only one billion Chinese over
the course of its history (an extremely low estimate), that
still means that only one thousand out of one billion had
graduated into an authentic, transformative spirituality.
For those of you without a calculator, that’s 0.0000001 of
the total population.

And that means, unmistakably, that the rest of the
population were (and are) involved in, at best, various
types of horizontal, translative, merely legitimate religion:
they were involved in magical practices, mythical beliefs,
egoic petitionary prayer, magical rituals, and so on—in
other words, translative ways to give meaning to the sep-
arate self, a translative function that was, as we were say-
ing, the major social glue of the Chinese (and all other)
cultures to date.

Thus, without in any way belittling the truly stunning
contributions of the glorious Eastern traditions, the point
is fairly straightforward: radical transformative spirituality
is extremely rare, anywhere in history, and anywhere in
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the world. (The numbers for the West are even more de-
pressing. I rest my case.)

So, although we can very rightly lament the very
small number of individuals in the West who are today in-
volved in a truly authentic and radically transformative
spiritual realization, let us not make the false argument of
claiming that it has otherwise been dramatically different
in earlier times or in different cultures. It has on occasion
been a little better than we see here, now, in the West, but
the fact remains: authentic spirituality is an incredibly
rare bird, anywhere, at any time, at any place. So let us
start from the unarguable fact that vertical, transforma-
tive, authentic spirituality is one of the most precious jew-
els in the entire human tradition—precisely because, like
all precious jewels, it is incredibly rare.

Second, even though you and I might deeply believe
that the most important function we can perform is to
offer authentic transformative spirituality, the fact is,
much of what we have to do, in our capacity to bring de-
cent spirituality into the world, is actually to offer more
benign and helpful modes of translation. In other words, even

RITUALITY, IS THEREFORE REVOLUTIONARY.

£

if we ourselves are practicing, or offering, authentic trans-
formative spirituality, nonetheless much of what we must
first do is provide most people with a more adequate
way to translate their condition. We must start with
helpful translations before we can effectively offer authentic
transformations.

The reason is that if translation is too quickly, or too
abruptly, or too ineptly taken away from an individual (or
a culture), the result, once again, is not breakthrough but
breakdown, not release but collapse. Let me give two
quick examples here.

When Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a great (though
controversial) Tibetan master, first came to this country,
he was renowned for always saying, when asked the mean-
ing of Vajrayana, “There is only Ati.” In other words, there
is only the enlightened mind wherever you look. The ego,
all of them do not have to be
gotten rid of, because none of them actually exist: There
is only Ati, there is only Spirit, there is only God, there is
only nondual Consciousness anywhere in existence.

Virtually nobody got it—nobody was ready for this

samsara, maya and illusion
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radical and authentic realization of always-already
truth—and so Trungpa eventually introduced a whole se-
ries of “lesser” practices leading up to this radical and ul-
timate “no practice.” He introduced the Nine Yanas as the
foundation of practice—in other words, he introduced
nine stages or levels of practice, culminating in the ulti-
mate “no practice” of always-already Ati.

Many of these practices were simply translative, and
some were what we might call “lesser transformative”
practices: miniature transformations that made the body-
mind more susceptible to radical, already-accomplished
enlightenment. These translative and lesser practices is-
sued forth in the “perfect practice” of no-practice—or the
radical, instantaneous, authentic realization that, from
the very beginning, there is only Ati. So even though
ultimate transformation was the prior goal and ever-
present ground, Trungpa had to introduce translative and
lesser practices in order to prepare people for the obvious-
ness of what is.

Exactly the same thing happened with Adi Da,
another influential (and equally controversial) adept
(although this time, American-born). He originally
taught nothing but “the path of understanding”: not a way
to attain enlightenment, but an inquiry into why you
want to attain enlightenment in the first place. The very
desire to seek enlightenment is in fact nothing but the
grasping tendency of the ego itself, and thus the very
search for enlightenment prevents it. The “perfect prac-
tice” is therefore not to search for enlightenment, but to
inquire into the motive for seeking itself. You obviously
seek in order to avoid the present, and yet the present
alone holds the answer: to seek forever is to miss the point
forever. You always already ARE enlightened Spirit, and
therefore to seek Spirit is simply to deny Spirit. You can
no more attain Spirit than you can attain your feet or
acquire your lungs.

Wisdom and

Nobody got it. And so Adi Da, exactly like Trungpa,
introduced a whole series of translative and lesser trans-
formative practices—seven stages of practice, in fact—
leading up to the point that you could dispense with seek-
ing altogether, there to stand open to the always-already
truth of your own eternal and timeless condition, which
was completely and totally present from the start, but
which was brutally ignored in the frenzied desire to seek.

Now, whatever you might think of those two adepts,
the fact remains: they performed perhaps the first two
great experiments in this country on how to introduce the
notion that “There is only Ati"—there is only Spirit—
and thus seeking Spirit is exactly that which prevents re-
alization. And they both found that, however much we
might be alive to Ati, alive to the radical transformative
truth of this moment, nonetheless, translative and lesser
transformative practices are almost always a prerequisite
for that final and ultimate transformation.

My second point, then, is that in addition to offering
authentic and radical transformation, we must still be sen-
sitive to, and caring of, the numerous beneficial modes of
lesser and translative practices. This more generous
stance therefore calls for an “integral approach” to overall
transformation, an approach that honors and incorporates
many lesser transformative and translative practices—
covering the physical, emotional, mental, cultural and
communal aspects of the human being—in preparation
for, and as an expression of, the ultimate transformation
into the always-already present state.

And so, even as we rightly criticize merely translative
religion (and all the lesser forms of transformation), let us
also realize that an integral approach to spirituality com-
bines the best of horizontal and vertical, translative and
transformative, legitimate and authentic—and thus let us
focus our efforts on a balanced and sane overview of the
human situation.

Compassion

ut isn’t this view of mine terribly elitist? Good
heavens, I hope so. When you go to a basketball
game, do you want to see me or Michael Jordan
play basketball? When you listen to pop music,
who are you willing to pay money in order to hear? Me or
Bruce Springsteen? When you read great literature, who
would you rather spend an evening reading, me or
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Tolstoy? When you pay $64 million for a painting, will
that be a painting by me or by Van Gogh?

All excellence is elitist. And that includes spiritual
excellence as well. But spiritual excellence is an elitism to
which all are invited. We go first to the great masters
—to Padmasambhava, to St. Teresa of Avila, to Gautama
Buddha, to Lady Tsogyal, to Emerson, Eckhart, Maimo-



“Transformative, authentic spirituality

is one of the most precious jewels in the entire
human tradition—precisely because, like all

precious jewels,

nides, Shankara, Sri Ramana Maharshi, Bodhidharma,
Garab Dorje. But their message is always the same: let this
consciousness be in you that is in me. You start elitist, al-
ways; you end up egalitarian, always.

But in between, there is the angry wisdom that shouts
from the heart: we must, all of us, keep our eye on the rad-
ical and ultimate transformative goal. And so any sort of
integral or authentic spirituality will also, always, involve
a critical, intense and occasionally polemical shout from
the transformative camp to the merely translative camp.

If we use the percentages of Chinese Ch’an as a sim-
ple blanket example, this means that if 0.0000001 of the
population is actually involved in genuine or authentic
spirituality, then .99999999 of the population is involved
in nontransformative, nonauthentic, merely translative or
horizontal belief systems. And that means, yes, that the
vast, vast majority of “spiritual seekers” in this country (as
elsewhere) are involved in much less-than-authentic oc-
casions. It has always been so; it is still so now. This coun-
try is no exception.

But in today’s America, this is much more disturbing,
because this vast majority of horizontal spiritual adherents
often claim to be representing the leading edge of spiritual
transformation, the “new paradigm” that will change the
world, the “great transformation” of which they are the
vanguard. But more often than not, they are not deeply
transformative at all; they are merely, but aggressively,
translative—they do not offer effective means to utterly
dismantle the self, but merely ways for the self to think
differently. Not ways to transform, but merely new ways to
translate. In fact, what most of them offer is not a practice
or a series of practices, not sadhana or satsang or shikan-taza
or yoga. What most of them offer is simply the suggestion:
read my book on the new paradigm. This is deeply dis-
turbed, and deeply disturbing.

Thus, the authentic spiritual camps have the heart
and soul of the great transformative traditions, and yet

it is incredibly rare.”

they will always do two things at once: appreciate and en-
gage the lesser and translative practices (upon which their
own successes usually depend), but also issue a thundering
shout from the heart that translation alone is not enough.

And therefore, all of those for whom authentic trans-
formation has deeply unseated their souls must, I believe,
wrestle with the profound moral obligation to shout from
the heart—perhaps quietly and gently, with tears of reluc-
tance; perhaps with fierce fire and angry wisdom; perhaps
with slow and careful analysis; perhaps by unshakable pub-
lic example—Dbut authenticity always and absolutely carries
a demand and duty: you must speak out, to the best of your
ability, and shake the spiritual tree, and shine your head-
lights into the eyes of the complacent. You must let that
radical realization rumble through your veins and rattle
those around you.

Alas, if you fail to do so, you are betraying your own
authenticity. You are hiding your true estate. You don’t
want to upset others because you don’t want to upset your
self. You are acting in bad faith, the taste of a bad infinity.

Because, you see, the alarming fact is that any realiza-
tion of depth carries a terrible burden: Those who are al-
lowed to see are simultaneously saddled with the obliga-
tion to communicate that vision in no uncertain terms.
That is the bargain. You were allowed to see the truth
under the agreement that you would communicate it to
others (that is the ultimate meaning of the bodhisattva
vow). And therefore, if you have seen, you simply must
speak out. Speak out with compassion, or speak out with
angry wisdom, or speak out with skillful means, but speak
out you must.

This is truly a terrible burden, a horrible burden, be-
cause in any case there is no room for timidity. The fact
that you might be wrong is simply no excuse: you might be
right in your communication, and you might be wrong,
but that doesn’t matter. What does matter, as Kierkegaard
so rudely reminded us, is that only by investing and
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Ken Wilber continued

speaking your vision with passion, can the truth, one way
or another, finally penetrate the reluctance of the world.
If you are right, or if you are wrong, it is only your passion
that will force either to be discovered. It is your duty to

either way—and therefore it is
your duty to speak your truth with whatever passion and

promote that discovery

courage you can find in your heart. You must shout, in
whatever way you can.

The vulgar world is already shouting, and with such
a raucous rancor that truer voices can scarcely be heard
at all. The materialistic world is already full of advertise-
ments and allure, screams of enticement and cries of
commerce, wails of welcome and whoops of come hither.
[ don’t mean to be harsh here, and we must honor all
lesser engagements. Nonetheless, you must have noticed
that the word “soul” is now the hottest item in best-
selling book titles—but all “soul” really means, in most
of these books, is simply the ego in drag. “Soul” has come
to denote, in this feeding frenzy of translative grasping,
not that which is timeless in you but that which most
loudly thrashes around in time, and thus “care of the
soul” incomprehensibly means nothing much more than
focusing intensely on your ardently separate self.
Likewise, “spiritual” is on everybody’s lips, but usually
all it really means is any intense egoic feeling, just as
“heart” has come to mean any sincere sentiment of the
self-contraction.

All of this, truly, is just the same ole translative game,
dressed up and gone to town. Even that would be more
than acceptable were it not for the alarming fact that all
of that translative jockeying is aggressively called “trans-
formation,” when all it is, of course, is a new series of
frisky translations. In other words, there seems to be, alas,
a deep hypocrisy hidden in the game of taking any new
translation and calling it the great transformation. And
East or West, North or South—is,
and always has been, for the most part, perfectly deaf to
this calamity.

the world at large

And so, given the measure of your own authentic re-
alization, you were actually thinking about gently whis-
pering into the ear of that near-deaf world? No, my friend,
you must shout. Shout from the heart of what you have
seen, shout however you can.

But not indiscriminately. Let us proceed carefully
with this transformative shout. Let small pockets of radi-
cally transformative spirituality, authentic spirituality,
focus their efforts and transform their students. And let
these pockets slowly, carefully, responsibly, humbly, begin
to spread their influence, embracing an absolute tolerance
for all views, but attempting nonetheless to advocate a
true and authentic and integral spirituality—by example,
by radiance, by obvious release, by unmistakable libera-
tion. Let those pockets of transformation gently persuade

continued on page 32
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Ken Wilber continued

the world and its reluctant selves,
and challenge their legitimacy, and
challenge their limiting translations,
and offer an awakening in the face of
the numbness that haunts the world
at large.

Let it start right here, right now,
with us—with you and with me—
and with our commitment to breathe
into infinity until infinity alone is
the only statement that the world
will recognize. Let a radical realiza-
tion shine from our faces, and roar
from our hearts, and thunder from
our brains—this simple fact, this ob-
vious fact: that you, in the very im-
mediateness of your present aware-
ness, are in fact the entire world, in
all its frost and fever, in all its glories
and its grace, in all its triumphs and
its tears. You do not see the sun, you
are the sun; you do not hear the rain,
you are the rain; you do not feel the
earth, you are the earth. And in that
simple, clear, unmistakable regard,
translation has ceased in all domains,
and you have transformed into the
very Heart of the Kosmos itself—and
there, right there, very simply, very
quietly, it is all undone.

Wonder and remorse will then
be alien to you, and self and others
will be alien to you, and outside and
inside will have no meaning at all.
And in that obvious shock of recog-
nition—where my Master is my Self,
and that Self is the Kosmos at large,
and the Kosmos is my Soul—you will
walk very gently into the fog of this
world, and transform it entirely by
doing nothing at all.

And then, and then, and only
then

you will finally, clearly, care-
fully and with compassion, write on
the tombstone of a self that never
even existed: There is only Ati.m

Ken Wilber is author of The Spectrum
of Consciousness; Grace and Grit; Sex,
Ecology, Spirituality; A Brief History
of Everything; The Eye of Spirit and
other books.
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It is a long way from the
forests of ancient India,
where ascetic anchorites
developed the system of
spiritual practices known as
Yoga thousands of years
ago, to the American health
clubs, diet centers and
YMCAs where it is widely
practiced today. How many
contemporary students of
this psychophysical discipline
are aware that, as interna- 1'0
tionally renowned Indologist
and historian of religion Dr. 5
Georg Feuerstein once
wrote, “The traditional pur- I I g h t
pose of Yoga has always
been to bring about a pro-
found transformation in the G
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scendence of the ego™?
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celibate monks is today often
touted as a way to relieve the stress
of a busy day at commerce or as an
aid to being a better parent. And
what about those sages of Vedanta,
whose teachings are recorded in the
ancient Upanishads: Would not their
transcendent absorption in the Self
be disturbed by the fact that a
modern derivative of their
teachings, now taught as a way to
obtain health, wealth and a happy
love life, has become all the

rage in Hollywood?

For more than a gene-

ration, Georg Feuerstein has been
instrumental in the dissemination of
Eastern ways of wisdom in the
West. He has published twenty-nine
books on Yoga, Tantra and other
aspects of Eastern religious tradi-
tions, as well as on the evolution of
consciousness. We wanted to know
what he thought of the current
state of spiritual affairs in the West.
In the following conversation, he
draws not only from his vast erudi-
tion on the history of religion but
also from his personal experience as
a spiritual aspirant. Showing himself
to be an astute and passionately
concerned observer of the contem-
porary spiritual scene, Georg
Feuerstein incisively analyzes a
modern spiritual dilemma and

offers some solutions.
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WIE: For the past twenty-five years, through your numerous books
and articles on Yoga, meditation, Tantra and many other aspects of religious
thought and philosophy, you have helped to introduce the West to some of
the most profound teachings of the East. Now, many of these Eastern tradi-
tions seem to be flourishing here. Do you feel that their essence has survived
their transplantation to the contemporary West, or has something been lost

in the translation?

GEORGFEUERSTEIN

[ am particularly thinking of what
I consider to be watered-down
versions of Yoga. The first of these
is Hatha Yoga, which is taught
today in literally thousands of
places merely as a form of gymnas-
tics or fitness training. And the
second is what I have dubbed
“neo-Tantrism,” which is the wa-
tered-down version of what [ feel
is one of the most profound teach-
ings ever created on Indian soil,
Tantra. In Hatha Yoga—which, as
very few people know, is a Tantric
school itself—the goal has always
been Self-realization or enlight-
enment. But today what most
people are paying attention to is
only the most elementary, physi-
cal stages of this path. Now this
in itself is not wrong, because the
postures and the breathing exer-
cises can all be entry-points into
the path; even neo-Tantrism, I
think, might have some merits for
some people. What saddens me,
though, is that the true power of
these original teachings—which
lies in their giving us a means of
tapping into our spiritual home,

When | look at the contemporary scene,

| have a mixture of feelings. In large
part, | am saddened, because much of
‘ what | see are watered-down versions of
"| original teachings that have been made
palatable to Western consumers.

our spiritual source—has not
really been recognized.

WIE: Yes, it seems that at the core of
many of these once-esoteric but now
widely publicized and practiced forms
of spirituality, there is a call for the
radical transformation of one’s entire
being and one’s overall relationship to
others and to the world. Reading the
scriptures or the sutras of Yoga, Bud-
dhism and Hinduism, it seems clear
that in the early days of these tradi-
tions, practitioners who wanted to
enter these paths were called upon to
make a radical break from their pre-
vious ways of life and to devote
themselves entirely to spiritual trans-
formation. But today, a lot of these
traditions seem to have been reinter-
preted as ways to enhance, rather
than radically transform, the lives of
their practitioners.

