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What Is Enlightenment? is dedicated to a revolution in human
consciousness and human culture. Guided by the evolving vision of
founder Andrew Cohen, we are in search of a radical new moral and
philosophical architecture for twenty-first-century society. We believe
that finding this framework for transformation—rooted in the timeless
revelation of enlightenment, reaching toward a truly coherent ethics
for the postmodern world—is imperative, not only for the evolution of
our species, but for our very survival. By asking the hard questions
of the new science and the ancient traditions, of art and culture, of
business and politics, What Is Enlightenment? seeks to create a dynamic
context for conscious engagement with the greatest challenges of our
times, a groundwork for the ongoing liberation of human potential.
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letters

COMPUTER SCIENCE NO PROBLEM
FOR BUDDHA

Issue 32
March–May 2006

NOT A LEFT-BRAIN EXERCISE

Thank you to Carter Phipps for unraveling the taboo subject of reincarnation
from the mysterious cloak of superstition and placing it into the trusted
hands of science. If this helps those of
us caught in the “accumulate as much
wealth as you can, you only live once”
paradigm to think of our souls as everevolving and learning entities within
a larger cosmic order, we might yet
be able to steer our collective human
pirate ship into more loving—and less
polluted—waters.
The problem with integrating
knowledge as powerful as reincarnation into our existing scientific models
is that reincarnation can’t be taken literally because it’s not a left brain exercise. Thus, most attempts at rationally
explaining past lives sound clumsy
and, well . . . otherworldly. As our right
brains are being readmitted into the
evolutionary party inside our heads, I
hope that science will find new dance
partners like NDEs, OBEs, or, God forbid, astrology. Carter Phipps certainly
put the word out.
Sven Eberlein
San Francisco, CA
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Your article about reincarnation was
extremely well written and gave a strong
introduction to the field as it stands
today, but I did not entirely agree with
the third section on a couple of points.
The most spiritually advanced teachers
of the past, whose teachings are now
enshrined in myth and religion, were
not less advanced than we are in our
understanding of the universe. Quite the
contrary. It is only that their “audience”
was less advanced in some ways, or at
least that portion of their audience that
attempted to preserve their teachings.
It boggles our minds that Buddha,
had he cared to put his mind to it,
would have been able to take your PC
or Macintosh computer apart and put
it back together again effortlessly, but
I believe that it would have been child’s
play for him. Such a Being has full control of the Universal Mind, from which
the complexity and splendor of the entire
physical universe sprang into being,
so nothing we have achieved would be
particularly challenging to him. There
is evolution of form and increasing consciousness until the human stage, but
not after that stage is reached. The soul,
if by soul we mean that which is part of
the Oversoul, does not evolve. Rather,
it must be consciously realized in its
intrinsic fullness.
Stephen Sakellarios
Producer of In Another Life: Reincarnation
in America
WELL DONE

Carter Phipps did a great job of describing the evidence for reincarnation. I
could really relate to the image of him
standing before all the file cabinets at
the Division of Personality Studies office
in Charlottesville, because I had the
same experience myself. It was quite
an amazing moment for me to see the
material extent of Ian Stevenson’s field-

work, knowing that many of the files
represented an arduous journey down
some dirt road leading to uncertainty. I
hope Carter has his own experience with
a past-life memory some day—an experience so profound that he will recognize
it for what it is. There’s no substitute!
Carol Bowman
Author of Children’s Past Lives
PAST LIVES = PARALLEL LIVES?

A thought for consideration: The abiding model for reincarnation (and evolution) is a linear one—one life leads to
the next and so on. Quite causal and
decidedly dualistic. But what if the reincarnation “process,” and perhaps even
time, is in fact simultaneous? Could
all those lives be taking place entirely
in the Now? If our unique identity is
shared among many lives, and those
lives are ongoing, immediate, and available, then maybe remembering “past”
lives isn’t a quirk of memory at all but a
gift of contacting and getting to know a
greater self, unlimited by a finite body
and spanning all dimensions and time.
Chris Derfler
via email
WAKE-UP CALL

Thank you to Ross Robertson for his
informative and heartwarming investigation into the lives of animals. The one
addition I would like to have seen is the
current societal situation in the way animals are tortured for medical research
and for food and clothing production,
supposedly in order for humans to have
a better life. These stories make it clear
that animals have feelings and not so
clear if they have souls, but in light of
Henri Bergson’s statement that animal
consciousness is not continuing to evolve
as is human consciousness, it appears
all the more barbaric that we treat animals the way we do. It seems that on
some level, we are continuing to murder
our own souls in our denial of the true
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letters continued
impact our actions have on these sentient beings, which you have so beautifully shown will even sacrifice their lives
to save ours.
J.E.S.
via email
BADGERING THE “WITNESS”