GF: That’s right. I think that
today the ideal of personal trans-
formation, which really runs
through all such methods, both
traditional and contemporary, has
been diminished. The modern in-
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terpretations are usually about en-
hancing one’s self-image, becoming
better at playing the ego game, rather
than really recognizing that it is in a
place beyond all that, and beyond
any particular talents or skills that
we might develop, that the whole
wonderful area of genuine spirituality
really lies. Genuine spirituality is
about transcending the very thing
that we are so fond of, which is our
personality. This is and has always
been the traditional approach, and it
is exceedingly demanding. And be-
cause very few people in our society
are prepared to hear this, what has
happened by and large is that these
teachings have been butchered in
order to better suit our consumerist
mentality—which has to do with
getting something very quickly, ap-
plying it, and then feeling better
about ourselves.

Now in saying this, I want to
emphasize that I'm quite aware of the
fact that most people aren’t ready to
embark on the spiritual path in the
more radical sense. And this is why,
in the past, what was encouraged was
the cultivation of some religious
practice that would prepare the indi-
vidual for the esoteric process of truly
radical self-transformation. But
nowadays, because of the breakdown
of our own Western religious tradi-
tions and the rise of the so-called sci-
entific worldview, the idea that spiri-
tuality is something we need to
prepare for has really been under-
mined. People assume that they are
quite ready for it, and then are sur-
prised when they come to a teacher
who makes genuine demands and
they are expected to meet those de-
mands. Then they leave, disgruntled
and frustrated and with very little more
understanding than when they ap-
proached the teacher in the first place.

WIE: What is it about the scientific
worldview that has undermined the

sense that we need to be prepared to
meet the demands of the spiritual path?

GF: The scientific worldview only
takes that which is visible into ac-
count—at least in its ideology. Of
course in actual fact, science works
with many factors that are invisible:
the entire realm of mathematics is
invisible; energy is invisible unless it
is translated into motion that we can
perceive. But ideologically science,
or scientific materialism, really only
takes the visible into account, and
this has fostered an attitude of
tremendous skepticism toward reli-
gion in general and created an in-
credible vacuum in people’s lives
which they try to fill either by diving
completely into the realm of the
senses—‘consumerism” is the term
that we have come up with for
that—or, in the case of those who are
not satisfied with that approach, by
going on a quest of some kind. This
might be a quest for personal growth
through some form of therapy or self-
help, or—if they have more serious
intent—people will look for a gen-
uine spiritual tradition, find a
teacher, and try to seriously engage
the spiritual process. But since, as |
said, scientific materialism has fos-
tered a worldview that disregards
anything beyond the visible, they
will naturally tend to approach spiri-
tual practice from that point of view
as well. And this was in fact the
point that Trungpa Rinpoche was
making when he coined his wonder-
ful phrase “spiritual materialism.”

WIE: Yes, I was just thinking of that
term as you were speaking.

GF: The point is that we bring the
values and the ideology of science,
which we have imbibed directly and
indirectly through our schooling and
the mass media and so on, to the
realm of spirituality, and as a result
we profoundly misunderstand what
the spiritual traditions really are.
Like technicians, we expect prompt
visible results: you press buttons A
and B, and you get result C. But in

spiritual life, things don’t happen like
that. Growth isn’t linear. Spiritual
teachings themselves often aren’t
linear. They demand a total response
on the part of the individual, which
very few people in our society are
equipped to find within themselves,
because that kind of response re-
quires great personal strength.

Now what is interesting, when
you look at the ancient literature, es-
pecially that of Yoga and Tantra, is
that the qualifications required in
order to be an aspirant or a neophyte
are identical to those that character-
ize an accomplished adept. You are
required to bring to your search
everything that the adept himself or
herself has achieved. This means
that you have expectations placed on
you that even in those days everyone
knew they could not possibly meet.
But these expectations were your
guiding principles: you knew what
the teacher would expect of you and
would expect you to work on. Nowa-
days, though, teachers who are not
following these more traditional ways
have lowered their expectations to
such a degree that they cater to the
lowest common denominator and
tend to attract, as a result, students
who are not truly qualified for the
spiritual path. And when, in time,
such students are confronted with
the real process of radical self-trans-
formation, they collapse. They don’t
bring faith—by which I mean not
blind belief but an inner conviction
of the inherent rightness of the spiri-
tual process, including the relation-
ship with the teacher as a transfor-
mative agent. They don’t have the
tremendous courage necessary to face
their own darkness and transform
that into light. And they don’t bring
enough devotion and dedication. In
fact you can name any list of virtues
and you will find that in the tradi-
tions they are all the requirements
for being a good student. But people
in our times don’t have those psycho-
logical capacities, by and large, and if
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we can believe the scriptures, it is be-
cause we are in the thick of the kali
yuga, the dark age. Our moral and
spiritual qualifications have slid
down, as if in a big landslide, way to
the bottom, and I suppose it is be-
cause most teachers take that into
account that in their compassion
they accept students that teachers in
former days would not have ac-
cepted. But this brings its own prob-
lems, of course, which such teachers
discover the hard way.

WIE: [ suppose, to use a less traditional
way of talking about this, that the situa-
tion you've just described might also be
directly related to what you referred to
earlier as the effects of rationalism and
scientific materialism. In other words,
the prevalence of these ideologies may
not only lead to ignorance about the true
nature of spiritual life, but may some-
how also have had a direct effect on peo-
ple’s capacities for the virtues you men-

BECAUSE
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GF: Yes, but most importantly on
their capacity for discriminating in-
telligence. The spiritual path re-
quires enormous discriminating in-
telligence. This was another of the
qualifications traditionally expected
of disciples. A lot of people today
have never been taught to think in-
dependently. Our school systems cre-
ate people who are lazy in their
thinking. There’s a tremendous con-
formity in this country. And I think
that plays into how people relate to
the spiritual process. Those who
come to it have obviously thought
enough about life to question some of
the ideas that society imposes on us,

but often—and I find this to be the

case in my own interactions in classes
've taught—this questioning process
hasn’t really gone very far. There
hasn’t been enough self-questioning.

those demands.”

WIE: We're so inundated, through tele-
vision, movies, and so on, with a view of
life that’s very materialistic and superficial.

GF: That’s true, but also I think that
the pace of life is such that very few
people have the time, or take the
time, to ponder what they are really
up to. We are constantly bombarded
with information, as you point out,
through the various vehicles of our
culture, and as a result we never really
rest. There’s nothing in our society
that encourages us to do so, that says,
“Okay, take a back,
relax.” It’s always, “Do this! Do that!
Catch up with this! Catch up with
that!” So we’re always on the move

breath! Sit

and, of course, with that kind of ori-
entation toward life, thought never is
given a chance to gestate. So we
don’t have deep insights into our
lives and we readily accept—I'm
now in generic

speaking very

terms—what we have inherited from



our culture in terms of how life
works, what should be done, what
our role is in this whole game, and
we never question it until, perhaps,
we experience a profound crisis.
Someone close to us dies, for exam-
ple, or we ourselves are about to die,
and then everything is thrown into
doubt because some other forces in us
come alive, deeper forces that require
a different response, a different an-
swer than we have been accustomed
to giving.

Personally, though, I think all
this is a reflection of the fact that we
are in the kali yuga. “Kali yuga” is
usually translated as the “dark age,”
but the term “kali” comes from dice
playing. In ancient India the unlucky
throw was called kali. My view is
that we have had this unlucky throw
for the last hundred years or so and
it’s been penetrating more and more
deeply into our societal forms and
modes of behavior and thought, cre-
ating patterns that are destructive to
our humanity. Of course, there’s al-
ways a counteraction to all of this,
and this is what [ see in the struggle
by some people, who have managed
to avoid drowning in this onslaught
of predigested information, to shape
their own inner lives. Unfortunately,
however, our culture provides no real
guidance for this quest, and so most
people are fumbling and stumbling
along, trying this and trying that. So-
ciologists have even coined a term
for this, the “career in conversion”—
you know, people joining this or that
group, converting to this or that
point of view, but never really being
able to settle for any one thing be-
cause of this conditioned restlessness,
this imprinted need to acquire ever
more information, ever more under-
standing, never allowing what has
been learned to grow and then apply-
ing it. People are always looking too
quickly for final solutions.

WIE: So far we’ve spoken mainly about
the situation of contemporary students

of spirituality. But it also seems that the
teachings themselves have been reinter-
preted in significant ways. In particular,
I'm thinking about the way that the ac-
tual goal of the teaching is presented.
You touched on this briefly before. Yoga,
as you mentioned, is often presented
mainly as a means for improving one’s
health; Buddhist mindfulness is often
presented as a form of psychotherapy;
and people like the wvery popular Dr.
Deepak Chopra, for example, quote lib-
erally from profound Vedantic philoso-
phy but present it as a way to increase
one’s wealth and to improve one’s love
life. How do you feel about this kind of
reinterpretation of the spiritual goal?

GF: All traditions grow and change;
otherwise, we wouldn’t have so many
different schools. If you go back two,
three, four or five thousand years,
you see continuous change in all
these traditions. And some of them
have discovered very unusual ways of
engaging the spiritual process. I'm
thinking of Tantra in particular,
which, after many thousands of years
finally incorporated the bodily di-
mension into the spiritual process,
which I think represents a tremen-
dous insight that we still haven’t
fully caught up with. So it makes
sense to expect that every time a tra-
dition is imported into a different
cultural context, it will change. A
good example of this is Buddhism,
which, when it went from India to
the Far East, significantly changed its
form. But in the past these kinds of
changes have occurred primarily in
the forms of the traditions and only
to a small degree in their formula-
tions of the final goal. What has hap-
pened in the West is a far more dras-
tic change, not for the better by any
means, whereby the traditional goals
of Yoga, Tantra, Vedanta, Samkhya
and Buddhism have been reduced to
something that is more manageable
for Western consumption.

I’'m not sure to what degree this
has been brought about by teachers

coming from within those traditions.
But just to give one example, we see
a certain degree of adaptation already
in Vivekenanda’s presentation of
Vedanta to the West. Obviously,
Vivekenanda was a magnificent spiri-
tual figure, fully aware of what the
highest goal in his tradition was, and
he honored that. But I think he was
also acutely aware of the spiritual in-
eptitude of those he had to teach. So
perhaps he focused on those ele-
ments of teaching and practice that
were easily understandable and of
practical import to those people. But
whenever you do that, there's always
the risk of simultaneously diminish-
ing or reducing the actual target of
such practices.

Then there is a second genera-
tion of teachers, Westerners who
having imbibed Eastern traditions
from Eastern teachers have created
“in-between” versions of these tradi-
tions. And upon examining them
one immediately sees that the West-
ern ideal of individuality has crept in
and been magnified so as to make
these teachings more appealing.
Specifically, I'm thinking of the re-
orientation from self-transcendence
to personal growth. We find many of
the Western adaptations of Eastern
teachings now promoting “personal
growth” versions of those teachings
that people from our culture can re-
late to for precisely that reason.

And finally there is a third gen-
eration of teachers who have ac-
quired a smattering of Eastern teach-
ings through books but have never
been exposed to a traditional tute-
lage, and in some cases may never
even have had any interest in that
kind of relationship. This particular
type, the third type, is the most se-
verely damaging of all because there
is no understanding, or virtually no
understanding, of the wonderful gifts
contained in the traditions. Worse
yet, there can be a real arrogance to-
ward them. Concepts and practices
are freely adopted, taken out of con-
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text and then sold—Iliterally—as
techniques for personal growth.

WIE: Do you feel that this kind of thing
is an unavoidable consequence of the

transplantation of Eastern teachings to
the West?

GF: Well, I'm not sure whether it’s
unavoidable. It’s definitely happen-
ing, though. It’s happening widely,
and for that reason it would be en-
tirely theoretical to discuss any other
possibility; this is what is occurring
and we need to take it into account.
And [ certainly see my own work as
constantly bringing forward the orig-
inal traditions, helping to preserve
the authenticity and integrity of
those traditions, so that people can
become aware of them and see their
beauty and their strength, and stay
clear of the Western adaptations that
really don’t offer much beyond con-
ventional personal growth.

WIE: What do you feel would be the
most important measure that could help
reverse this trend, if that’s possible—to
shift the focus from personal growth,
self-help or self-improvement to the radi-
cal spiritual transformation that these

traditions originally called for?

GF: You know, I have this irrational
faith that those who are meant to
discover the path will discover it re-
gardless. But from an overall point of
view, I think that what would best
serve this process would be for gen-
uine teachers of bona fide teachings
to work together more, to collaborate
in promoting those teachings to the
public. Right now, particularly in the
Yoga movement, there is tremendous
fragmentation. Many have little is-
lands that they try to protect. I think
there is a real need for teachings and
teachers to come together in some
kind of ecumenical spirit so as to be
more of a presence, especially in the
media. The media seem to have no
understanding whatsoever of the
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spiritual process or spiritual tradi-
tions or spiritual teachers. The dis-
tortions in the press are phenomenal
and the ignorance is equally phe-
nomenal, and it is time to counter
this ignorance by helping to educate
the media. But no one tradition can
do this because in that case it will al-
ways be dismissed as sectarian. If, on
the other hand, there was something
like a council composed of leading
figures from various traditions, then
note would be taken, and the public
could begin to become educated
through appropriate publications and
news releases and so on. I'm trying to
do something like this in a small way
through my Yoga Research Center by
inviting other organizations to par-
ticipate and share information, per-
haps conduct programs together and
so on. There is a need for this type of
orchestration to occur across the
board, including all the various spiri-
tual traditions and schools, in order
to end the fragmentation that
presently exists. Our society is so
large and so wildly competitive that
spiritual traditions, it seems, cannot
help but absorb some of that compet-
itive mentality. But for all of these
traditions to have a future, there is
more that needs to happen in terms
of collaboration and a shared vision
of helping humanity, helping more
and more people find deeper mean-
ing in their lives.

WIE: | wonder—given that so much of
the interest in spirituality today seems to
be based on people’s interest in feeling
better and in improving themselves
rather than in really transforming them-
selves—whether there’s a danger that if
the genuine goal of spirituality were
made known, then a lot of people might
not be so interested. Maybe that’s not
what people want.

GF: Weli, that’s true. But then that
in itself should be very clarifying. I
think any tradition that would be
afraid of that response has to ques-

tion its own goals. Any tradition
worth its salt would never be fearful
of having the truth be out there. But I
do see this kind of concealment even
among some of the perhaps more le-
gitimate schools, where in their ad-
vertising there’s a very subtle slant in
the direction of self-improvement—
you know, finding a little happiness
in this and that—instead of saying,
“The goal of our tradition is to free
you completely from the delusion of
the ego.” That takes courage, but un-
less we live by the principles that we
espouse . . . well, what is the point?
But I think there are enough tradi-
tions that are genuine, that foster au-
thentic understanding and that are
genuinely promoting the spiritual
process, for them to be a force in soci-
ety. | am thinking of Sufi centers, Bud-
dhist centers, Yoga centers, and so on,
and also more contemporary efforts
that have a really strong authentic ori-
entation toward spiritual goals. So
why would they need to be fearful?

WIE: Maybe there is some fear that
they might lose their competitive edge in
the spiritual marketplace.

GF: | suppose so, but even that
should be examined. Why be fearful
of that? Either people are drawn to a
particular tradition because of their
karmic or psychological background
or some preference that they might
have, or you attract those people
under false pretenses and then live in
fear of losing them when they find
out that there’s something else going
on. | have a strong faith that if a tra-
dition is authentic, and if the teacher
is authentic, then the people who
will join or become aspirants will also
be authentic; otherwise they would
not be drawn to it in the first place.
It’s very interesting to see how people
gravitate toward that for which they
are suited, and how so many people
who are not suited for authentic spiri-
tual life gravitate toward teachers and
teachings that are less than authentic.
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WIE: Maybe the number of genuine
practitioners is not necessarily the most
important factor in helping to transform
the world. There have been cases in the
past where small groups have had
tremendous impact.

GF: Yes, [ think a tradition’s degree
of influence depends on the quality
of practice, not the number of practi-
tioners. If we participate in an au-
thentic tradition, then we—each
person that does so—serve as a bea-
con of light for that tradition and for
the spiritual process itself.

WIE: For the practitioners themselves,
what do you think it takes to be gen-
uinely prepared for the spiritual process?

GF: Life. In so many cases, it’s just a
matter of learning through life. Life
is a wonderful teacher. There will al-
ways be people who will be more or

less capable of the spiritual process—
that’s the nature of the game. Some
people have a greater capacity for the
process; they bring it with them.
Some have, from the beginning, a
restlessness to find deeper answers.
But for other people it takes major
shocks in life for them to wake up
and begin to question what they are
doing. And there’s no telling when
this will happen. For as long as time
exists, | think there will always be
people who will be at different levels
in this process of self-discovery and
self-understanding, so nothing I've
said here is meant to diminish any-
one in any way. | think we need to
respect the fact that because people
are at different levels of understand-
ing and capacity, they might derive
some benefit from teachings that
others may not consider authentic.
It can be very useful, for instance, for
people to read self-help books or

’

have a session of therapy of one kind
or another, and so on. All of this can
be very useful in finding greater
self-understanding. I think under-
standing is fundamental to discov-
ering what your true goals, or what
the highest ideals of human life,
really are.

WIE: And a clear presentation and un-
derstanding of what the goals of genuine
spirituality are could only support that
kind of inquiry?

GF: Yes. As I said before, if traditions
present themselves honestly, those
who are capable of hearing greater
truths will find those traditions more
easily. | don’t mean to say that there-
fore a huge number of people will
flock to those traditions, because I
don’t think that will ever happen.
The spiritual process is extremely de-
manding. It requires, as [ said, extra-
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Georg Feuerstein continued

ordinary discriminating intelligence,
and that needs to be cultivated in
each person’s life. Then, if the person
is ready to hear that kind of truth
about life, the first steps can be
taken. But until then, life itself will
be the taskmaster, and there will be
many lessons to be learned. In some
instances, certain spiritual traditions
might embrace individuals who are
not yet ready, simply in order to give
them an opportunity to grow. And
this is fine so long as it doesn’t di-
minish those traditions’ own goals.
But when you allow too many people
who are not ready for the spiritual
path to engage the spiritual path,
then you run the risk of watering
things down.

But at the same time—to qualify
my words more—what is the spiritual
path? I think the spiritual path be-
gins in substance the moment you
think about your effect on another
person, when you take a pause from
your ordinary life to consider, to
breathe. The individual who pauses
in this way may not call that the spir-
itual path, and some teachers may
not call that the spiritual path, but
you know, where does it really begin?
When I talk about an authentic and
radical spirituality, it simply means
engaging this process knowingly,
with the intention of radically
changing yourself in order to aban-
don the illusion of the ego. Now
most people may not come to that
point in this lifetime, but I think
they will have glimmers of the possi-
bility of a higher life, and 1 don’t
want to exclude that from the spiri-
tual process. From this point of view,
[ think, all of life is a spiritual process,
and it’s either engaged or not engaged.
And in that sense there is a need for
great compassion toward those who
are not yet able to hear higher ideas.
What must not happen, however, is
the accommodation of the tradition
to the lowest common denominator.
And the reason this must never hap-
pen is because that is the end of the

tradition. But at the same time, the
tradition must be embracing enough
in its compassion to avoid excluding
people who are not yet able to engage
the radical spiritual process.

WIE: Many people these days are talk-
ing about the dawning of a new collec-
tive consciousness, particularly with the
coming of the new millennium. You
yourself have written quite a bit on the
evolution of consciousness, drawing
from the work of Jean Gebser and oth-
ers, and Ken Wilber has also been writ-
ing about this kind of thing. But we’ve
been speaking here mostly about the di-
lution of spirituality in modern times.
Because so many people are talking
about the advent of a radical shift in
consciousness, or the beginnings of an
imminent evolutionary leap, I'd like to
know whether you feel such a thing is
actually happening, or is possible.

GF: Well, I don’t think this talk of
the new millennium automatically
bringing a new consciousness of real-
ity is particularly sensible. I don’t buy
it. I think it is misleading. I think it is
lulling people into a kind of passivity,
like, “Well, it’s going to happen any-
way, so we are all fine.” My feeling is
that for any higher consciousness to
emerge worldwide, or even in one’s
own case, a great amount of work has
to be done. I don’t think anything
will happen automatically. None of
the previous structures of conscious-
ness evolved automatically. They
were all the fruit of people struggling
within their own structure of con-
sciousness, and geniuses breaking
away and then pulling everyone else
behind them in due course—and in
our culture I think it’s a very similar
situation. Some people have indeed
arrived at a much more profound and
comprehensive understanding and
identity within themselves, but that
doesn’t automatically transfer by
some kind of mysterious contagion to
everyone else. I think everyone has
to do the work.



Looking around at what is hap-
pening in our time, a lot of what peo-
ple describe as the new consciousness
is only happening in California and a
few other places. You go to the Mid-
west, for example, and it’s a different
story. So I think there’s a lot of indi-
vidual and collective self-delusion
going on. I think it would be far more
fruitful for people to be told that if
they want to grow into a new con-
sciousness, they have to do the work
for it. It depends solely on the indi-
vidual; we have to do the work re-
gardless. I think that what would fa-
cilitate this process more and more
in individuals is for spiritual tradi-
tions to put their viewpoint out in a
more visible manner than has so far
been the case, and I do have faith
that that could happen. But I don’t
believe for one moment that the year
2000 will turn out to be the magical
point at which suddenly all of hu-
manity is transformed and uplifted
into some new state of spiritual con-
sciousness. | think that is an absurd
assumption, and it’s an assumption,
by the way, that surfaces every thou-
sand years!

WIE: That'’s very clarifying because I
think it is easy to mistakenly equate the
current dialogue about the evolution of
consciousness that you, Ken Wilber and
others have been engaged in with the
kind of New Age millennialism or
Aquarianism which holds that spiritual
enlightenment is suddenly going to dawn
all over the whole world.

GF: That would be nice, but I don’t
think it’s going to happen. Because
spiritual life always requires an inner
struggle, always requires the actual
act of transcendence. And in our
time especially, it requires far more
ingenuity and courage than at any
other time. Because this is the kali
yuga, the dark age. We each need to
light our own candle and make sure
that we don’t stumble in the dark. m
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AR CHOPRA

THE MAN WITH THE
GOLDEN TONGUE

Deepak Chopra is the most visible and vocal proponent of modern American East-
meets-West New Age spirituality, and it is for precisely this reason that we sought him
out for this issue of What Is Enlightenment? Because of the enormous popularity of his
uniquely American commercialization of the spiritual quest, we thought we could find no
better example of the modern spiritual predicament. While he is a Goliath in the New
Age movement and industry, we found him surprisingly accessible, and were able to
schedule an interview with him with relative ease. Thus began a months-long meditation
on the phenomenon of Deepak Chopra.

Captivating a broader cross-section of American society than any previous Eastern
guru come West (rivaled only by his own former guru and mentor, the Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi), Deepak Chopra is bringing the dharma into the mainstream with an aura of un-
precedented popular credibility. As an M.D. and former chief of staff at a reputable New
England hospital, he is comfortable with the language of modern science, and like none
before him is able to convey the esoteric teachings of spirit to thousands of Westerners
who may never have been otherwise interested. His face, his message, and his books and

Interview by Susan Bridle



tapes appear to be literally every-
where. (Translated into twenty-five
languages, his books alone have sold
more than ten million copies.) In-
spired audiences from Muskogee to
Manhattan respond to his talks with
standing ovations and wait in line for
up to an hour for his autograph. He
employs a team of publicists to man-
age his schedule, which, packed with
daily speaking engagements, book
signings and seminars, puts most
election campaigns to shame. Re-
ported to have intimates at the high-
est levels of government in a num-
ber of countries as well as the ear of
corporate giants, Chopra travels
ceaselessly, inspiring countless thou-
sands to awaken to the truth of
their spiritual nature.

After following his career, read-
ing his books and seeing him speak
publicly on several occasions, we ac-
tually began to take Deepak Chopra
seriously. Not because we were
swayed by the appeal of his message
in Ageless Body, Timeless Mind; Perfect
Weight; Boundless Energy; The Way of
the Wizard or Creating Affluence, but
because we began to realize that
this was no ordinary New Age apol-
ogist. Chopra is an exceptionally
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powerful man.And in many ways, he
is a potent testament to his own
teaching. After contemplating his
mushrooming influence for some
time, we sincerely began to wonder:
who is Deepak Chopra, and what is
he really doing? Who is this man
who with astonishing confidence
gave a nationally broadcast address
to the National Press Club preach-
ing the glory of the One Nondual
Self? Who is this man who dares,
even heroically at times, to proclaim
the perennial truth of Thou Art That!
to a mass audience in such a way
that they seem to be willing to lis-
ten? And why is it that he is gaining
such power and influence in the
name of spirit in the very heartland
of materialism?

After months of pondering
these questions, we find that there is
no simple answer. Yet a clue may be
that Chopra’s success at seducing so
many from the unlikeliest quarters
to the life of the spirit lies in his si-
multaneous appeal to the forces of
materialism and narcissism that
drive so many of us. He writes: “The
physical laws of the universe are ac-
tually this whole process of divinity
in motion. When we understand

these laws and apply them in our
lives, anything we want can be cre-
ated, because the same laws that na-
ture uses to create a forest, or a
galaxy, or a star, or a human body
can also bring about the fulfillment
of our deepest desires.” Chopra
promises that we can fulfill all our
worldly desires—desires that the
great wisdom traditions have re-
peatedly reminded us are the very
source of endless suffering and igno-
rance—desires for immortality, un-
limited wealth and unending ro-
mance, all without having to struggle
or make effort in any way. He adver-
tises: “Together we will seek self-
knowledge and a profound under-
standing of our mind/body/spirit
connection to the universe outside
of us. With this understanding, we
will have infinite power to break
through all limitations and create a
world where all dreams come true
... where our every desire—emo-
tional, spiritual and yes, material—
is spontaneously fulfilled.”
Chopra’s teaching is a paradoxi-
cal melding of the traditional East-
ern philosophies which emphasize
the ultimate unreality of a personal
identity and the material world—



with the modern Western world-
view which sanctifies individuality
and materialism. Much of Chopra’s
message is sublime, expansive, tran-
scendent wisdom. It inspires, uplifts,
calls us to soar beyond the confines
of the mundane. Hearing him speak,
many experience the thrill of tasting
that which is beyond their farthest
imaginings. But within a breath,
Chopra’s message slips, shifts, subtly
drifts, and suddenly its focus is a
new, improved “technology” for ac-
quiring anything our heart desires.
And within his New Age Vedanta
framework, these desires become
imbued with an exciting new spiri-
tual glamour. Chopra deftly dances
between the quest for Self-realiza-
tion and the lust for self-gratifica-
tion, between our yearning for tran-
scendence and our frustration with
the daily routine.

In his latest book, The Path to
Love, Chopra whirls from the mysti-
cal ecstasy of the Sufi poet Rumi to
the familiar blush of romance and
back again in a bewildering blur. And
in his Seven Spiritual Laws of Success:A
Practical Guide to the Fulfillment of Your
Dreams, personal power is elevated
to the status of religious experience:

“Self-power. is based on the
knowledge of the Self. And there are
certain characteristics of self-power.
It draws people to you, and it also
draws things that you want to you. It
magnetizes people, situations, and
circumstances to support your de-
sires. This is also called support from
the laws of nature. It is the support
of divinity; it is the support that
comes from being in a state of
grace.” If one does not pay close at-
tention, one is carried along on a
sensational, entertaining, head-spin-
ning ride, where the distinction be-
tween selflessness and self-seeking is
intentionally obscured.

In this time of antiauthoritarian
sentiment, Chopra proclaims often
and loudly that he is not a guru.

While humbly stressing that he is

only a “student of awareness,” he has
nevertheless designed an entire
teaching system that addresses al-
most every aspect of how to live.
He relies on the leverage of time-
honored religious scriptures, partic-
ularly the Hindu Vedas, when he can
interpret and present their inspira-
tions within his own revisionist
framework, but he is equally confi-
dent to dismiss traditional teachings

when they don’t support his New
Age thesis. As he says in the inter-
view that follows: “| seek in the spiri-
tual literature that which is consis-
tent with my own experience. . . . If
something is other than my experi-
ence, then | ignore it.”

Rather than recognizing spiritual
transformation as an ultimately de-
manding endeavor, as taught by the
greatest sages, Chopra popularizes
the notion of an easy, feel-good
spirituality, with no mention of the
perennial spiritual imperatives of
renunciation and one-pointed dedi-
cation. And rather than emphasizing
that true spiritual life is and has
always been about the death of the
ego, Chopra teaches us to bend the
power of the infinite to our own will.

Some might argue that Chopra’s
work is an invaluable introduction to
spiritual ideals for thousands who
potentially may go on to pursue spir-
itual life with greater earnestness.Yet
we can’t help but feel that Chopra’s
brand of spirituality is like fast food;
while it seems to satisfy, it actually
numbs the very hunger that inspires
the spiritual quest in the first place.

Susan Bridle interviewed Deepak Chopra from
his car telephone in La Jolla, California.
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WIE:

DEEPAK CHOPRA:

On the one hand, I feel very grateful and also very hum-
bled by the fact that people find what I'm writing about
50 helpful to them in their spiritual evolution. I am grate-
ful that the knowledge I'm articulating and expressing in
my books, workshops and lectures is finding such a big
and widespread response.

The second thing is, at some level, I feel that I can’t
take the credit for it in that there are many, many people
in the spiritual movement—some whom I admire im-
mensely like Ken Wilber and Krishnamurti—from whom
[ draw a lot of inspiration. And I also feel that I can’t take
credit for everything, because when I write this material,
many times all I do is go into meditation and ask my
spirit, my heart, to tell me what to write, and it seems to
come so spontaneously. I'm sometimes even embarrassed
that I'm taking the credit for it!

Finally, I do not like the idea that people come to me
and see me as somebody that they should be depending
upon for their evolution, because I don’t see myself as liv-
ing up to my image. You know, the image is created by
people, and no image ever conforms to reality. So when
people create images they are preparing themselves for
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THE MAN WITH THE
GOLDEN TONGUE

Interview by Susan Bridle

Over the past several years, the focus of your work has changed quite dramati-
cally. From being a widely respected physician and authority in the field of alterna-
tive medicine, you've now become recognized as the foremost spokesperson for
the New Age movement. It’s hard to walk into even a mainstream bookstore
these days without being greeted by your photograph and a large display of your
books and tapes. How does it feel to suddenly find yourself in this position, with
so many people looking to you, not just for medical advice but for spiritual guid-
ance as well? | know you've said that you're not enlightened but merely a fellow
seeker on the path. In light of this, how do you feel about having this kind of
responsibility for people’s spiritual evolution and for showing them the way?

disappointment, because images always get defiled.
Somebody will meet me at an airport and find me drink-
ing a cup of coffee, and they're disappointed, because
they think I shouldn’t be drinking coffee. That's kind of
ridiculous, but that’s the way people are. They create
images and then they're enraged that the image doesn’t
conform to their expectations.

I'm just writing these books because I'm compelled to
from some unknown source. There’s no other reason. It’s like,
if you ask somebody, “Why do you sing in the bathroom?”
And they say they are compelled to. Or, “Why do you run on
the beach?” “Well, it gives me joy.” That’s why I'm doing this.

WIE: In a recent radio interview you spoke of yourself as
being “just a spiritual vagabond,” and you said that you're
not the spiritual figure that many people imagine you to be.
You said that neither you nor your family take you very seri-
ously. Yet what would you say to people who feel that this
contradicts the voice of spiritual authority that comes through
your books? What would you say to people who think that
someone who has chosen the role of showing the way for oth-
ers should take that role very seriously indeed?



DC: [ don’t think I'll ever take myself seriously or my role
seriously. If you do, you get full of self-importance and
that interferes with what you have set out to do. If my
books strike you as coming from a level of authority, it is
when I'm “sourcing” the material from my inner self. |
don’t want to change that material, it’s the way it comes
out. Responsibility is something very different; it comes
when you're carefree, when you're lighthearted, when you
don’t take yourself seriously.

In true spirituality, you should be grateful for when
it’s there, and if it stops coming, then it stops coming.
Everything has a beginning, a middle, and an end. I hap-
pen to be someone you found in the middle. And at
some point, it’s going to stop and then there will be
someone else. So you can’t depend on others for your
own evolution. At the same time, if 'm writing some-
thing that you find helpful, use it. If you don’t find it
helpful, throw it away.

WIE: In your last several books, you've quoted a great deal
from the teachings of a number of the great spiritual traditions.
You often convey that their message is as important for our

There’s a lot of nonsense in so-called ancient wisdom
when [ look at it, including Ayurveda. So “ancient” is dif-
ferent from “timeless.” Timeless is something that could
be any time. It could be ancient, contemporary or futuris-
tic. But it stands true for all time. And when [ refer to the
wisdom traditions, I refer to the timeless wisdom that is
found in all the traditions of the world. I don’t necessarily
look at interpretations. You know, I've read a hundred dif-
ferent interpretations of the Bhagavad Gita, of the
Upanishads. They all say different things. I can’t depend
on the interpretations because they reflect the conscious-
ness of the interpreter. If the interpreter says “this is seri-
ous” and “this is difficult”—then that’s his or her
interpretation of spirituality. | have had the great fortune
in my younger days of being with spiritual masters who
were the most lighthearted and cheery people in the
world. And I have always equated enlightenment with
this joy, the inner joy of being, which I find in babies and
children. The only difference between a baby and an en-
lightened master is that a baby is in bliss without under-
standing, and a spiritual master is in bliss with
understanding. So [ have chosen to think of my own in-

“FOR ME,

wealth is a state of awareness where you don’t think

about money—because you know that you can take

from the level of spirit anything that you want.”

time as it has been historically. The great traditions themselves
always have claimed that the path to true spiritual liberation is
an enormously challenging and all-consuming endeavor, that it
always demands everything from the sincere aspirant. Yet one
message that comes across very clearly in your work is the idea
that the path to spiritual freedom need not be an arduous
struggle, but can be easy and is in fact readily accessible to
everyone. Is the spiritual attainment that you speak and write
about the same goal as these traditions are pointing toward, or
would you describe it as something different?

DC: I think there’s a confusion when we look at spiritual
traditions. Some people think anything that’s ancient is
great, is wise, is valid. Now I have a problem with that.

terpretations, which may be conflicting with some of the
other interpretations that you find. I seek in the spiritual
literature that which is consistent with my own experi-
ence, in meditation and in life in general. If something is
other than my experience, then [ ignore it.

WIE: But enlightenment, the genuine understanding that the
enlightened master has attained, has always been understood
to be a “pearl of great price.” Is it this pearl of great price that
you teach?

DC: | think if one is too serious and one tries too hard,

one becomes a spiritual materialist. The very fact that you
are seeking so hard is a sign of anxiety and it’s many times

FALL/WINTER 1997 49



Ancient
Wisdom,
Timeless

Truth

“The scriptures declare
that immortality
cannot be gained through
work or progeny or riches,
but by renunciation alone. . . .
Therefore, let the wise man
give up craving for pleasure
in external things, and

struggle hard for liberation.”

Shankara
The Crest Jewel of Discrimination

“Scarcely one out of
thousands of persons
strives for perfection of
Self-realization. Scarcely any
one of the striving, or even
the perfected persons,
truly understands Me.”