It was such a pleasure to read about
action in addition to awareness in
Andrew Cohen’s latest conversation with
Ken Wilber. I agree with Andrew when
he says “we don’t have time to be here
now.” I’ve been practicing TM for many
years, and I immediately felt the effects
of my practice in terms of relaxation,
good health, and a general sense of
calm. I do not fashion myself a mystic,
yet I am having mystical experiences on
a day-to-day basis, and I suppose the
problem is that these experiences can
be mesmerizing, highly addictive, and
easy to get stuck on. Changing the world
by creating the thought patterns that
future generations will inherit is going
to go a lot faster if we unglue ourselves
from simply “witnessing” consciousness. While there is certainly great joy
and transformative power in the experience of awareness, I have always felt
that it is in acting from this intuitive
state that real growth and social change
can occur.
Molly Beauregard
via email
NURTURING AL QAEDA

Elizabeth Debold’s “Beyond the Divine
Feminine” restored my faith in the
future of feminism, if the word “feminism” is even appropriate anymore.
When I enrolled in the M.Phil. Program
in Women’s Studies at Trinity College,
Dublin, I thought I was going to develop
the small yet optimistic feminist seed
that lived inside me and emerge as one
who saw past gender. Instead, that seed
was crushed and left to bake in the
sun—all at the hands of women.
Thank you to Ms. Debold, for putting down on paper the very thoughts
I thought I was crazy for having: There
is a difference between male and
female, masculine and feminine; it is
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dangerous to assume that women necessarily exhibit feminine qualities, and
it is just as dangerous to assume that
men do not; if any form of feminism is to
succeed, it must move beyond gender
stereotypes. When she asks, “What will
happen when the lid is off of women’s
power and potential?” she opens up a
dialogue surrounding a key issue, power.
Would a female president have nurtured
the terrorists after 9/11? Probably not.
I wonder how many women, if elected
as President of the United States, would
embrace the classic Divine Feminine
self-image and rule from that space? Or
would the definition of “Divine Feminine”
suddenly include, oh, I don’t know . . .
masculine qualities?
“When the male will not be male nor
the female be female,” Debold quotes
from the Gospel of Thomas, “then we
will enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” And
when she asks “Where are the women
who want to discover this,” I have this to
say: I am right here.
René Gibson
Florida
THE HELPER’S HIGH

Prior to reading “Sacrifice Is the
Language of Love,” Maura O’Connor’s
article on Mother Antonia, I found the
word “sacrifice” in the title a little disconcerting because of its rather negative, life-denying connotation today. As
I read on, however, it became clear that
the choice was justified. After all, denying one’s own comforts and sleeping
with a filter over one’s nose hardly fits
our idea of a “reasonable” charity, which
commonly means taking care of “number one” first and only then giving whatever excess one might have to the needy.
Yet not only did Mary Clarke sacrifice
all her belongings without regret, she
immediately made sure that her former
possessions were replaced by something far more positive—compassion for
the neglected prisoners of La Mesa.
Compassion implies the fullness
of divine love; it means growing into a
more encompassing consciousness
than the one we were born with. Mother
Antonia’s “sacrifice” did not mean
rejecting the joy of life but replacing
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the joy of one life with the joy of many.
And it should come as no surprise that
throughout her ordeals, she remains
happy and high-spirited. According to
medical researcher Allan Luks, author
of The Healing Power of Doing Good, helping others can bring on a state of euphoria that lasts for several weeks. This
“helper’s high” can lower blood pressure, stomach acid, and cholesterol, and
it is usually followed by feelings of deep
calm, freedom from self-preoccupation,
and gratitude for the gift of life.
Magda Mraz
New Haven, CT

Issue 31
December–February 2005/06
TEN COMMANDMENTS IS PLENTY

I enjoyed the article “Spiritual But Not
Religious” by Elizabeth Debold. Having
become rather zealously antireligious
myself, it was good to be reminded
that at one time, religion represented
a step forward. I, too, am concerned
about each of us being in a “religion of
one” and look forward to the Second
Axial Age. I agree that the new spiritual/religious consciousness cannot
rely on a new set of commandments,
and I think the answer lies in spiritual
practice. As Debold suggests, no set of
rules (commandments eleven through
twenty?) will apply to all future situations because we cannot foresee what
dilemmas gene technology, etc., will
foist upon us. But we can have practices—such as meditation, compassion,
nonattachment, nonviolence, truthfulness, generosity, and forgiveness—that
will guide us on the right path.
John O’Neal
Sacramento, CA
continued on page 138

June-August 2006

001_j33_TOC3.indd 13

13

4/26/06 12:41:15 AM

editorial
MY RELATIONSHIP WITH INTEGRAL PHILOSOPHER KEN WILBER began

Andrew Cohen with Senior Editor
Carter Phipps

through correspondence over ten years ago. I remember being struck
by something he wrote in one of his early letters: “Let’s see how we
can move forward together.” At the time, I had no idea what he meant.
But in the years since, a friendship has developed that is inherently
creative and very much based upon constantly “moving forward.” For me
personally, Ken’s unparalleled scholarship and experience has provided
an invaluable theoretical context in which to understand some of my own
deepest insights and discoveries about the evolution of consciousness.
I feel that the committed search for a deeper and higher and more
authentic perspective, with another or others, is one of the greatest joys
there is. Our mutual inquiry has been a challenging, transformative, and
nothing less than ecstatic adventure—and the best part of this is that
so many people get to share in the fun we’re having, through our “guru
and pandit” series in the pages of this magazine. At times we’ve been
criticized for seeming to “agree too much,” but I think that sentiment
really misses the whole point. A foundation of respect and trust ignites
a creative friction, enabling us to test our own limits, to go places we’ve
never been, and to explore the present and the future in ever-new ways.
So this is really our “Ken Wilber issue”—an unabashed expression of
respect for his great work and gratitude for his unwavering support and
understanding over so many years. Because What Is Enlightenment? has
always been pushing the edge, to be honest, for a long time it felt as if
not many people really understood what we were trying to do, at times
expressing shock, surprise, and even outrage at some of the questions
we were asking and our often provocative approaches. This indeed has
changed dramatically over the years, as our efforts have slowly but surely
earned respect around the world. But way back in 1997, when we printed
his first WIE article, “A Spirituality that Transforms,” Ken wrote:
I want to thank you for courageously tackling the most difficult,
complex and often taboo subjects that are now circulating around
spirituality. You have consistently evidenced a stunning courage and
fairness in tackling these issues head on. Truly, I can think of no
other publication doing what you are doing, and I am honored to be
a part of your worthy endeavor.
Almost a decade later, we’re honored by the role Ken continues to play in
helping us communicate our vision and perspective to the world.

Andrew Cohen
Founder and Editor in Chief
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pulse

catching the buzz from global leaders,
thinkers, teachers, and mystics
by Igal Moria

YOGA AND THE FIRST LADY
WIE has learned that the First Lady
is an avid practitioner of hatha yoga.
No, not Laura Bush—we’re talking
about the First Lady of Egypt, Suzanne
Mubarak, wife of Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak. In fact, the list of
prominent Egyptian citizens who have
taken up the practice of yoga is an
extensive one, combining the directory
of government ministers (and their
spouses) with a veritable who’s who of
Egyptian economics and culture.
It all started in 1992 when the
Indian embassy in Cairo opened a cultural center complete with a resident
expert on hatha yoga, Dr. Prabhakar
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Madhikar. It was a hit from the start,
yet the religious authorities got
alarmed: Eastern religion taught in
an Islamic country? Allah forbid. But
once the Islamic leadership had been
reassured that the purpose of all this
twisting, bending, and stretching was
not conversion to Hinduism but simply
health improvement, the storm settled
and the yogi got busy, leading three
sessions a day for forty to sixty people
each, with private VIP sessions to boot.
To this day, interest remains high.
Nevertheless, the relationship
between yoga and Islam in Egypt is
more of an edgy truce than it is a peaceful coexistence. Case in point: about
a year ago, a TV yoga program by one
of Madhikar’s first Egyptian students,
Guru Wafaa, aired on Egypt’s Channel
2, was stopped after the Grand Mufti of
Egypt issued a fatwa (legal pronouncement) against it. After the prohibition
sparked massive protests by viewers
and the press—even the Grand Mufti
of Saudi Arabia was opposed to the
fatwa—the TV station put Guru Wafaa
back in front of the camera, and her
program is now being broadcast on
the prestigious Channel 1. Eventually,
even the Mufti of Egypt reconsidered
and gave the green light. So for the
moment, at least, yoga’s future in Egypt
looks bright.
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PULSE

GODCASTING IN THE NEW AGE
These days, many spiritual and religious groups are minimizing their
dependence on printed material as a
means of spreading the Word in favor
of more modern technologies. The
U.S. Baha’i community, for example,
has recently launched a new comprehensive website, www.bahai.us,
which represents its first step
“towards employing online media as
a primary channel for publishing and
broadcasting Baha’i related content
in the United States.” The Baha’i
website will also utilize the buzz technology of our time—podcasts (downloadable, subscription-based audio

programs for your iPod).
Although our spell checker, which
is less than a year old, still considers podcasting a spelling mistake,
the technology is actually so prevalent among religious groups that
a new term has been coined for it:
Godcasting. And everybody’s doing it:
Jewish rabbis, Christian preachers,
Buddhist teachers, New Age gurus,
Muslim imams, and Hare Krishnas.
Even Pope Benedict XVI is getting in
on the action, having started recording
his very own Godcasts last August.
Boy, have we come a long way
since Moses’ stone tablets.