The Bhagavad Gita 7:3

“Sages say that the
path to Self-knowledge
is as difficult as walking on
the sharp edge of a razor.”
Kathopanishad Pt 1, Ch 3, Vs 14
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WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT?

a reflection of the ego. And I see a lot of spiritual one-up-
manship amongst people in spiritual communities. It’s all
ego-based. Whereas true spirituality is surrender. And
then you don’t worry if you get enlightened or not, you
know? So what? There’s all of eternity in front of us.

WIE: Jesus said: “It’s easier for a camel to go through the eye
of a needle than it is for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of
Heaven.” The greatest sages have taught that one has to be
willing to make enormous personal sacrifices, even to the
point of forsaking all thought of personal gain, in order to
truly live the spiritual life. And yet throughout your work, one
hears the pervasive message that the spiritual life, rather than
requiring that we give anything up, is actually the very vehi-
cle by which we can obtain everything that we desire. In your
bestselling book, The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success, you
state that “when your actions are motivated by love, your en-
ergy multiplies and accumulates and the surplus energy you
gather and enjoy can be channeled to create anything that you
want, including unlimited wealth.” It does appear that, know-
ingly or unknowingly, you may actually be using spiritual
teachings to serve rather than destroy the fundamental nar-
cissism in human nature. In bringing spiritual pursuit and ma-
terial aspiration together under the same roof, don’t you
reduce the primordial spiritual message, which is always awe-
some, overwhelming and fiercely uncompromising in its de-
mand, to something that’s palatable to the Western ego? Was
Jesus wrong? Is it possible for a rich man to enter the Kingdom
of Heaven?

DC: Jesus spoke in Aramaic, you know. I'm very familiar
with that expression and I always have believed that what
he was saying is that it is bad for you to be attached to
wealth. If you are attached to wealth, if you are attached
to richness, then it will be difficult for you to find enlight-
enment or wealth or anything else that you're attached to.
For me, wealth is a state of awareness where you don’t
think about money, where it’s not a concern for you—be-
cause you know that you can take from the level of spirit
anything that you want. The spirit has created the lavish,
abundant, luxuriant body of nature, the universe itself,
where in every seed there’s a promise of thousands of
forests. The earth is the body of the spirit. There is a self-
knowingness that from the level of the Self, you can cre-
ate what you want.

When we speak of narcissism, I think there’s always
confusion between Self and self-image. When I talk about
Self, I'm speaking about that domain of awareness that is
universal. Self-image, of course, is the ego. If you're acting
from the level of ego, then of course that’s damaging. But
if you're acting from the level of the Self, then in fact, cre-
ating from that kind of Self would only allow you to be
wealthy. I mean, is Mother Theresa rich or poor? If you



ask me that question, I'd say she’s an immensely rich per-
son, because she doesn’t have a concern about money.

WIE: But the richness of her spirit comes from not wanting
anything for herself. Isn't it a matter of whether your funda-
mental motivation is one of self-interest, or one of saying,
“Thy will be done”—for that which is beyond yourself? But
that’s not necessarily a message that is very attractive to the
American mind.

DC: | think at the ultimate level “thy” and “my” become
one. In my books what I have done very frequently is use
a tantalizing title like “Ageless Body, Timeless Mind.” |

“s HAVE CAOCEN

been most often scorned and shunned by the great spiritual re-
alizers throughout history. Because your message supports and
relies so heavily on the perennial wisdom, one would expect
that your message would actually force a confrontation, not

only with materialistic values but with the status quo itself.
What do you think about this?

DC: First of all, the media has focused on that segment of
my supporters who are famous, but for every famous per-
son who supports me, there are hundreds who are not fa-
mous. But that’s what the media focuses on.

The second thing is that I find that people who are
rich, who have achieved a great deal of success in their

to think of my own interpretations, which may be

conflicting with some of the other interpretations that

you find. | seek in the spiritual literature that which is

consistent with my own experience. . . . If something

is other than my experience, then | ignore it.”

use titles that are catchy, that draw people in. And you
know, they start out with one motivation and they end up
finding themselves.

WIE: What do you think about the teachings of “ego death”?

DC: Ego death? It can come only when its time is due.
You can'’t force it. There are two ways of killing the ego.
One is by totally contracting it until it disappears. The
other is expanding it until it merges with the ego of Atman.

WIE: I've read that among those people who most avidly sup-
port and promote your work are Hollywood movie stars, fash-
ion designers, business moguls and pop superstars—the very
individuals who are living symbols of American materialism
and glitz all over the world—people who promote those values
that are generally considered very superficial, such as fame,
fortune and self-image. These are the very values that have

lives, particularly in the arts or in Hollywood, are extraor-
dinarily talented people, otherwise, they wouldn’t have
achieved that level of success. They have amazing talents,
but when God gives you something, God also takes some-
thing away from you. So even though they may be extra-
ordinarily talented, frequently they feel a lack of
integration in their life, and therefore they seek spiritual-
ity. And they find that what I'm saying is either as applic-
able to them as anyone else, or in fact even more
applicable, because they come from a deeper level of in-
security. Their whole experience of who they are de-
pends on the approval of society. Throughout my life, I
have felt that insecurity and discontent are actually trig-
gers for transformation. So that’s how I interpret the
whole phenomena.

WIE: What about the idea that a genuine spiritual teaching
would actually force a confrontation with materialistic values?
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Deepak Chopra continued

DC: That confrontation is a personal confrontation that
people have to embark on themselves. And materialistic
values are not bad. The idea that spirituality must be di-
vorced from material success is one of the things that has
kept India in poverty and dependent on the rest of the
world throughout these centuries. It comes from that in-
terpretation of spirituality.

WIE: How would you respond to the criticism that presenting
the spiritual path as other than ultimately demanding—

DC: [ don’t believe in that. I just don’t believe in that,
and because it’s been said for thousands of years doesn’t
mean it’s true. Maybe it’s true for those people who be-
lieve in it. [ think what is demanding is anything that’s
ego-based. Anything that depends on other people is de-
manding. But the spiritual path, if you consider it de-
manding, you will make it demanding. You will be very
serious about it and you'll never get anywhere. I really
think that what is required is easiness, comfort and not
taking yourself too seriously. m

The Krishnamurti Centre

In an oasis of quiet in the countryside of southern Hampshire the Centre is a
place for people to enquire into the teachings of J. Krishnamurti (1895-1986),
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We suggest that three days is the minimum time needed to make the best use of
the Centre, with a maximum of 10 days to 2 weeks. The library is open to day-
guests who telephone before coming.
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The Krishnamurti Centre, Brockwood Park

Bramdean, Hants SO24 0LQ, England

Telephone: +44 (0)1962 771 748, Fax: +44 (0)1962 771 755
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| first heard of Andrei Codrescu when someone asked
me if | had seen Road Scholar, his 1992 documentary, in
which the Romanian-born American poet and National
Public Radio commentator drives across America in a
red Cadillac convertible, stopping at unpredictable desti-
nations to take the spiritual pulse, like a sincere but be-
mused country doctor, of his adopted homeland. No, |
hadn’t seen Road Scholar—in fact | had never heard of
it—but as a member of a radical spiritual community,
the odds were good that when | did, it would be in a
communal setting at least superficially similar to some
of those Codrescu had visited and filmed. And so it was
that one evening last winter, in a makeshift screening
room filled to capacity with many of my closest friends, |
first made the acquaintance of Andrei Codrescu.

Road Scholar proved delightful and captivating.

Codrescu’s unique vantage point—expatriate of totali-

tarian post-Stalinist Romania and astute critic of the to-

talistic superficiality of modern America—gives the nar-
ration its delicious irony. His is a complex sensibility in
which cynicism and idealism vie for supremacy and nei-
ther (at least in the film) ever conclusively wins. This
tension creates a transparency through which those he
interacts with are able to reveal themselves completely.
Yet at the same time Codrescu is thoroughly and un-
apologetically opinionated, and his voice-over pro-
nouncements are deadpan but deadly. At one point he
says, “| felt that somehow | knew all these folks. They
were the friends | lost to gurus in the sixties and seven-
ties, grown a bit older. . . . They made me uneasy.Is there
something wrong with the rest of us? ... Probably—
speaking for myself. On the other hand, the oddness of a
theocratic hierarchy right in the middle of a representa-

tive democracy isn’t calculated to make me feel any bet-

INTERVIEW AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY SIMEON ALEV



ANDREI CODRESCU

ter”” When the show was over and the lights came on, |
looked around the room and asked myself, “What would
Andrei Codrescu make of us?”

As this issue of What Is Enlightenment? began to take
shape, my question acquired intriguing new dimensions.
The commercial triumph of popular spirituality in the
West was a phenomenon we wanted to examine in the
most rigorous context possible, taking as our standard
the arduous challenges and awesome potential that char-
acterize the highest spiritual teachings. Ve hoped to cre-
ate a forum in which it would be possible to discriminate
clearly among the incredible variety of paths and ap-
proaches being propagated today in the name of transfor-
mative spirituality or enlightenment. And we felt certain
that the unique insights of a social critic such as Andrei
Codrescu could help us to understand some of the cul-

tural factors which contribute to the epidemic blurring of

a Romanian exile,
poet and

social critic

talks about

consumerism,

spiritual subversion

and the dangers

of the seemingly real




what we feel are crucially important
distinctions. But | wondered . . . did
we speak the same language?

“That’s right up my alley,” Co-
drescu told me on the phone from
his office in the English Department
at Louisiana State University, after |
had sent him my proposal for an
interview. “| wrote a book about
this which you might want to read.
It's called The Disappearance of the
Outside.”

The Disappearance of the Outside
(subtitled “A Manifesto for Escape”)
is unlike any of the numerous kalei-
doscopic volumes of poetry, mem-
oirs and often hilarious social com-
mentary that Codrescu has also
published. It is a profound and intri-
cately reasoned indictment of con-
temporary Western society, in which
the cultural economy of the capital-
ist West is shown to be as oppres-
sively destructive to the human spirit
as were the Orwellian regimes of
the Soviet-dominated Eastern Bloc
under which he grew up. The pro-
mise that Western-style democracy
appears to hold for Eastern Euro-
pean countries newly open to its in-
fluence is deceptive and dangerous,

Codrescu asserts, not only to their
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When the memory of the ‘real’ goes, the image may
not even bear much resemblance to the original. . . .
We will live in an abstract world (if we don’t already).
The real will have become strictly mythical. We won’t
notice the disappearance of the Outside,

own citizens but to humanity as a whole. Why? Because
the collective consciousness of the West, which threatens
now more than ever before to become the dominant
consciousness of the world, is unnaturally suffused with
images, images designed to disconnect human beings
from the uncontainable mystery of what Codrescu calls
“the Outside.”

“The difficulty of distinguishing between the illusions
of commodity culture and reality haunt the art of our
time,” he writes. “Memory, never very reliable, is easily
fooled. The copy cannot be told from the original. When
the memory of the ‘real’ goes, the image may not even
bear much resemblance to the original. ... We will live in
an abstract world (if we don’t already). The real will have
become strictly mythical. We won’t notice the disappear-
ance of the Outside, or our lack of desire for it”

Codrescu’s analysis helped to explain our frequent
bewilderment when confronted with so many popular
and presumably convincing approaches to spiritual life
that begin to seem dubious the moment they are exam-
ined in the context of that rarest but most authentic of

attainments, that “pearl of great price,” the literal human

or our lack of desire for it.”

embodiment of perfect goodness, of that which is truly
sacred. His revealing description of America as “an unin-
terrupted anthology of fads chasing each other faster and
faster across shorter and shorter time spans” is recogniz-
ably the condition of much of the modern spiritual world,
and there is certainly more than enough evidence to sug-
gest that things in general are every bit as bad as Co-
drescu says they are.

In the course of our conversation, Codrescu readily
admitted that growing up in the shadow of a communist
dictatorship has left him with the indelible conviction
that perfect goodness is neither attainable nor desirable,
and that the very aspiration to realize it can only be mo-
tivated by a desire to impose on oneself and others a
standard of morality and conduct that is suspiciously ab-
solute and almost inevitably oppressive. But at the same

time, he derives and transmits a palpable joy from peer-

.ing with relentless clarity beneath the rampant superfi-

ciality of American culture, and his unusual willingness to
face reality directly reflects an inspiring commitment
both to the discovery of truth and to the preservation

of mystery.
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ANDREI CODRESCU: No, we certainly planned it
that way. There were two things that interested me when
[ started elaborating the idea of the film. One was, what is
the state of communal experiments after the fall of the big
communal experiment in Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union? Some of the early American utopian communities
were used by Marx and Engels to elaborate their theory of
communism, and Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
took that as far as they did by transforming these utopias,
in the process, into something that didn’t resemble the
original versions at all. But some of these communities are
still here, and I wanted to know why. And the other
thought I had was that I wanted to revisit some of my past.
In the past—the late sixties to mid-seventies—I knew
quite a few people who were interested in spiritual life and
[ was close enough to them to witness and occasionally
to participate.

WIE: How do you see the state of spiritual life in America
today?

AC: | feel that the sixties were the fountainhead of every-
thing bad and good in America today, but as far as the pro-
liferation of various kinds of techniques for attaining en-
lightenment, I think that that has been largely a function
of the market. The great discovery of the early seventies
was that the great new markets are interior—they’re in-
ward, they’re spiritual—and that that was the direction
that we were going to go in because we had pretty much
exhausted physical space in America. And entrepreneurs
of the spirit, if you like, took the cue from there.

WIE: Santa Fe comes across in the film as the quintessential
New Age Mecca.

AC: Yes, Santa Fe is clearly the film’s locus of what’s being
marketed, and if you've read the book you know that I met
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WIE: Road Scholar was our point of entry into your
world, and one of the things that struck us as we watched
it was that it had quite a strong spiritual emphasis. Was it
your intention from the beginning to interview so many
spiritual practitioners of one kind or another, or did it just

happen that way as the project unfolded?

many more people there than were shown in the movie.
[ found most of them to be charming frauds. Just about
everybody seemed to be operating on the surface level
of suggestion and gimmickry—crystals, aura healing, et-
cetera. And then there were the out-and-out psychotics. . . .

WIE: Why do you think that this country has been unable to
sustain the kind of radical self-inquiry that was embraced in the
sixties? In the nineties, spiritual interest seems to be no less
widespread but it doesn’t seem to be propelled by the same de-
gree of selfless passion and willingness to risk everything. You
were nineteen when you came here in 1966. What is your for-
mer nineteen-year-old émigré’s perspective on what happened
in the sixties and what's happened since?

AC: The sixties was one of those epochs like the twen-
ties—the twenties into the thirties—that suddenly com-
pelled everyone to an urgency that was quite miraculous.
These sorts of evolutionary periods occur, but I can’t claim
to understand why they happen. All I know is that there
are tremendous energies loose in the collective body that
are competing, and in the twenties and thirties, most of
the important thinking in philosophy, in psychology, in
ethnography, in history, in geology, was being done. You
had, in France, the surrealist writers, Jacques Lacan in psy-
chology . . . quite a few people working in various areas.
And what they were competing with at that time was fas-
cism, which was an extremely strong and simplified recipe
for suicide. So you could say that this tremendous explo-
sion of creative activity was a rush to find out what human
beings were before they were going to be killed. I think
that in the sixties we had the same feeling. It was another
end of history—there have been several ends of history
that have occurred since Nietszche proclaimed the death
of God—and we experienced the same kind of urgency.
We wanted to put human life on a new basis. We wanted
to find out whether it was possible to live without war, to



live in a different way. And that impulse translated itself
into an emergency, a psychic emergency. But a very strong
wave of oppression soon followed the optimistic explosion
of the sixties, and what happened as a result was the trans-
lation of the spiritual quest into the realm of politics.
Because while of course the FBI and the other oppressive
institutions of the government couldn’t understand the
spiritual quest, they did understand politics, and once
things were translated into politics it became easier for
them to suppress it.

So for a while America had been nineteen years old
just like I was, but now it began to age very quickly. This
was partly because the war had disappeared, so there was
a different status quo, and partly because we were sud-
denly introduced to several alternative realities, really
that started with Ronald Reagan, who was an absolutely
brilliant hologram, a projection of several authoritarian
desires in the body politic. What he presented us with was
a renewed sense of nationalism, the promise of a shining
economy in which everybody could participate so that
they could have whatever they wanted, not by trying to
change the way they lived but simply by buying it. That
was really the beginning of the triumph of consumer soci-
ety in a very, very big way. And as people got older, pretty
soon they began to worry about making a living and then
the urgency left. A more radical way to think of it is that
the last train for God left America in about 1974. There
was a great rush to get on board and many people did—
they either died or were marginalized to some place where
they still exist. But the rest of us stayed behind and tried
to organize life as best we could.

WIE: Georg Feuerstein, elsewhere in this issue, distinguishes
between authentic liberation teachings and “watered-down
versions of powerful original teachings made palatable to
Western consumers.” What aspects of our culture would pre-
dispose spiritual seekers to accept these diluted teachings? And
what is it that has to be removed from genuine teachings in
order to make them attractive to Americans?

AC: Our consumer culture is both material and spiritual,
and the success of consumerism and spectacle has to do
with packaging. You could say that more than two-thirds
of the things that make us happy do so because of the
package they come in, the box. There’s nothing inside.
Our attention span has been severely reduced over the
past two or three decades. Some people blame television,
and it’s probably true. But Attention Deficit Disorder is
not an entirely negative condition. We also have ADD,
or a reduced attention span, because we want to absorb
and incorporate more and more information and more
and more products in order to make sense of our world. It
is only an ascetic minority that tries to do without things,
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without technologies, without consumption, but even
they are inextricably linked to these things. Even those
people who consciously refuse to participate are still con-
nected to the global culture, so in a sense there is no
choice but to be within it and to think it. So our short at-
tention span comes from an effort to defend our humanity
and also our sense of self from a culture that splits it all the
time, that divides it, divides it, divides it. Because capital-
ism is schizophrenia; it is a multiple-personality-producing
force. In order to defend yourself against that you have to
absorb very fast more and more, and so you don’t pay
enough attention.
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their own experience.”

But there is another aspect to your question about
making a spiritual package that is pleasing or saleable.
Historically, as we all know, true shamans and spiritual
people have been shunned by most communities. They
have been ostracized. The shamans had to live in a tree
and they were dirty and frightful people, and when they
came to the edge of the village, it was only the fact that
they had spiritual and healing powers that kept the people
from beating them with sticks and destroying them. And
it seems to me that the shaman’s perspective is the one
from which to question the genuineness of any spiritual
package that doesn’t transform you into a complete freak



who has to eat worms and live in the desert, that allows
you to still live in your community and not be an outcast.
Because a palatable spiritual package, to me, runs the dan-
ger of not having enough energy or of not being spiritual
enough—an effect of being pretty much just a dilettante’s
dabbling in superstition. I really think that the genuinely
spiritual person is dangerous, and charged with a kind of
frightful energy and antisocial power. And when they ap-
pear, they will be shunned.

WIE: How do you feel, then, about people who are trying to
make spiritual teachings popular by “defanging,” to use your
words, or “denaturing” them by removing the offensive or sub-
versive elements you've touched on so that people will become
interested in them?

AC: Those people are dangerous, actually. They're dan-
gerous because they present a virtual reality in lieu of re-
ality. Anybody who gives you a wax apple and tells you it’s
a real one, you know, you'll figure it out when you take
your first bite. But for a while there, after you've bothered
keeping it and you're not really eating it, they think you
won’t know the difference. And a lot of people don’t.

The greatest enemy of the real is the seemingly real.
And that is something we've gotten very good at doing—
faking reality, faking the objects of our interest, presenting
substitutes. This is a culture of simulation. It is possible for
a poor person to think they are living as well as a rich per-
son because what they buy looks the same, but theirs is
made out of cheap s— while the rich people buy the stuff
that’s made out of genuine material.

WIE: It also seems possible that you might not figure it out.
You could actually give yourself the illusion of eating, and even
digesting, the wax apple.

AC: Yes, and that’s apparently what’s happening. There
are quite a few people nowadays who are content with
consuming substitutes and thinking they’re having a gen-
uine experience. And this is a process that’s been going on
for quite some time. | mean, there are people who know
television families better than they know their own. The
people sitting next to them on the couch are islands of
mystery, while the people on television—the Huxtables,
for example—everything is known about them. But the
terms by which people relate to the mysteries sitting right
next to them are those that are given by the fake, by the
simulation, because the simulation provides a language,
a way out of the difficulty of the real relationship. It’s not
so much that people mistake the simulation for the real,
as that the simulation provides them with a way out of
the difficulty of facing the real. It provides them with
an escape.

WIE: The subtitle of your book The Disappearance of the
Outside is “A Manifesto for Escape,” but this is obviously
not the kind of escape you mean. What do you see as a vi-
able way out of the perils of life in a culture of ever acceler-
ating simulation?

AC: | personally feel that there is an imperative to create,
to make the world, which forces one to original expression
and to the rejection of received ideas in any form, espe-
cially received language. But we have a great language
problem these days because large areas of language have
been laid waste by the media, by repetition of clichés,
things that used to be meaningful but that mean ab-
solutely nothing now because they’ve been said so many
times, just like kids repeating words over and over until
they don’t mean anything any more. Some of those words
once referred to important things, but now we have in-
stead the continual creation of meaningless buzzwords in
the New Age scene, giving us the mind numbing clichés
by which most people live their lives today because they
no longer know how to articulate their own experience.
So under the circumstances it is better, I think, to use two
or three notions or expressions that have been deeply ex-
amined and are lucid and candid than just to repeat after
someone else. And this brings us to the question of ritual.

The fact is that all communities, in order to bond,
need certain myths and rituals. By performing a ritual, you
are in fact linked to the original act of creation of the
community, you're linked to the original myth. So perhaps
the important thing, especially today, is not to have a new
form or new forms of expression, but to have rituals that
are imbued with real meaning, myths that do indeed con-
nect you to an original experience. And I think that
would be the job of any truly spiritual community—to
continually refresh through ritual the energy, the creative
energy of the beginning, and then to continue from there.
But things like running around with wolves in the woods
or beating drums with Robert Bly don’t seem to me to be
genuine rituals in that way. They are just more entertain-
ments of the bored and affluent, who buy themselves a
weekend of so-called spirituality and think they’ve done
something. This kind of thing is really humorous. It’s what
the Czech novelist Milan Kundera defines as “kitsch.”
Kitsch is the awe that somebody feels about their own
amazing good taste and ability to appreciate something. In
other words, they’re not truly living the experience or ap-
preciating it; they’re amazed at how amazing they them-
selves are for being able to do it.

WIE: In The Disappearance of the Outside you write, “If
we face a new situation today, it is the speed with which every-
thing is copied, co-opted and turned against itself. The original
of anything, whether it be a poem or an assassination, still pre-

FALL/WINTER 1997 61



“I think ‘Thou shalt not judge’ is one of those
wimpy, fearful, courage-free ideas. The potential of a human
being is in commenting, translating, judging the world. . ..
An unwillingness to judge only reflects a lack of courage
and it’s the disease of a politically correct
culture that is afraid to offend.”

serves something of the freshness of the intent. No such fresh-
ness will be found in the copy, and the copy of the copy will
have long since turned its energy against the very freshness that
spawned its ancestor.” Does it seem likely to you that contem-
porary American versions of ancient spiritual teachings have
fallen prey to the same process?

AC: They probably have.

WIE: Why do you think it is that spiritually inclined individu-
als often don’t seem to take the time to deeply examine a
prospective path in order to discover how authentic or transfor-
mative it really is?

AC: [ think the reason why someone who is spiritually in-
clined may not look closely enough is probably a cultural
problem: there are so many alternatives. It’s like being in
a supermarket. Do you really have time, in a spiritual su-
permarket, to look at every single thing and read the pack-
age and then follow someone? Or do you take for granted
the written words and the testimonies of various people?

But I also think that in the sixties we were more ad-
venturous and we really wanted to be “Outside.” We threw
ourselves Outside and there we encountered the wilder-
ness and in that wilderness we discovered many, many
things. We thought that the established churches and in-
stitutions at that time were part of the status quo and we
wanted to have nothing to do with them. So we experi-
mented, but I think that these experiments have been
brought “inside” now. What I refer to as “the Outside” is a
place that is now very rarely accessible.

WIE: Our capitalist culture is also a democracy, and one of the
central and seemingly democratic injunctions in contemporary
American spirituality is “Thou shalt not judge.” Many people
seem to feel that having a strong opinion in and of itself can cut
you off from the experience of a deeper, more intuitive truth.
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Or alternatively, that all human experience is subjective any-
way and there really isn’t any deeper truth to speak of.

AC: Well, I think “Thou shalt not judge” is one of those
wimpy, fearful, courage-free ideas. The potential of a
human being is in commenting, translating, judging the
world. Not only should you not shy away from judging,
you should do so as much as possible—as long, of course,
as you're not harming someone else by doing that. You see,
it is not necessarily important to walk a mile in another
person’s shoes to know that that person is out to lunch or
that their shoes don’t fit. It’s possible to know those things
without actually having to do that. So I think that an un-
willingness to judge only reflects a lack of courage and it’s
the disease of a politically correct culture that is afraid to
offend. I think you should critique as much as you are able
to observe, and not shy away from it. In a true democracy,
you'll get equally strong opinions coming back at you, and
you have to survive the clash. It’s your prerogative as a free
person to spout off and even make an ass of yourself if you
like, but you'll get your corrective if somebody equally free
is also speaking. And it’s not that we should be intention-
ally offensive to one another; we should be candid. The
genuineness of democratic discourse is in candor. It’s not
in avoiding offense.

WIE: How do you think candor fares against the equally
popular notion that there is no such thing as objective truth
to begin with? If this is true, what is it that makes it possible
to discriminate in a way that isn’t merely context-bound or
subjective?

AC: It’s possible to discriminate if you bring to it every-
thing you know. Of course you may not know enough. You
may be wrong. But you are duty-bound to be candid. And
as | said before, in a true democracy, you will get your
comeuppance if indeed you are wrong.



WIE: New Age spokesman Dr. Deepak Chopra delivered an
address last May to the National Press Club in Washington,
D.C., before an assembled multitude of print and broadcast
jowrnalists, which was simultaneously broadcast live via na-

tional radio and television to an audience of hundreds of

thousands, if not millions. His popularity suggests to some
people the possibility of reaching a critical mass of spiritual
interest that could propel us toward an exciting new chapter
in humanity’s collective evolution. What do you think
about this?

AC: | may be wrong because I don’t know much about
him, but I sort of associate Deepak Chopra with a whole
slew of somewhat spiritual inspirational speakers that all
the corporations in America are now very interested in
because they single-handedly inspire bored workers and
management to renewed energy which, of course, they
will then put into the company. I'm not sure what that’s
all about, but I am sure that a large corporation doesn’t
hire a spiritual person in order to sabotage or create anar-
chy among its operations. They just sort of take a refresher
course in, you know, getting in touch with what makes
them happier so that they can be better workers. I've
heard a couple of these guys but I had to walk out—I just
couldn’t take it. I think there’s a degree of subversion, as

we were saying before, to the true spiritual business and
it’s probably not one that would sit well with corporate
management. | know people who teach Zen and juggling
to workers and to corporate CEO types who have every-
thing. They have Jaguars and swimming pools. The only
thing they don’t have—that they’re now buying—is the
spiritual dimension, if you like, to make themselves
more effective.

WIE: Speaking of Jaguars and swimming pools, near the end
of Road Scholar you say that “paradoxically, America is the
most materialistic country on earth, and it’s also the most
spiritual.” Of course there are many spiritual creeds these
days that hold that spirituality and materialism need not be
mutually exclusive, and some are even based on that idea.
With that in mind, why do you feel this is a paradox? If it
is, what is the effect of American materialism on American
spirituality? And also, under ideal circumstances, what
would be the effect of American spirituality on American
materialism?

AC: That’s a very good question. I think it is a paradox be-
cause the material world that we live in has its own im-
peratives and its own directions, and for the most part we
are flotsam in the constant movement of production and
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Andrei Codrescu continued

consumption and we really don’t have that much to say
about it. Now, I think you can look at a lot of spiritual
work as a work of resistance to our material culture, and
that’s where the paradox is. The fact that this country is
rich in spiritual movements and ideas testifies, I think, to
a certain resistance to being helpless flotsam in the pro-
duction/consumption cycle. What influence material cul-
ture has on this spiritual work we’ve already discussed: it
creates the necessity to package spiritual work, and really
to package it in a way that resembles material products,
because it’s more palatable, it’s easier to sell and it’s more
attractive. But what influence the spiritual work has on
material culture is a more complicated question because,
clearly, as we've been saying about inspirational speakers
and people who introduce spiritual terms into corporate
culture, there is some kind of influence, but I don’t think
it goes to fundamentally changing the nature of the pro-
duction machine. Genuine spiritual work, I think, would
tend to gum up the works. In that sense I don’t think
there is a great deal of visible influence by true spiritual-
ity on our material culture. m
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with a thousand admirers of Deepak
Chopra. But, as our plane descended
through the thick blanket of LA.
smog that hot, already summer
morning in late May, | couldn’t help
thinking that here, the heart of so
much of American popular culture,
home to Hollywood and Beverly
Hills,Venice Beach and the Valley, was
somehow the last place on earth |

expected to find myself seeking clar-
ity on the confusing picture of con-
temporary American spirituality. As
our pilot banked a turn over the
crowded beaches that have made
Coppertone a household name, my
thoughts drifted back to northern
India, to the day | first heard about
the media phenomenon known to
millions as “Dr. Laura”
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It was February of this year, at the beginning of our
annual retreat in the Indian holy city of Rishikesh and our
editorial team was meeting on the ashram rooftop to dis-
cuss plans for our next issue. “Check this out,” my col-
league and friend exclaimed, producing a newspaper
clipping from the San Francisco Chronicle weekly entertain-
ment supplement, “this woman sounds unbelievable.” The
full-color front page spread bore the smiling image of a
blond, coiffed forty-something woman in a brass-buttoned
bright blue suit, and the headline: “This Doctor Is In: A
Radio Shrink Is Captivating the Country by Talking Tough
and Preaching Morality.”

While | make every effort to keep an open mind re-
garding our editorial content, that day | apparently missed
the mark.“Sounds interesting,” | responded, “but we don’t
have a lot of time so perhaps we should stick to discussing
people we're considering for this issue.” “But that’s why |
brought this,” my friend replied, “I think we should con-
sider her for this issue.” “A radio shrink? But | really don’t
see ...” Realizing it was probably time to give him the ben-
efit of the doubt, | let my protestations fade to a mumble,
and he began to read.“Dr. Laura Schlessinger is on a mis-
sion,” the article began. “Her aim? A reversal of the ‘any-
thing goes’ excesses of the sixties. Her method? Drilling
into her listeners’ brains the message that they won't find
happiness in doing their own thing, but in sacrifice, per-
sonal responsibility and duty.” While | have to admit my
initial impression was only slightly changed by this lead-in,
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there was something in it that caught my attention. Char-
acterizing Dr. Laura (now the number two talk radio host
in America) as a tough, no-nonsense ex-therapist who is
unafraid to tell callers and listeners alike exactly what she
thinks of how they are living their lives, the article went
on to explain that she considers her primary work with
people to be in the areas of ethics, morality—and spiritu-
ality. It also described, among other things, her critical
views on the self-help movement, including her feeling
that thirty years of self-searching and psychotherapy has
helped to foster a climate in which the pursuit of self-
fulfillment at almost any expense has been elevated to
nothing less than a sacred quest—and that because of
this, people in general no longer feel obligated to anything
but themselves.

I think more than anything it was this last point that
made me start to change my tune. For in our own explo-
ration into the modern spiritual predicament, this was
one of the most troubling observations we had made—
that much of what is currently taught in the West in the
name of spiritual transformation often seems to make
people more narcissistic than they were before they be-
came interested in spiritual matters. And now here it was
in black and white. With little to go on but a torn newspa-
per clipping from a distant corner of the world, | began to
wonder: could it be that she, a radio therapist presumably
in touch with a far different sector of the culture than we
were, is actually responding directly to the very predica-



ment that we wanted to address in this issue! The
thought was intriguing. For if what the article said was
true, Dr. Laura seemed, in her own way, to be calling into
question many of the fundamental ideas of the modern
human potential movement, many of the seemingly revo-
lutionary views on personal growth and human nature
that over the past two or three decades have come to be
accepted as truth by a vast sector of progressive America.
And what's more, she seemed to be taking a strong stand
with her callers on the most challenging moral issues. (In
this vein, the article also mentioned her conservative
views on a number of social issues, leading us to assume
that we wouldn’t necessarily see eye-to-eye about every-
thing.) But that a radio psychotherapist—someone whose
ratings and therefore career depend entirely on her abil-
ity to keep the interest of a popular audience—seemed
to be presenting a challenging, even hard-hitting message
sure to carry callers and listeners alike well beyond their
comfort zones was not something we could easily ignore.
That she might also even be rejecting many of the most
fundamental precepts of the psychotherapeutic paradigm
from which her entire profession was spawned, on that
day beneath the blinding Indian sun, seemed more than |
could fathom. There, against the flanks of the rugged Hi-
malayan foothills, looking out on the Ganges swirling by, |
began to seriously consider the possibility that we might
actually have found a comrade of sorts in that most un-
likely of places—the popular American media.

It wasn’t until we arrived back in the States over a
month later that we finally had a chance to listen to Dr.
Laura. And on that particular afternoon, she delivered
everything we expected—and then some.

“Good afternoon. I'm Dr. Laura Schlessinger. My num-
ber: 1-800-Dr. Laura, that’s |-800-D-R-L-A-U-R-A. Mark,
welcome to the program.” Her first caller that day was a
twenty-nine-year-old man who, after a brief testimonial to
the life-changing impact of her show, explained that, out
of fear of obligation and responsibility, he was having trou-
ble with commitment.*| guess I'm selfish is what it comes
down to,” he told her. Conditioned by my psychothera-
peutic training to expect a soothing rebuttal to his nega-
tive self-judgment followed by a series of probing ques-
tions into the source of his anxiety, | did not anticipate
her response. “| think most creatures are,” she began.
“Let’s face it. The first instinct is self-survival, right? That’s
the animal in us. But our opportunity in life is to go be-
yond being merely animal, which is to make ourselves in
God’s image by our efforts” After a short discussion
about the merits of commitment, in which she twice
forced him to stop in his tracks and reflect on what she'd
said, she responded to his statement that he was probably
overanalyzing and just needed “a nudge,” with the follow-
ing:“You're not overanalyzing.You're facing a dilemma that
all human beings face—how do | rise above being an ani-
mal? And the only way you do that is to give. There is no
nudge. There is nothing that is going to change your mind
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completely. There is nothing that is going to make you
feel sanguine.There’s you having the courage to be a man
and not a male animal. It's courage. And courage doesn’t
come from being convinced. When men go over the hill
to fight a battle, are they convinced they're not going to
die? Are they convinced in advance that they're going to
win the battle? They're hopeful. But they're not convinced,
and they do it anyway. Because the goal is worthy and
they have faith in that goal and passion for that goal.”