PLURALISM, ANYONE?
Islamic liberals have always claimed that fundamentalist Islam’s fear of “foreign
influences” is, in fact, foreign to the spirit of Islam. One vocal exponent of this argument
is Pakistani-American writer and social critic Dr. Munawar Anees (see “What Future
for Muslim Identity?” WIE, May–July 2004). As Anees reminds his listeners and readers,
in medieval Spain during the golden age of Islam, Jews, Christians, and Muslims had a
mutually enriching relationship, cross-fertilizing each other’s cultures and thought.
A Muslim with broad interests who was trained as a scientist in the West, Anees
passionately wants to revive that spirit of cultural enrichment that gave rise to one of
the most productive and creative eras in medieval history. To that end, he is on a crusade
(oops!) to raise funds for a new quarterly magazine called Convivencia, a Spanish word
meaning “coexistence” that also happens to be the name by which this unique period of
cooperation is known. The magazine will focus on various topics: bioethics in a global
context, Islam and the West, science and religion, Islam’s future in a globalized world,
and more.
Anees, of course, is perfectly suited to the task, having founded and edited some
of the most prestigious scholarly publications in the Muslim world. Nominated for the
Nobel Peace Prize in 2002, he is a courageous critic of Islamic fundamentalism and a
staunch advocate of cultural pluralism.
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pulse
CHURCHES, SYNAGOGUES,
AND . . . FENWAY PARK?

CHOPRA BRINGS BUDDHA TO HOLLYWOOD
The use of celluloid to transmit eternal truths is as old as the
movie industry itself, yet Hollywood seems to be scratching its
head to understand—and capitalize on—the recent success of
spiritual movies. The popularity of Mel Gibson’s The Passion of
the Christ was the first surprise, waking up industry execs to a
market hungry for religious films. But the real jaw dropper was
the grassroots film What the Bleep Do We Know!?, which was all the
rage among spiritual-but-not-religious folk, grossing $12 million
and giving rise to a sequel and a whole cottage industry of books,
study groups, and all manner of What the Bleep!? merchandise.
Tinseltown, recognizing it was clearly out of its depth, asked the
advice of Deepak Chopra, the man with the Midas touch. Chopra
not only suggested filming an adaptation of one of his own fortysix bestselling books, How to Know God, but went to his own back
yard—or, rather, his living room—to recruit the talent. With a
script cowritten by his son Gotham and his daughter Mallika, the
movie should hit theaters this year. But that’s just the warm-up.
Now Chopra is collaborating with ER director Babu Subramaniam
on a movie based on his book Soulmate, which will draw upon
both Hollywood and Bollywood talent. And in a marriage made in
Twentieth Century Fox heaven, Chopra hooked up with maverick
film director and fellow Indian Shekhar Kapur, of Elizabeth and
Bandit Queen fame, to cowrite a movie about the Buddha’s early
years. Aptly named Buddha, the movie takes advantage of the fact
that because so little is known about the time leading up to the
Buddha’s enlightenment, Chopra and Kapur were free to mix as
much sex and violence into the story as they saw fit.
Sex and violence in a movie about the world’s greatest
anchorite? “Our goal was to make a movie popular enough to inspire
every sixteen-year-old girl in Montana to seek enlightenment,”
says Chopra. Apparently, he even got the Dalai Lama to give his
blessings. “I told him that some of the scenes would not be to his
liking, but he didn’t mind,” Chopra says. “The Dalai Lama is a lot
more liberal than most people think.”
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If Hollywood doesn’t exactly know how to
walk in the footsteps of What the Bleep!?,
some independent filmmakers sure do.
Joel Leskowitz, a meditation teacher
turned film producer, has teamed up
with his cousin, Harvard psychiatrist Eric
Leskowitz, to produce The Joy of Sox:
Weird Science and the Power of Attention,
a movie about the religious experiences
people have while watching the Red Sox
play baseball at Boston’s Fenway Park.
“People falling to their knees in the middle
of the aisles,” explains one fan. “Complete
strangers jumping into my arms . . . I’ve
seen more people having religious
experiences than in any
church I’ve ever been to in
my life.” Adds another:
“I think everyone says
a little prayer before
we come in. It’s just
an awesome feeling
when you come
into Fenway. It’s
awesome. No other
way to explain it.”
The Leskowitz
cousins are also
interviewing serious physicists,
physicians, and spiritual authorities for
the film, asking questions like: “Is Fenway
Park a sacred space?” “Can sports help
us grow spiritually?” and the big one,
“Can fans’ prayers affect the outcome
of a game?” Mind-body physician Larry
Dossey, for one, gives a definite “yes.” Still
being shot as these words go to press, The
Joy of Sox is scheduled to be finished by
this summer. It’s too early to tell whether
or not it will be as big as What the Bleep!?,
but one way or the other, it’s guaranteed to
make you smile.
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AMMA DONATES $1 MILLION
TO KATRINA VICTIMS
Up until the end of the twentieth century, we took it for granted that the rich
West would help the poor Third World
whenever calamity struck. But in the
twenty-first century, that notion is
being challenged as the world becomes
more and more “fl at.”
Nothing could embody these
changes more than a recent donation by spiritual teacher Mata
Amritanandamayi (Amma) to
the Katrina relief fund of former
Presidents Bush and Clinton. We
would love to know what was going