For those of us whose frame of reference is the free
association of Sigmund Freud, the reflective listening of
Carl Rogers and the dream analysis of Carl Jung, such an
impassioned call to honor seems a far cry from therapy.
But over the course of the one-hour slot we were able
to catch (she’s actually on a full three hours, five days a
week), we were witness to six such encounters covering
everything from dealing with aggressive in-laws to homo-
phobia. In one particularly demanding dialogue with a
schoolteacher trying to navigate a troubled student’s ap-
parently malicious parents, Dr. Laura even launched into a
riveting discourse on the failure of the psychiatric estab-
lishment to recognize the existence of evil. Evil? On a
shrink show? By the time the hour was through, three
things had been indelibly impressed on my psyche: First,
by no stretch of the imagination, could this be called a
shrink show; second, Dr. Laura did have a more conserva-
tive worldview than | could personally embrace;and third,
if our issue was going to be complete, | had to speak with
this woman. It was clear that the perspective Dr. Laura
was bringing to every dilemma that crossed her path
would, if nothing else, provide a stark and compelling con-
trast to almost every popular approach to personal
growth that we know.

If numbers are any indication, Dr. Laura seems to be
having an impact. In the three years since her program en-
tered national syndication, her popularity has been sky-
rocketing. In the U.S. alone, her show is now heard by
over 20 million listeners tuning in on over 450 stations (a
close second only to right-wing propagandist Rush Lim-
baugh). She is the number one talk radio host in Canada,
and with international syndication now carrying her
throughout the U.K. and into South Africa, it appears that
the entire English-speaking world will soon have an op-
portunity to get her daily blast of moral and spiritual
adrenaline.With as much energy as she seems to have for
her work, it should come as no surprise to find that she is
as active with the pen as with the microphone. In addition
to writing a syndicated weekly newspaper column and a
monthly Go Take On the Day newsletter, in the past two
years she has produced two bestselling books, the second
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of which, How Could You Do That?! The Abdication of Charac-
ter, Courage, and Conscience, is at the time of this writing
third on the New York Times nonfiction bestseller list. Her
third book, Ten Stupid Things Men Do to Mess Up Their Lives
(a companion to her first similarly entitled book for wo-
men),is due out this fall. Even in cyberspace, she seems to be
making waves. Now online with a full-scale website—mer-
chandising catalog and all—she held her first online chat
room in May. With over 300,000 responses in the first fif-
teen minutes (the largest response ever to an online chat),
her enthusiastic wired listeners crashed the server and the
virtual discussion was postponed until further notice.

| spoke with Dr. Laura in the studios of her home sta-
tion, KFl radio in Los Angeles. There, surrounded by
framed magazine articles and covers displaying her beam-
ing smile, she was humorous, friendly and surprisingly
unpretentious for a person of her celebrity, in most ways
identical to the Dr. Laura | had by that time grown accus-
tomed to hearing on the radio. During the course of our
conversation, which lasted just over an hour, she revealed
much about herself, and particularly about the strong
religious worldview from which her passionate convic-
tion arises.

“When | do anything, | do it one hundred percent,”
she told us, and that is no less true for her religious life
than for her martial arts practice (at age fifty, she has a re-
cently attained black belt in karate). Having always identi-
fied with the Jewish roots that came to her from her fa-
ther’s side of the family, in 1996 she “converted” to
Orthodox Judaism. She keeps kosher. She observes Shab-
bat. She attends synagogue. She believes in the covenant.
And because of her high-profile position, she has the
good fortune of an ongoing Jewish education under the
guidance of a legion of rabbis across the country with
whom she corresponds and converses regularly.

So | was intrigued when, early in the interview, she
confided that in her own spiritual life, she feels a lack of
intimacy with and connectedness to God.As our conver-
sation continued, though, it became increasingly clear that
Dr. Laura is not so much a woman of spiritual depth as a
woman of faith, that her passion and conviction come not
from direct spiritual experience, but from her unwavering
belief in the ideas and ideals of her chosen religion. In
light of our issue on modern American spirituality, it is
almost ironic that while Dr. Laura seems to have no
concept of enlightenment, and is in no way attempting
to teach a path to transcendence, she actually seems
to be holding people to a much higher standard than
many of those who do claim to be guiding others to that
ultimate attainment.



DR. LAURA SCHLESSINGER: | know, because they
say, “it’s unconscious.”

WIE: This is a very popular view.

LS: It’s completely misguided. I have never talked to any-
body who didn’t really know what they were doing. Never
once. And usually—in about eighty-five percent of my
calls—I say, “You knew this, right? You knew you were
doing this.” And they always say, “Yeah, I knew. But I
didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to think that I was
bad.” People don’t always want to admit to their thoughts,
feelings or motivations.

WIE: So you're saying that the idea of the unconscious is just
an excuse’

LS: Yes. If | have a framework of voodoo, and I can sit
with you long enough to get you to agree with me that
things are caused by evil spirits, then things are caused by
evil spirits. If I tell you that things are caused by your sub-
conscious and you respect me, then things are caused by
the subconscious.

WIE: In line with this, Signund Freud put forth an idea that
has now become widely accepted, which is that “everyone is
doing the best they can.”

LS: That’s not necessarily true. A lot of times, we don’t
put our effort into doing better. We coast. Now, I'm con-
stantly reading Jewish law and Jewish thinking. And every
time I read something, I realize, “Yes . . . I've been doing
that.” I expose myself to scrutiny by studying the scrip-
tures. That means I'm working to be better. That’s why I
say that [ think people who are religious are in general
better people than those who are secular, because the reli-
gious people are constantly going to church, having some-

WIE: One of the messages in your book How Could You Do That?!
is that we always know what we’re doing and therefore always have the
freedom to choose our actions. This is an idea that flies in the face of much

of contemporary psychological and spiritual thinking.

body nag them. They read the material and they’re con-
stantly opening themselves up to the possibility that they
could be better. Secular people are often just trying to get
the Mercedes or get ahead.

WIE: The subtitle of your book is “The Abdication of Char-

acter, Courage, and Conscience.”

LS: Yes. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this, but at first the
publishers didn’t want that there. They said there were
too many big words. (Laughs) And I said, “No, no, no.”
You've got to hit all levels and that’s what it means. We've
abdicated our character and our conscience and it takes
courage to expedite those two.

WIE: Could you speak a bit about what that abdication is?

LS: Well, we’ve gone back to idol worship, and you know
what the idol is? Where’s my mirror? Me! That’s our new
idol worship. Really! We walk around with mirrors. What
pleases me? What will make me look good? What will
make me feel good? Me. Me! And if you have everybody
doing that—if you and I are doing that—then I'm not car-
ing about you and you’re not caring about me (except for
what we might get from each other) and we’ll both be
empty and hungry and lonely. The abdication is of values
and ideals.

WIE: And so people abdicate their character, courage and
conscience in the pursuit of—

LS: In the pursuit of “me.”
WIE: What I want.

LS: Yes. Because to do wrong is easy. I liken that to a slide
on ice downhill. I don’t know why it was planned this way.
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what the
uncomfortable.
you can

[ certainly would have made it dif-
ferently, but then I guess you'd have God’s king-

dom on earth. I have said on the air, “I can tell you how
you can very easily know what the right thing to do is. It’s
too damn hard. It’s too damn uncomfortable. It’s too
damn costly and it’s too damn painful.” When you can say
any one or some combination of those, it’s the right thing.
The wrong thing is easy, because it satisfies immediately
and requires no sacrifice.

WIE: Another thing you state in How Could You Do That?!

is: “With an intense emphasis on honor and integrity, many of
people’s painful situations or problems simply would not exist.”
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LS: Yes. That means a couple of
things. For example, one of my callers
might say: “My father abandoned us
and it made me feel unloved and lost.
So when this man showed attention to
me, it just filled my heart with joy . . .
of course, he’s married with three kids.
But it’s my heart and my joy.” And I
began saying to people, “How decent is
this, to fill yourself up at the expense of
somebody else’s pain? To create for some-
body else the very problem that caused
your original pain? Talk about original sin!
This is your original pain that you then
create for someone else, and you derive joy
from it. Does that sound decent and is that
really wonderful?”” They’ll call me saying,
“'m going with a married man.” You've
heard talk radio therapists—who [ call
“shrinklets”—take this kind of call. Typically
the shrinklets on the air say, “Oh, you poor
thing. He can’t be there for holidays. You
poor thing. How you're suffering. He’s such a
bad man!” And I would listen to that year after
year thinking, “There’s something wrong with
this picture.” I would sit with this woman and say, “How
could you do that? Why does your pain entitle you to do
wrong, to do evil, to do damage, to do hurtful things? The
reason you're in such pain is that you did not choose to be
ethical. If you chose to be ethical, you wouldn’t be in this
relationship. You'd be sitting with your pain of loss, but
finding some constructive way to get by it, to go on and
do great things with your life.”

o 2

WIE: So mistakes people make are—



how you can very easily know

right thing to do is. It’s too damn hard. It’s too damn
It’'s too damn costly and it’s too damn painful. When
say any one or some combination of those, it’s the

right thing. The wrong thing is easy.”

LS: Based on greedy gratification, and then it compounds
because it becomes a bigger mess. So many of the prob-
lems we get into come from putting aside ethical behav-
ior for emotional gratification, which is why on my show
you'll often hear me say, “Did I ask you about your feel-
ings? | assume you're hurt, you're scared. I go through all
that too. But that’s not the basis from which we make our
decisions.” What if I said, “I know you need my help, but
I'm having a really bad day, so the hell with you”?
According to Jewish law, it doesn’t matter what kind of
day I'm having. I have to help you. So when your basis for
responding is a standard of behavior not related to your
feelings, then I guess you leave the sixties, seventies,
eighties and nineties behind and you enter the Holy
Land! And that’s what I'm trying to get people to do.
Because we've based everything on our feelings. We've
taken our feelings to be an omen. We say, “Ah, I'm horny
about you, so [ guess we have to make it! And it doesn’t
matter who we would be hurting because I have these
feelings.” I've actually had people say that! “But he or she
turns me on!” Well, you know, Jeff Goldblum in The Fly
turned me on too—until he turned into a fly. What's your
point? If we all act out on our feelings, as extreme and ir-
rational and fleeting as they are, then we’re all terribly un-
safe from one another.

WIE: What does that say to the therapists who have spent all
these years trying to help people get in touch with their inner-
most feelings as a way to wholeness?

LS: They've made a mistake. It’s been a terrible mistake.
It’s been a tragic mistake. On some level, being honest
about your emotions is good. For instance, I'll say to
somebody on the air, “Don’t give me that. You really want
to stick it up their nose.” And they’ll say, “Oh, no!” and

I'll say, “Don’t give me that good person thing. You really
want to stick it up their nose.” At some point they’ll
admit it, and then I'll say, “Okay, that’s fair. It’s fair to feel
that way. But it’s not fair to act from that feeling.” I think
that if you're clear about your evil and positive feelings,
then at least you have some basis for honesty with your-
self. But that’s not the place out of which you make deci-
sions. I'll be somewhere, someplace, going through some-
thing and I'll turn to my husband and I'll say, “You know
what I really want to do?” (Grits teeth) But I can’t,
because I want to be a good Jew. I can’t do that. That
doesn’t mean at that moment [ feel this wonderful, spiri-
tual experience. Most of the time, [ have to walk around
for a day feeling irritated. Ultimately though, all those
moments add up to me feeling like a better person and
having more self-respect. That’s ultimately where self-
esteem and self-respect come from.

WIE: So if we're not basing our decisions on how we feel—
which is a radical shift in orientation for most of us—awhat do
you see as the criteria, in a universal sense, for how to act? You
seem to be saying there is some kind of barometer other than
how we feel, that we can count on.

LS: Yes, God’s law.
WIE: As the written word?

LS: Written and interpreted. There was a time when a
group of rabbinic scholars sat down and decided, “Well,
just because your child badmouths you, you shouldn’t
really have to stone him. Maybe God meant that philo-
sophically. (Laughs) Maybe you give them time out!” Of
course there’s interpretation, because God didn’t e-mail
the word. If he e-mailed at Sinai, everybody would have
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don’t have the right to hurt anybody. | don’t have to
and feel your pain to know that that doesn’t give you
program to do damage. We are the same in that we
obligated to behave justly, ethically, morally and with

regardless of how we feel or what

we’ve gone through.”

been confused and wondered, “What’s that?” I've spoken
with my son different ways at different ages. | try to ex-
plain things within his context so he can understand. So
here’s God at Sinai talking to all of these people who had
just spent a couple of hundred years being slaves. How was
he going to explain what was now expected? It had to be
done in a context that could be understood then and
there by those people with their level of comprehension.
[t is our understanding that the law was given in a context
that could be understood then. To some extent it has to
be updated. But basically it’s biblical religious understand-
ing. The Christian rules of behavior and the Islamic rules
of behavior and the Jewish rules of behavior are actually
not all that different.

WIE: Do you feel there’s anything inherent in us that has an
awareness of right and wrong, that there’s some kind of moral
sense? Do you think a person who didn’t have the written word
could look into life for themselves and discover a natural basis
for morality?

LS: It would have to be based upon something personal.
For instance, someone might say, “I know somebody said it
wasn’t okay to have sex outside of marriage, but nobody’s
ever going to know and he’s awfully cute and it feels right.
So, why not? And that’s now my moral sense.” It becomes
subjective. It becomes convenient. It becomes circumstan-
tial. Without God, goodness becomes defined individually
and the two of us would have very different ideas.

So the answer is, no, ultimately 1 don’t think so.
When there have been cultures without a fundamental
belief in God, like Nazi Germany or Stalin’s Russia, we've
all seen the results. I don’t like ‘without God.” That doesn’t
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mean we all do it right. There was an Inquisition. So it
doesn’t mean that because we use God as a format that we
do it right. We are still quite fallible. Ultimately evil is
here because either we are evil—or we stand by and let it
happen. And part of perfecting the world is to stand be-
tween the innocent and the evil. That’s where you have
to make value judgments because if you're not making the
judgment that this or that behavior is evil, then it’s, “Go
ahead, rape her. Go for it. Can [ sell tickets?”

WIE: It’s interesting to hear you speak about value judgments,
because in the contemporary psychological/spiritual mindset
there seems to be a sort of commandment that states: “Thou
shalt not judge.”

LS: Well, that’s not biblical. That’s a real distortion.
As a matter of fact, all the way through Leviticus and
into Proverbs, it discusses making judgments. You're sup-
posed to help your neighbor stay on the right track. That
doesn’t mean you burn them at the stake. That means
you help them, you tell them, “Excuse me, that’s wrong.”
But in Proverbs, it also has this one point: If you tell the
wise man that he’s doing something wrong, he will bless
you. If you tell the fool, he’s just going to hate you. So
you can sort of tell who's a fool and who’s a wise man if
you point them toward the right track and one gets
angry. Then you know you have a fool. And you’re not
supposed to persist with a fool. Interesting. So again, in
Judaism, judgment is okay. There are criteria. It says
very clearly in Leviticus when it goes into making judg-
ments that you're supposed to give the benefit of the
doubt, you're supposed to make sure, to make every-
thing really clear first. It’s not that you don’t judge. It’s
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how you do it that makes the difference.

WIE: Another idea that is very common
these days, and which is often emphasized in
modern spiritual circles, is the notion that
every person is unique. This is also given a
great deal of emphasis in psychology.

LS: Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood!

WIE: The view is that we are each a unique
individual, and because of this, we can never
truly understand or appreciate the experience
of another.

LS: Okay. Let me go over that. Of course |
have never seen anybody that looks like you
or me. There’s no question about it. We are
unique. We are unique combinations. But we
are all made in the image of God. I don’t care
what your experiences were, you don’t have

the right to hurt anybody. I don’t have to walk

in your shoes and feel your pain to know that that doesn’t
give you an entitlement program to do damage. We are
the same in that we are all obligated to behave justly, eth-
ically, morally and with compassion regardless of how we
feel or what we’ve gone through. Period.

One of the best testimonies to that is Victor Frankl’s
book Man’s Search for Meaning. He spent too much time
in concentration camps. Twenty microseconds is too
much time. He was at Auschwitz. And he said there was
nothing that anybody could do to demolish the person
until the person decided to give up their own humanity.

When one person would
steal food from another, that’s when

they died. I have been so affected by that. Because,
you know, it’s so easy to have a bad day and come home
and bitch at your kids. I am so aware that nothing entitles
me to act any other way than justly and compassionately
and ethically and morally.

WIE: In your work, you speak to thousands of people about
their most intimate personal circumstances. In light of your ex-
perience, how unique do you think people really are?

LS: There are commonalities of the human condition and

spirit and psyche. We all look different but if I punch any-
one in the mouth, they’ll probably be upset. Right? We’re
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wired to have certain kinds of reactions. We're critters. So
an ouch is an ouch. It doesn’t matter where you've been or
what you've gone through. But ultimately, each one of us
is exactly the same in that we have the same obligations.
We all don’t have the same experience. We all don’t have
the same qualities. We all don’t have the same intellect.
We all don’t have the same looks. We all don’t have the
same health. That is completely variable. But we all have
the same obligation—and potential, spiritually—and that
is to be decent.

WIE: What is that potential?

LS: To be decent. We're not innately decent. We’re po-
tentially decent or moral. It has to be taught.

WIE: One thing we’ve been noticing as we have explored this
issue and spoken with many different people is that it seems that
many of the most intelligent people—the philosophers and great
thinkers in numerous fields, particularly in academic circles—
seem to be fundamentally cynical about what our potential is as
human beings.

LS: I wonder if they’re cynical about our potential or if
they aren’t depressed that we don’t seem to be reaching it

in their lifetime. I'm sad with what I see. 'm cynical
about some people being willing to do what they’re sup-
posed to do. But ultimately I am hopeful. I think it’s easy
to sit back and say, “Look at this garbage! It’s terrible.” I
don’t think they’re cynical about our ultimate potential.
think they’re cynical about our current willingness to try
to attain it.

WIE: What I'm referring to specifically is that one often
hears things like, “Well, we're all only human,” or, “You
can’t expect perfection.” Even when people do things that
most would admit they find despicable, the common view
seems to be that because we're all flawed, this kind of be-
havior is to be expected.

LS: [ handle that in my book and I get crazed when any-
body says that we’re only human. Because again, we have
potential in that humanity to behave either like a termite
or as though we’re made in God's image. You pick it. That
was how I started writing that book. This was going
around and around in my head. And the day I started writ-
ing, we were on vacation, and | turned on the TV and The
African Queen was on. Do you know that movie?

WIE: It’s been a long time.
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LS: You must go see it. Humphrey Bogart and Katherine
Hepburn. She’s a prim missionary and he’s sort of a drunk
who has a little boat, and she engages him to do this
noble thing and take out this German warship. They fall
in love. He gets really soused one night because this is a
hard job. There are leeches, and it stinks, they’re getting
shot at, it’s terrible. And so he gets drunk and the next
morning, she’s just cold. She has a Bible in front of her
and you can just see her eyes over the top and he’s going,
“Oh, come on. I'm a guy. It’s a guy thing.” And she makes
a comment about the drinking, and he says, “Well, I'm
only human. It’s only human nature.” The Bible comes
down, and she says, “We were put on this earth to rise
above nature.” Whoa! | went right to my computer and
the book started right there. I'm still moved because that
is the ultimate hope. We have that option. God didn’t
make us like my son’s little toys from Star Wars, which
are made as they are and that’s it. I have no clue as to
why it’s the way it is because I'm not going to second-
guess God. But if you're cynical, you make me mad be-
cause it’s arrogant and it implies that you've quit. God
didn’t say the job is easy. He didn’t say you were going to
see it fulfilled. It’s arrogant to sit there and say, “Too
many are not doing the job. I quit.” That’s contributing
to the evil. I can get as mad as the next person when I

see garbage going on but I've got a job and you're not al-
lowed to resign.

WIE: One of the people we spoke with for this issue is social
critic Andrei Codrescu. He said he feels that the cultural cli-
mate in modern America favors image over substance, that
images are being used to manipulate us on every level and that
this has so permeated the way we relate to things that it’s hard
to even see real meaning, hard to actually discern it from any-
thing else.

LS: Yes, [ agree, and [ pray this does not come across as ar-
rogance because I certainly don’t mean it that way—but I
think that’s why my show is important, because I'm trying
to change that. That’s the point of my life. That’s the
point of my work. That’s true and it’s a disaster. People are
miserable and families are crumbling and what they’re
missing is the ship with the rudder epoxied into place.
(Laughs) I'm trying to give them that. And I feel it’s work-
ing. The show is extremely successful. People often come
up to me and relate to me that there’s been some funda-
mental change in their thinking and behaving.

WIE: [t’s interesting that you have gained this kind of popular-
ity, because in many ways it seems that, particularly in
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Dr. Laura continued

America, the majority of people are primarily seeking greater
comfort and convenience.

LS: Yes. They aren’t getting that out of me though.
(Laughs)

WIE: In a country where that does seem to be what most peo-
ple are pursuing with all their might, why do you think it is that
you are becoming so popular?

LS: Oh, they might be pursuing it withall their might, but
people aren’t stupid and they know something’s missing.
And some part of it, at least, | think they feel they're find-
ing with me. You can say “I want to party,” but some part of
you knows you can’t do this forever and that this is really
messing you up.

WIE: So you're speaking to something in people that's—

LS: I'm speaking to that conscience. I'm speaking to that
potentially moral space. It has ears.

WIE: What are the crucial ingredients that make people
change, truly change?

LS: [ had a very prim and proper teacher when [ was in
therapy school. She said, “This is how people change:
Imagine people in a wood house with planks and the
planks are six inches apart and they have no plumbing. So
they poop in-between the planks. Now, when it gets too
high, they move.” Basically she was saying that when it’s
too much of a mess and it’s too painful, people are more
motivated to make a change. I have discovered that’s not
the only way. My experience with the audience through
what I do is that when they hear something different and
cogitate about it and think about what the possibilities
might be with this new way of thinking, they become in-
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terested. So it’s not as though they're pushed by the poop,
but they're pulled by the potential. And maybe some-
times, it’s in concert. The reason I read the faxes in the be-
ginning of each hour is that there are often personal testi-
monials. Somebody took something from the program and
did it. So I don’t want people to wait 'til the poop gets too
high, too painful. I'd rather suck them in at the other end
with an idea, with hope, with possibilities, with an alter-
native. So we don’t have to wait until it gets messy. I guess
I’'m more optimistic.

WIE: [ have heard you speak about our being here for a pur-
pose. How do you envision that purpose?

LS: In Hebrew, it’s called “tikkun olam,” and that means
to perfect the world. Jewish thinking is that everybody is
in cahoots with God to perfect the world. God didn’t give
us heaven here but gave us an opportunity to try to create
it. That’s the point, that’s the purpose.

WIE: That’s very moving. How is that perfection brought
about? I get the sense from what you're saying that you feel
there is something a human being can do to help realize
that perfection.

LS: Yes. It is by your actions. It is totally by your actions.
And, as you may or may not know, there are 613 com-
mandments for Jews. Judaism has sometimes been con-
demned or criticized as being a religion of laws, but actu-
ally these are divine commandments. They guide our
moral, compassionate, just and righteous behavior. You are
commanded to visit the ill. You are commanded to take
care of the needy. We are commanded to do things which
are righteous and which are God’s will. Period. It’s not an
option. You've got to do them. Now, in the orthodox
thinking—I'm going to make this very simplistic so I'm
sure some rabbi would have a heart attack, but I'm just
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simplifying it for general understanding—it’s like at the
fair, there’s a game where you hit the base with a sledge
hammer and the weight goes up and if it rings the bell, you
win a prize!

WIE: Yes.

LS: Well, enough mitzvot, or observing of the divine com-
mandments, the bell rings and then there’s God’s kingdom
on earth.

WIE: So it’s envisioned as something that's going to happen
when we reach a sort of critical mass?

LS: Yes, critical mass. That’s correct. Everyone that does
good gets us closer to God’s kingdom on earth.

WIE: Would you also say that in addition to the bell ringing,
or a sudden dawning of paradise when we reach that critical
mass, that also, in a more relative sense, if people are doing
good more and more, there’s going to be a more and more per-
fect world?

LS: Yes. Right.
WIE: What is your concept of God?

LS: In Judaism, God is not something conceivable. This
messed me up a little bit because I grew up on Charlton
Heston movies, in which, you know, God is a guy with san-
dals and long hair. But Jewishly, that’s the point of the
commandment regarding idols. One of the things you're
supposed to die before you do is bow to an idol. God made
it very clear that it seems to be all too easy for us as human
beings to bow to all sorts of things—your Mercedes, the
sun god and everything else. But God is something that we
cannot comprehend, which is the story of Job. Job was sit-
ting there saying, “Excuse me, why are all these bad things
happening to me?” And everybody’s telling him that he
must have done something bad. They’re trying to make ra-
tionalities for what Job’s going through, based upon the
kind of understanding that human beings have. A lot of
people seem to be very dissatisfied with what God said at
the end, because Job is going through all this misery. It
goes on for thirty-seven painful pages. And then God’s
part is only about an inch. It’s very unsatisfying to those
who want the answer to ‘evil.” But in Jewish understanding,
basically God is unknowable. You cannot fathom the mo-
tivations. You can struggle to study. You can struggle to un-
derstand, but ultimately, it is way beyond us. I accept that,
and find peace in that.

Now for somebody who's as intellectual as I am, and
concrete as | tend to be, and compulsive and organized as
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Dr. Laura continued

I clearly am, I find it almost a relief to accept that I don’t
have to understand and may never truly know—but I can
respect it and follow it and be ennobled in my life by it. I,
strangely, am satisfied by that. You'd think I'd be the-last
person who would be.

WIE: You speak a great deal about the importance of honoring
one’s commitments to family and children, perhaps almost
above all else.

LS: Oh, yes. Above all else.

WIE: Are you at all familiar with the life story of the Buddha?

LS: No. Sorry, | have to plead ignorance.

WIE: According to the historical accounts, he was a prince
with a wife and child and a whole kingdom to look after. Then,

at an early age, in his twenties, he felt a spiritual calling. He
said he looked out on the world and he could see suffering
everywhere and he just felt like he had to find out what the an-
swer was, to find the end of suffering, to find some kind of spir-
itual liberation. So he left his wife and his child and his entire
kingdom and he went out and dedicated his life wholeheartedly
to the pursuit of spiritual life. He literally walked out the door
and never came back. And through the attainment of the pro-
found spiritual awakening that he eventually came to, he has
influenced millions of people to live a more moral, more spiri-
tual life and created a religion that survives him 2,000 years
later and continues to influence people toward the good. Did he
do the right thing by leaving?

LS: Since I don’t know anything about Buddhism, I can’t
answer this. Jewishly, what he did wouldn’t be acceptable,
because Judaism is extremely focused on family. I mean a
rabbi who isn’t married with kids, like oy veh! m

table, the schoolyard and the world of electronic gadgets.
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in the MARKETPLACE

AN INTERVIEW WITH SAM BERCHOLZ

America’s largest Buddhist publisher discusses the

myth of millennialism and the cho||enges of

spirituo| pub|ishing in the New Age

hen Sam Bercholz founded Shambhala

Publications twenty-eight years ago,

there was relatively little interest in
America in Eastern spiritual teachings, meditation or
other esoteric subjects. Bercholz, at Shambhala’s
helm, has introduced millions of readers to the spir-
itual teachings and philosophies that are his passion
and has gained a reputation for skillfully navigating
the changing times, including the turbulent waters of
popular spirituality and New Age movements. We
were intrigued by a statement in Shambhala’s com-
pany literature: “As many of these subject areas have
been increasingly commercialized under the nebu-
lous catch-all of the ‘New Age, we have quietly con-

BY SUSAN BRIDLE

tinued to fulfill our original mission of publishing seri-
ous books of lasting value that ... present what'’s real
and not the glitz” Because of his unique vantage
point on the popularization of esoteric spirituality in
America and his commitment to maintaining an
unusual standard of authenticity in an arena increas-
ingly subject to the demands of the market, we were
eager to speak with Bercholz about some of the
themes we explore in this issue of What Is
Enlightenment? Bercholz, informed by his perspective
as a publisher of titles on art, philosophy, psychology
and culture, as well as Eastern religious traditions, has
some fascinating things to say about the vicissitudes
of spiritual publishing and the myths of the New Age.

continued on next page



SAM BERCHOLZ:

In the beginning the quest was really
quite personal, because I and the
cofounder of Shambhala Publica-
tions, Michael Fagan, were pursuing
our own interest in Eastern spiritual
traditions, and then helping others
discover the things that we had
found. A lot of the publishing we did
went along with our personal discov-
eries. Then it began to have its own
life. In the beginning we used to
publish mainly translations from
Oriental languages. We were really
plowing new ground with Buddhism,
Taoism and Hinduism. We still pub-
lish translations, but now we also
publish a lot of things by people who

WIE: There seems to be a remarkable
resurgence of interest in spirituality in
America in recent years, as evidenced
by the numerous spiritual themes on the
covers of popular news magazines and
the fact that books on New Age spiritu-
ality now regularly make it onto the
bestseller lists. As a book publisher you
are in a unique position to have your
finger on the pulse of the times. What is
your perspective on the apparent resur-
gence of interest in spirituality in Amer-
ica today?

SB: | wasn’t around in the late
1800s, but from the histories I've
read, what is happening now is simi-

WIE: You founded Shambhala Publications twenty-eight years ago, when
there was relatively little interest in America in Eastern or other esoteric
spiritual teachings. The cultural landscape has changed quite a bit during
that time. What was your vision for your publishing company when you

began, and how has it changed with the changing times?

peat rather than unique. Books on
all kinds of esoteric subjects were
bestsellers a century ago as well. The
difference is that the interest in the
spiritual traditions of the East is
greater nowadays. There have always
been these waves of inspirational
books with some sort of spiritual
basis. But now the spiritual basis, in-
stead of just being Christian, can
have a Hindu or Buddhist flavor. It’s
not all that different. I don’t see it as
any big revolution. People have al-
ways been interested in spirituality
from one point of view or another.
Whether the spirituality is genuine

or not, whether it’s “snake oil” or not

“I DON'T SEE ANY BIG REVOLUTION.
PEOPLE HAVE ALWAYS BEEN INTERESTED IN SPIRITUALITY
FROM ONE POINT OF VIEW OR ANOTHER. WHETHER THE

SPIRITUALITY IS GENUINE OR NOT, WHETHER IT'S
‘SNAKE OIL' OR NOT . .. THE READER HAS TO DETERMINE.”

were just learning about Buddhism,
Hinduism, Sufism and so on back in
that era—and who are now teaching
it. So now we publish the classics
as well as contemporary understand-
ings of them. I think that’s the big-
gest change.

84  WHAT Is ENLIGHTENMENT?

lar. There is a resurgence of interest
in spirituality now, but there was a
similar resurgence a century ago with
the founding of the Theosophical
Society, the Vedanta Society, Christ-
ian Science, all those sorts of things
in this country. So in a way it’s a re-

. the reader has to determine.
There have been genuine things
published in the last thirty years, and
a lot of crap. There have always been
genuine things and crap. You see,
the more genuine stuff that’s pub-
lished, the more crap is also pub-



lished. Because if something gen-
uine sells, then—it’s just human
nature—someone says, “Oh, that’s
easy enough to do. I'll just make
something up like that and sell it
the same way.” You know, the snake
oil variety.

WIE: You have gained a reputation
over the years of trying to hold a stan-
dard, to stick to the genuine article and
stay clear of “the snake oil variety,” as
you say.

SB: Right. It’s the relative standard
of our editors. We do the best that we
can so that, when our name is on the
book, we can say that this is not b.s.

WIE: If you were to say what you
want a Shambhala book to stand for—
what would it be, what do you look for?

SB: Well, that it’s helpful; that at
worst it’s not harmful, but at best
that it’s helpful. And that it’s gen-
uine. It’s pretty simple. Most of our
books come from traditions, tried
and true traditions. But we are also
willing to publish revolutionaries,
so it’s not always just about coming
from a great tradition. The backbone
of our company, in fact, are the
classics translated from Chinese,
Sanskrit, Japanese, Korean, ancient
Persian, Arabic and so on. But we
are always willing to add modern—
not just interpretations—but mod-
ern versions.

WIE: What would you say about the
current state of the dharma in the West?

SB: | think that it’s possible for
Western practitioners of Buddha
dharma, Taoist dharma, Hindu
dharma—all the different Eastern
dharmas—to actually attain enlight-
enment, or whatever the equivalent
is in that tradition. But I don’t think
it is possible for those traditions to
have a huge effect on this country in
any overt way. | think, from the

Eastern point of view, it’s a dark age,
a dark time. It’s a dark place. There
is the right wing that views anything
that isn’t fundamentalism as being
the enemy. And then we have the
problem of the liberals calling any-
thing that is spiritual “New Age.” So
it’s a real problem.

I think there is some hope that
people can make their lives better.
And if they can make their lives bet-
ter, then that can extend to many
other people. But there’s a lot of
wishful thinking that there are huge
changes happening, socially and so
on. I think it’s exactly that: it’s wish-
ful thinking. I think the things that
people think change things are not
the things that really change things.
It’s subtler than that. It’s real indi-
vidual actions that change things,
rather than paying lip service to
some sort of mass movement of con-
sciousness. | think it’s too much to
think that this country, or any big
country, can really be fully actual-
ized. I think that’s wishful thinking
because then you forget about . . .
what's really involved.

WIE: You said earlier that you want a
Shambhala book to be genuine. How do

you determine that?

SB: There’s this big b.s. meter on
the wall here. We put the manu-
script up to the b.s. meter. If it does-
n’t go over the line, then we publish
it. That’s just a joke, obviously. But
even though it’s a joke, it is like that.
It does have to fit. There is a stan-
dard we try to keep. However, it’s
an unstated standard because
there’s no way to articulate it. It’s
partly intuitive. Partly there’s some
objective standard—it’s not exactly
academic, though we don’t have
anything against the academic stan-
dard. . . .We try to keep a good spiri-
tual standard.

WIE: [ would imagine this lends itself
to lively discussions—you and your

continued on page 92
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POORLY WRITTEN

NEW AGE
SOUL CANDY or

BOOK REVIEW BY
KENNETH MOYLE
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No exploration of popular American spirituality would be complete without at

least a sideways glance at the phenomenon of James Redfield’s runaway bestseller

The Celestine Prophecy. In preparing for our own critical examination of this ubig-

uitous New Age novel, we came across the following review by freelance writer

Kenneth Moyle. His searing commentary casts a blinding light on what may be the

quintessential expression of the dubious marriage between esoteric spirituality

and popular culture.

his is not a novel

to be tossed aside

lightly. It should be
thrown aside with great
force.”