through Clinton’s mind when an
orange-clad swami handed him a $1
million check on her behalf. Mind you,
Amma’s donation came in the wake of
about $23 million she spent in South

India to help tsunami victims (this
amount doubles if you add to that
countless hours of volunteer aid).
Assistance included food, shelters,
psychological counseling, and
new permanent housing projects
complete with infrastructure and
cultural centers. To help children
overcome their new fear of water,
volunteers gave them swimming
lessons (Amma actually conducted
some of these herself). And doctors from her charitable hospitals
reversed sterilization procedures
in mothers whose children were
lost in the tsunami so that they
would be able to conceive again.

OVER A MILLION GATHER TO MEDITATE
Another Indian guru who has brought
enormous humanitarian relief to disaster
victims all over the world is His Holiness
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, founder of the Art
of Living Foundation. At the center of his
work is a breathing technique called the
sudharshan kriya, which he has taught
to twenty million people in 144 countries
around the world.
This is a year of celebration for the
guru as his foundation, which has become the world’s largest volunteer-based
NGO, commemorates its silver jubilee. Known for his knack for pulling off
large-scale projects—and for orchestrating festivities with serious fl air—the
guru invited two and a half million guests to an airfi eld in Bangalore, India (his
hometown) on February 17 to take part in the largest group meditation in history. Dignitaries came from all over the world. The dais alone held fi ve thousand
people, including some heads of state who thanked Sri Sri for the work he was
doing to help make the world a better place. The stage was measured, and at 3.5
acres was found to be the largest ever built. A 3,800-person South Indian orchestra entertained the crowd, and three huge screens enabled the sea of people to
watch the proceedings. Those who sat on stage reported that they were unable to
see the back of the crowd.
To close the event, Sri Sri conducted a ten-minute guided meditation, an experience that was described as “ecstatic.” Reportedly, whispers have started among
those present suggesting that it’s time to nominate Sri Sri for the Nobel Peace
Prize in acknowledgement of his tireless humanitarian efforts. It’s just whispers
at this point, but the whispers of two million people add up to a roar.
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A NEW KIND OF ROUND TABLE
Can asking questions change the world? Since
time immemorial, sustained and focused inquiry
has been praised by religious and spiritual traditions the world over as the most powerful means
of individual transformation. Now, the founders of a
new tech-savvy educational initiative called Dropping
Knowledge are attempting to use this time-honored
tool to effect global change by creating a vibrant
worldwide community of inquirers. And unlike many
novel, well-meaning, and potentially influential programs that remain paralyzed by a lack of funds, this
one is fully supported both by inspired individuals
and by big business (Allianz Insurance Company, for
example, has a donation plan that will total more
than $3 million by January 2007).
Here’s how it works: an international ad
campaign is encouraging people to visit droppingknowledge.org and submit questions they
consider to be of primary importance. Every day,
one poignant question is selected to be advertised
in the world media, supported by compelling photography that helps drive its point home. Then, on
September 9, 2006, in Berlin, 112 nominees said
to be the world’s “most inspiring individuals” will
gather around a gigantic, specially constructed
round table (“The Table of Free Choices”) to discuss one hundred questions taken from all of those
collected. Their answers, which will be recorded
and translated into a number of languages, will
then be made available on the web. And the table
itself is going to be embarking on a world tour.
Wherever it lands, a new group of 112 experts will
meet to discuss yet another hundred questions
sent in by the public.
So here’s your chance to ask that one deep question that has haunted you for months or years, maybe
even from childhood. In case you have any doubt that
questions really can make a difference, Dropping
Knowledge’s daily ads remind us that they are one of
the most potent ways to challenge fundamentalism
and hopelessness. “Who am I?” Ramana Maharshi
dared to question; “Why do I have to sit in the back of
the bus?” asked Rosa Parks; “What is gravity?” wondered Isaac Newton. Can you imagine what the world
might be like today if they hadn’t asked?
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How will the world respond to the
growing energy needs of developing
nations like China and India, when
others, like the US, use resources
disproportionately to their sizes?
Nathan Huening, 26, Chapel Hill, North Carolina