So wrote Dorothy
Parker of a book remem-
bered only for her disdain
of it. I've always wished
that I could have been the
one to have said that, and
if I had been, I would have
liked to have said it about
James Redfield’s The Celes-
tine Prophecy. One may
very rightly ask why, if I
think that the book is such
utter tripe (which I do)
and if it is so dismissible
(which it is), I am wasting
valuable time and disk
space writing about it. The
reason is that it is wonder-
fully remarkable tripe: re-
markable for the sheer
tripeliness of its prose and
philosophy, as well as for
the fact that, despite its in-

| effable tripehood, it has

| been on the New York

| Times bestseller list for
ninety-eight weeks at the
time of this writing
(ranked second only to its
sequel, The Tenth Insight).
When a novel so ideologi-
| cally loopy and artistically
flat is so phenomenally
successful, a closer look is
surely in order. It really is

| child’s play to tear the

‘ book apart, and it’s so very
| tempting to just wade in,

| mix my metaphors and

| start ripping, but remem-

| bering my mother’s admo-
nition about not saying
anything at all if | can’t say
anything nice, I will say

it is I'll finish off by saying
a few more nice things.
The Celestine Prophecy
is printed on nice, sturdy
paper. The typeface is large
and clear, and the lines of
text are well spaced.
Redfield was considerate
enough to ensure that each
chapter contains a brief
summary of the insights
elucidated in all previous

| chapters, and his novel is

the first that I've read in
about ten years that hasn’t
put me to the trouble of
getting out of my chair,
even once, to fetch a dic-
tionary. There now; having

| said something nice, I pro-

| some nice things about The |
| that Redfield’s acephalous
| brainchild sets me off so.

| Celestine Prophecy before I
g0 on to say some things
that aren’t at all nice. And

| out of consideration for the

many people who've made
this novel the success that

ceed with maternal sanc-
tion to explain why it is

The Celestine Prophecy
is, ostensibly, a novel.
There is a plot (a nameless

| social worker in the middle



“This is not a novel to be tossed aside lightly.

It should be thrown aside with great force.”

of a career crisis travels to
Peru to find an ancient
prophetic manuscript that
the Peruvian government
and Roman Catholic
Church seek to suppress
and destroy), and there are
fictional characters (one
can’t get any more fictional
than a Latin American
priest named Father Carl, a
Peruvian official called
Hinton, and a Scandina-
vian professor by the name
of Edmond Connor, not to
mention a whole city of
Mayans living in Peru
rather than in the more
conventional Mayan
stomping grounds of Cen-
tral America). But for all
intents and purposes this is
not a novel but rather a
New Age religious tract.
The unengaging plot is the
merest pretense for the
point-per-chapter explana-
tion of the author’s ideas
about human destiny and
the nature of the cosmos.
The characters (who
might, with the help of a
capable ghost writer, be
fleshed out to a full two di-
mensions) are featureless
mouthpieces for the mo-
notone authorial voice. Of
course a weak plot and in-
substantial characters don’t
necessarily ruin a novel;
there are many books that

are a delight to read just
for sheer brilliance of ex-
pression, insight and hu-
mor of the wordsmithery
(think of works by Douglas
Adams, Oscar Wilde or Dr.
Seuss). Redfield’s prose, on
the other hand, is monoto-
nous, bland, repetitive and
awkward; better writing
may be found in an average
issue of TV Guide.

Given that The Celes-
tine Prophecy is neither plot
driven nor character dri-
ven, nor yet good writing
by any post-elementary
standard, what does it pre-
sent to the reader? Let us,
as an act of charity, call the
book “a novel of ideas.”
Redfield’s purpose is to im-
part the “Nine Insights,”
which the anonymous hero
finds in an ancient Mayan
manuscript (a document
written, inexplicably and
without explanation, in
Aramaic). Each insight is a
revelation about the physi-
cal universe, human na-
ture, the benefit of eating
vegetables, conflict resolu-
tion or the eventual
transcorporeal evolution of
our species. Given the im-
probable metaphysics of
the Nine Insights, it might
be assumed that one is
meant to approach the
ideas of this novel as one

would those of a work of
science fiction or an alle-
gorical tale. On behalf of
Redfield’s legions of fans
and followers, I was quite
eager to give him the bene-
fit of this doubt. Then I
read The Celestine
Prophecy: An Experiential
Guide. This run-of-the-
mill, New Age spiritual-
self-help book, cowritten
by Redfield himself, made
it quite plain that he
meant every word of the
Nine Insights far more lit-
erally than I could ever
have imagined. We have in
The Celestine Prophecy not
a novel, but simply an art-
less tract conveying the au-
thor’s guiding message for
foundering humanityj it is
on the merits of these ideas
alone that one must judge
this book and its popularity.
The essence of Red-
field’s message is that the
universe is made up of en-
ergy that is evolving into
ever higher and higher
forms or states of vibration:
pure energy to hydrogen
atoms to multivalent atoms
to molecules to organic
matter to life to humanity
and eventually to some
state of intelligent
transcorporeal being. The
final stage involves hu-
mans being able to con-

sciously direct this evolu-
tion, learning to acquire
psychic energy by connect-
ing to pristine nature
rather than from interper-
sonal conflict (interper-
sonal conflict resulting
solely from people compet-
ing for each other’s psychic
energy). The last fifty years
have been the prelude to
the dawn of this final stage,
as society regains awareness
of the spiritual, the mysti-
cal and the purposive sig-
nificance of the apparently
coincidental.

As I trudged my way
though the arid, jargon-
mined desert that is Red-
field’s novel, bearing bar-
rage upon barrage of
brutally prosaic, '80s self-
help clichés, wincing at
the glare of the shiny, shift-
ing, New Age platitudes,

[ couldn’t help but ask my-
self time and again: What
in God’s name do people
see in this banal, grating
screed? But by the time I
closed the book on the fi-
nal, sequel-priming page |
think that I understood
why so many have been in-
spired by this poorly writ-
ten New Age soul candy.
The Celestine Prophecy
speaks to discontentment
with reductionist thinking
and dissatisfaction with

continued on page 91
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continued from page |3

without having received her prior per-
mission, she lets him find out for
himself that he is not suited for such
a life. This was quite typical of the
subtle ways she did things.

I have recently completed a
book based on the diaries of an Aus-
trian woman who spent fifty years in
India—first as a close follower of ].
Krishnamurti and then as a sannyasi
disciple [devotee] of Anandamayi
Ma, with whom she spent almost
forty years. (She also had profound
contact with Sri Ramana Maharshi.)
This is a unique record of a true
Guru-disciple relationship—the sort
of authenticity that scares off less
heroic seekers like Mr. Roumanoff.

Ram Alexander
Assisi, Italy

I READ EACH NEW ISSUE of your maga-
zine, and have not before now felt
prompted to write a response letter.
But Mr. Ken Wilber’s comments in
your “Letters” section [“Blowing the
Whistle,” Spring/Summer 1996]
drew me out.

[ have detected a male-superior
nuance in Ken Wilber’s writings be-
fore. He tries very hard, always, to
cloak his feelings in fairness, but the
undertone rings through to me loud
and clear. He has an unfortunate ten-
dency to think linearly, in a bottom-
to-top conceptual construct. This
time he states that “of those who do

in fact develop to the postconven-
tional and transpersonal and gen-
uinely spiritual modes, a greater per-
centage will tend to be male.” He
gives several reasons for why this
happens, all based on traditional
views of femininity.

My argument with this way of
looking at things is that it is probably
wrong from its fundamental basis,
from which it sees spiritual growth as
a continuum along which we
progress. My argument is that this old
and solidly entrenched universe vi-
sion was created by males and, be-
cause women have always had to re-
main substantially outside the hoop,
of course they don’t fit the mold.

If Mr. Wilber were really paying
attention to women and what they
have to offer, he would see that
women are just as “genuinely spiri-
tual” as men, probably in equal pro-
portion. We are just different and, al-
though our spirituality doesn’t appear
to some men as “high” or “genuine,”
that’s only because they don’t under-
stand it. And the reason they don't
understand it is because it has been
forever ignored and labeled as inferior.

[ would like to see Ken Wilber
come out of his intellect and stop try-
ing to organize everything into neat
and orderly constructs, which is the
error that males have been making
for so-0-0-0 long.

Cindy Oeser
Yuba City, California
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Book Review
continued from page 87

materialism (of both the philosophi-
cal and commercial sort). It offers se-
ductively rare optimism about the fu-
ture and human nature. There is the
promise of an easy, natural “spiritual
self-enhancement,” which can be ac-
quired without the structure, disci-
pline and delayed gratification of tra-
ditional religion. And perhaps most
appealingly, Redfield promises that
the strife and uncertainties of life and
love in the late twentieth century are
only the birthing pains of the coming
spiritual reawakening. Questions of
existence and purpose with which
thinkers and artists and writers have
struggled for the last hundred years
are here given answers in guileless,
direct, everyday language, gift-
wrapped in the promise of universal
attainability and hope.

The Celestine Prophecy touches
real, widely experienced problems:
weariness of rationalism, ideological
disorientation, existential angst,
hunger for mystery, mourning for
God, the desire for hope and purpose
and human goodness. Redfield in-
deed addresses important questions,
questions with which [ sympathize
deeply, but his answers are thin and
ridiculous. And because he addresses
these problems in such simple, easy-
to-digest terms, he has captured the
imagination of thousands who had
never, before The Celestine Prophecy,
had their concerns brought into focus
and utterability for them. Though
I'm glad to know that more and more
people are thinking about these spiri-
tual and existential questions, I worry
that for every person who is inspired
to follow the concerns Redfield ad-
dresses to sounder spiritual pastures
there will be ten who either will buy
into the unsustaining nonsense of his
answers or will just be put off the
questions altogether.

In all fairness, I must admit that
one could do worse than follow the
concrete, quotidian teachings found
in The Celestine Prophecy: love your
neighbor; eat more fresh vegetables;

continued on page 94
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Yoga Self Taught

Andre Van Lysebeth. Over 160 illustra-
tions of yoga poses (both correct positions
and the incorrect ones!) to show you how
you can take charge of your health and life
by using yoga exercise. Includes special
diet info, too.

Paper * 1-57863-127-0 = $16.95 * 272 pp.

The Zelator

Mark Hedsel & David Ovason. The read of
the century for anyone wanting to learn
about the initiate’s way through life. The
names and places have been changed, but
as you start in Watkins Bookstore in
London, you’ll recognize the mystery
schools and maybe even the teachers who
instructed the author. This book was hard
to put down!

Paper * 1-57863-169-6  $18.95 * 512 pp.

The Psychology of Awakening

Gay Watson, Stephen Batchelor, and Guy
Claxon, three of the most influential writ-
ers on Buddhism today. have compiled a
wide-ranging and penetrating collection of
essays that explore Buddhism and its
implications in our personal and social life.

Paper * 1-57863-172-6 * $16.95 * 368 pp.

Samuel Weiser, Inc.
PO Box 612, York Beach, ME 03910

PH: 888/423-4393 « FAX: 207/363-5799
www.weiserbooks.com
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To receive an introductory Profile and Audio Tape (at no charge)
please write to: MasterPath, Atin: WIE, P.O. Box 9035
92589-9035 USA

Temecula, CA

ALL THE
MARVELOUS EARTH

J. Krishnamurti

A Krishnamurti Publications

of America book

$18.95 Paperback ISBN 1-888004-22-3
$23.95 Cloth ISBN 1-888004-21-5
(Available Spring 2000)

o
KPA/

Can the Earth Survive Six Billion Egos?

“All the Marvelous Earth is a must-
read....for everyone who loves and respects
our Earth, and for everyone who should.”

- Richard Fuller, Senior Editor,
Metaphysical Review

“If you have no relationship with nature,
you have no relationship with man. Nature
is the meadows, the groves, the rivers,
all the marvelous earth. ..If you have no
relationship with that, we shall have
no relationship with each other.”

- J. Krishnamurti

All the Marvelous Earth is a beautiful
anthology of J. Krishnamurti’s
writings on nature. The dazzling
photographs, by fifty of the world’s top
photographers, impress on us
the urgency of forming a relationship
with nature and with each other.

Krishnamurti Foundation of America, P.O. Box 1560, Ojai, CA 93024
Tel: 805-646-2726 Fax: 805.646.6674 www.kfa.org
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Sam Bercholz
continued from page 85

editors trying to clearly perceive and
maintain this standard.

SB: Each book that is published has
to go through an entire editorial
committee. Standards come first,
money comes second, or third even.
There are many things that we have
been offered that we haven’t pub-
lished even though we could have
made millions of dollars publishing
them. Personally, I've turned away
knowing I could have had millions of
dollars in my pocket. But I feel no re-
gret, never will feel any regret.

WIE: You're trying to navigate your
way through the New Age fads and the
popular spiritual superstars.

SB: It’s just simply what we do. It’s
not like we are doing it this week.
We are a successful publishing house,
which means many of our books
have sold lots of copies. But not at
the expense of quality. Even when
we were in financial trouble, the way
we chose to get out of it was to pub-
lish blank books, beautiful books
with literally nothing in them. That
was our response to financial prob-
lems: instead of publishing crap, we
published the ultimate Zen books,
books with no words in them. No
words, no pictures. And actually it
started a trend, but we were just doing
it because we needed to survive.

WIE: Yet some of the books you've said
“no” to, often in the New Age genre,
have become great sellers that many
publishing houses would have fought to
get their hands on. And the New Age
genre is becoming very big and wvery
influential.

SB: We never classify any of our
books “New Age.” We've been asked
to, but we refuse. You know, the
problem with the New Age is that it
gets old quick. m
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reduce consumption; meditate; pre-

IF YOU ARE INTERESTED serve unspoiled nature; reach out to
IN MYSTICAL POETRY, Whaar IS people; don’t respond to apathy or
YOU NEED TO HEAR NLIGHTENMENT?| anger in kind. But Redfield’s spiritu-
THIS MAN. ality or philosophy or cosmogony or

3 . rofit whatever it is is just too naive, shal-
Frank Crocitto Performs p low and fantastic to provide lasting

Rumi iS Alive publication. Your sustenance.

- I'm not bothered by The Celes-
NOW ON CD :
P75 support, in theform tine Prophecy simply because it pre-

Ofsubscriptionsl sents a simple, easy-to-use approach
to complex issues. Any religion or
philosophical system should have a

advertising and

- donations, is shallow end in which people may
o splash about and get their feet wet
regmea kg b | o . .

“E.J.Gold g?’Eﬂtly appreciated. into the deeper, more difficult waters
in which enlightenment, growth and

strength are truly found. I find The
Celestine Prophecy bothersome be-

much needed and

: before being eased, coaxed or thrown

Thank you.

cause it lacks any depth at all; it is a

P.O. Box 2360, Lenox, MA 01240 USA philosophical wading pool, full of
CANDILEPOWER Tel: 800-376-3210 or 413-637-6000 children’s laughter and sparkling sun-
www.frankcrocitto.com Fax: 413-637-6015 shine and bright pictures of pretty
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The Buddhist Handbook

The Complete Guide to Buddhist Schools, Teaching, Practice,
and History
John Snelling = ISBN 0-89281-761-5 = $16.95 pb = 384 pages, 6 x 9

“The perfect volume for a Western Buddhist to hand to a friend who
asks, what is Buddhism, anyway? Snelling is a fine writer.”
American Bookseller ’

Enlightened Management £ VY,
Bringing Buddhist Principles to Work [ N l I m [ " [ D
Dona Witten with Akong Tulku Rinpoche L
ISBN 0-89281-876-X = $14.95 pb = 176 pages, 53/s x 81/s MA“mM[“I
A management consultant teams up with the president of
an international relief organization to show how to create oche
a successful and harmonious business environment by ﬁ

bringing Buddhist principles to the workplace.
Consciousness as the Soul of Economic, Social, and Political Life ‘i .
Mario s ’

The Invisible Player
Mario Kamenetzky = ISBN 0-89281-665-1 = $16.95 pb = 288 pages, 6 x 9

The Invisible Player guides us through the development of human consciousness,
showing how and why our socioeconomic consciousness has been shaped toward the
pursuit of power and wealth rather than the enjoyment of life and love.

“Profound and important.” Hazel Henderson

Kamewerzny

Order from Inner Traditions, PO. Box 388, Rochester, VT 05767 = 1-800-246-8648 = Fax (802) 767-3726
Website: www.InnerTraditions.com = Please add $3.50 shipping for the first book, $1.00 for each additional book.
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Freedom Has
No History

A Call to Awaken

Andrew

Cohen
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Initially emphasizing enlightenment as the direct discovery of
the freedom from thought and feeling, Andrew Cohen
describes how he has now come to understand that while
this is a fundamental part of any true teaching of liberation,
what is of far greater swgmﬁcaﬂcc is coming to the end of a
self-centered relationship to life. This

radica

the experience o
experience of per
HEto

ond
ne

on m the cho

aneous

"1 cassette $10.95

JIDED MEDITATIONS

ISBN 1-883929-20-2
INCLUDES TWO GU

Available at bookstores or directly from Moksha Press
Add $3 per item for shipping to: Moksha Press, P.O. Box 2360, Lenox MA 01240

Tel:

800-376-3210 or 413-637-6000, Fax: 413-637-6015




print (20 x 30")

Artwork to
Benefit Tibet:

Robert
Rauschenberg

ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG has created

a poster and a print from his
impressions of Tibet especially for
Future Generations. Proceeds from the
purchase of either this limited-edition
print or museum-quality poster are
administered by Future Generations for
its programs in Tibet, including health
services to women, village improvement
programs, reforestation, and
conservation efforts.

FUTURE GENERATIONS

poster (26 x 42")

A signed limited-edition print may be
obtained for $4,000, or a museum-quality
poster for $25. To order or learn more
about our conservation and village
improvement programs in Tibet, contact:

FUTURE GENERATIONS
P. 0. Box 10 Franklin, WV 26807
tel.: (304) 358-2000

fax: (304) 358-3008
http://www2.dgsys.com/~future.

Visa/MasterCard accepted.
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