Why should anyone
be forced to leave
their home?
Zach Bale, Salt Lake City, Utah

Will my child grow up in
an environmental
wasteland
Rebecca Jane R, 22, Prince Edward Island, Canada
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF AMERICA
In 2002, the Metanexus Institute
thought of a novel way to mark the
centennial anniversary of William
James’ classic work, The Varieties of
Religious Experience. They secured
$4 million in grants—mostly from the
John Templeton Foundation—to fund
research on spiritual transformation.
By “spiritual transformation,”
Metanexus meant a dramatic change
in how one sees oneself and the world
and a fundamental shift in what one
considers the purpose of life to be,
often stimulated by a life-altering
experience and leading to far-reaching
changes in attitude and behavior.
Such research has never been
attempted before. While there have
been many hundreds of research
studies on various spiritual practices,
the study of spiritual transformation
has been largely anecdotal. A bit

odd, considering that at least four of
the world’s most popular religions—
Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity,
and Islam—were kick-started by the
spiritual transformations of their
founders. Out of hundreds of research
proposals submitted to Metanexus,
twenty-two were selected for funding.
And by the time this issue goes to
press, the results of these twentytwo studies will have been presented
at a conference held at the University
of California at Berkeley. Expected
to attract the most attention—and
to be subjected to the most heated
peer review—is a project carried out
by Dr. Tom Smith of the prestigious
National Opinion Research Center
at the University of Chicago. For
the first time in public, Smith will
present and defend his recent finding
that more than fifty percent of adult
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Americans have experienced spiritual
transformations in their lives.
Fifty percent?! For the mathematically challenged out there, that’s
every other one of us. Keep that in
mind the next time you go to the
supermarket—it may change your
shopping experience.

CORRECTION: In our March–May 2006
issue, Pulse reported on the fi rst-ever
Women’s Integral Practice Seminar
co-anchored by Willow Pearson. We inaccurately implied that Pearson asserted a
duality between spiritual awakening and
action in the world. For the record, she
sees women’s next step as realizing “our
fullness (our immanence, our embrace of
this world) and our freedom (our transcendence, our liberation from this-world-only)
as two indivisible truths.” You’ll hear more
from Pearson and her Integral colleagues
in our upcoming issue on women . . .
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BIG MIND/BIG HEART
INTERNATIONAL INTENSIVE
OCT. 21 – NOV. 19, 2006

THE AMAZON TEA PARTY
In February, the U.S. Supreme
Court unanimously decided to allow
a small religious sect originating
in Brazil to import “hallucinogenic
tea” in spite of legal prohibitions and
against government objections. The
contraband in question? Ayahuasca,
a sacred drink said to have magical
properties that has been central to
the spiritual life of Amazon Indians for
hundreds if not thousands of years.
Few Westerners know more about
ayahuasca than Dr. Benny Shanon,
professor of cognitive psychology
at Hebrew University in Jerusalem.
A confirmed atheist, he took part in
an ayahuasca ceremony in 1991 in
a remote area of Brazil in order to
satisfy “the curiosity of a tourist.” But
that one sip changed his life. Since
then, he has partaken of this sacred
libation not twelve, not twenty-four,
but 144 times. “I could not refer
to myself as an atheist anymore,”
Shanon says, explaining that his life
has since been infused with a deep
sense of gratitude and humility. “I was
touched by the domain of the sacred,
or the divine. As Westerners, we tend

www.bigmind.org
to see consciousness as something
individual—my consciousness, your
consciousness. But with ayahuasca,
I experienced a profound shift of
perspective in which my sense of
self expanded to include the entire
community. In that expanded identity,
my ‘I’ as an individuated entity was
merely a part of the periphery.”
Shanon’s book The Antipodes
of the Mind is considered to be the
definitive work on the phenomenology
of ayahuasca experiences—the first
scientific treatment of the subject
written by someone with extensive
firsthand experience of the brew. But
before you pack your bags to go to
the Amazon to try it yourself, a word
of caution: not all encounters with
the drug are as idyllic as Shanon’s
have been. Spiritual teacher Robert
Augustus Masters, for example, drank
a pungent cupful that “shook [him]
like a rag doll in the jaws of a rabid
monster.” Read the full account of
his experience in his book Darkness
Shining Wild and you may think twice
before you go anywhere near the stuff.
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news from an emerging culture

Good News in TV Land
Two upstart cable channels are offering an
alternative to television’s mindless barrage
The most amazing thing about Current
TV, the new cable channel featuring
documentaries made by young people
for young people, is not that it was
founded by former Vice President Al
Gore but that it’s actually really good.
At just one year of age, Current hasn’t
quite yet achieved its goal to “take
back TV” from corporate conglomerates, but it has succeeded in airing
smart, sophisticated, and absorbing
documentaries and enabling, for the
first time ever, an ongoing creative
collaboration between the people sitting in front of the boob tube and the
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people working behind it. Current’s
target demographic is people between
the ages of eighteen and thirty-four,
and the way the station works is that
anyone can submit a documentary
from thirty seconds to eight minutes
long (called a “pod”) about whatever
subject they choose. Meanwhile, their
peers log on to currentv.com and
vote for the videos they want to see
aired on television. In this way, over
thirty percent of Current TV’s content is “viewer controlled.” The rest
of its pods are produced in-house;
for example, Current Soul, featuring

Gotham Chopra’s (son of bestselling
spiritual author Deepak) journeys into
contemporary spirituality.
Gore, who is also on the board
of Apple and a consultant for Google,
believes that just as the internet has
connected young people and enabled
them to articulate their perspectives
like never before, through platforms
such as blogs and countless websites,
so can television. As one early supporter put it, “If people, young people
in particular, can experience news
gathering and news storytelling as a
participatory act, they would come to
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understand that interpreting the world
around them is a collective proposition.” Although Current has been
somewhat justifiably criticized in the
past year for focusing too much on its
image and looking like a kind of “MTV
for documentaries,” the station seems
to be proving popular: it airs in twentyeight million homes each day. And to
Current TV’s and its viewers’ credit,
the documentaries are consistently
compelling and cover an incredible
number of facets of young people’s
lives—anything and everything from
fashion, relationships, travel, and politics to the environment, music, AIDS,
parenting, war, and world history.
Current isn’t the only cable television station airing programs and
documentaries that try to bring global
news and information into American
living rooms. Link TV, whose slogan
is “Your connection to the world,” has

Al Gore believes that
just as the internet
has connected
young people like
never before, so can
television.
been around for fi ve years and is currently available in over twenty million
American households. Though not
specifically designed for the younger
crowd, its goal is much the same as
Current’s: to bypass the limitations
of the corporate mass media and use
television as a vehicle for connecting
people to some of the most important
global issues of the day. It provides
information about nonprofi t volunteer
programs around the world and has

partnerships with organizations
like Chat the Planet, which connects young people from Africa to
Alabama via videoconferencing to
engage in dialogue with each other
about their lives and politics. Unlike
Current TV, Link TV has zero commercials and forgoes the soundbite-length documentaries in favor
of news shows and independent
films that are often several hours
long. Many, if not the majority, are
extremely well made and emotionally impacting. For example, a
recent documentary on reconciliation efforts between individuals
of opposing political parties on the
island of Papua New Guinea after a

ten-year civil war repeatedly brought
this viewer to tears.
Granted, most of Link’s programs
are so sincere and straightforward
in content and appearance that it’s
hard to imagine very many “too-coolfor-school” youths tuning in, but its
presence on cable television among
so many channels of senseless entertainment ensures there’s a better
option for them out there. Not only
that, Link’s presence in tandem with
Current TV may signal a new chapter
in television history—one that, as Al
Gore is hoping, will emulate the world
wide web in giving the power of the
media to the people.
Maura R. O’Connor
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Put it all together...
• Explore complex systems.
• Discover commonalities across
disciplines and cultures.
• Create a model for managing
change in your own unique context.
• Join a small, exible, online class
with faculty who are really engaged!
• And ... Spiral Dynamics is online, too!
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Watching Silence
A film in which nothing much happens
is packing movie houses
There’s a buzz in Germany about a
movie in which there are barely two
minutes of dialogue, no interviews,
no voice-overs, no archival footage,
and no sound track. In other words,
a silent movie. Or, more accurately, a
movie about silence.
For nearly three hours, Into Great
Silence, directed by Philip Groening,
tracks the lives of resident monks in
one of the most ascetic monasteries
in Roman Catholicism, the Grande
Chartreuse. The mother house of the
strict Carthusian Order, it was founded
nearly one thousand years ago in the
French Alps between Grenoble and
Chambéry, and little has changed since
then. The monks carry out their days in
almost complete isolation and silence,
each inhabiting a two-story cell where
he works, prays, eats alone, and sleeps
on a straw bed. The monks leave their
cells only three times every twentyfour hours to journey down the corridor
to the chapel.
This makes for a film of startling
simplicity and unusual concentration.
The tolling of the bells announces
each activity during the tightly structured day: 8:00pm bedtime, 11:30pm
rise for prayer, 12:15am lauds and
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matins in the chapel for two to three
hours, 6:30am rise, 7:00am prayer,
and so on throughout the day. A single
meal is delivered at midday. There is
never a full night of sleep. There is no
free time. And there is no fear, according to the filmmaker who shared the
monks’ rigorous life over a period of
six months to make his documentary
of this world set apart.
Into Great Silence has become a
cult phenomenon in Groening’s native
Germany, filling theaters and climbing
the box office charts since its premiere in November 2005 to reach the
rank of fifteen in movie attendance.
That’s a remarkable achievement
for a film in which virtually nothing
happens. It was awarded the World
Cinema Special Jury Prize in the documentary category at the prestigious
Sundance Film Festival, and distributors are quickly acquiring the rights
to show it in other European countries
and in North America.
What’s attracting these audiences? Unlikely that it’s nostalgia for
the early days of silent film. Nor does
the memory of Andy Warhol’s deathly
boring eight hours of the Empire
State Building seen from a single

point of view seem likely to ignite
enthusiasm in today’s sophisticated
cinema buffs. Could it be something
akin to a recent trend to convert monasteries into chic hotels that has been
sweeping through Italy, or the popularity of staying at convents instead
of equally pricey hotels? That too is
doubtful, since the preference for
cloistered accommodations probably
reveals more about the skill and ingenuity of marketers than it does about
any real desire on travelers’ part to
experience a medieval way of life.
Groening explains that he originally wanted to make a movie about
the present moment, about that single
moment of time that is always “now.”
Only later did he realize that he could
do this by documenting life in a monastery, a place where one’s relationship to time is completely altered. As
he put it, “What is time for someone
who knows that he will never leave
this building, this cell?” After waiting
sixteen years to be granted permission to enter the remote world of the
Grande Chartreuse, he moved into one
of the cells, participated in all aspects
of monastic life, and shot his film in
the two to three hours allotted each
day for labor. He worked entirely on
his own, with no artificial lights, no
crew, nothing superfluous.
Reviewers are praising the film’s
poetic vision, magnificent austerity,
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Grow spiritually

visual splendor, and what one critic
referred to as nearly “tactile” sound.
When all one hears is the occasional
rustling of cloth or opening of a door,
the quality of sound is essential to
revealing the pervasive silence in
which the monks conduct their lives.
Some have commented that the film
becomes a literal extension of the
monastery and that the theater itself
embodies monastic space. It’s this
sense of hermetic time, of the eter-

It’s a view into a world
where the present
moment is all there is.
nal, that Into Great Silence seems to
be offering moviegoers—a view into
a world where the present moment is
all there is.
The recognition that solitude
may have a beneficial, even vital
function in our busy contemporary
lives is beginning to surface in other
places as well. A recent internet buzz
was created when a University of
California neurobiologist named Leo
Chalupa proposed a national day of
absolute solitude. Chalupa believes
an entire day spent without verbal
exchange of any kind with another
person would be the best antidote for

our overtaxed, overstuffed brains and
the ideal way to attain optimal brain
performance.
A researcher at the University of
British Columbia has come to similar conclusions. Psychologist Peter
Suedfeld found that “people are
chronically stimulated, both socially
and physically” and that we “are probably operating at a stimulation level
higher than that for which our species evolved.” His remedy? More time
alone. And what to do during all this
time alone? Two French scientists have
a suggestion: listen to the silence. In
their recent experiments with eleven
people who did just that, who listened
to the sound of silence, they discovered
that such attentive listening can actually help the brain to focus.
The silence of the Carthusian monk
clearly is of a different order and gravity altogether. The Carthusian monk
listens for God, and silence is the condition in which this can occur; it’s not
the goal. But as the growing numbers
of people wanting to see Into Great
Silence attest to, there are rewards for
taking the time to pay attention, to see
and hear things precisely—whether it’s
a few hours of mental freedom at the
cinema, improved brain performance,
or finding God.
There couldn’t be a better reason
to go to the movies.
Carol Ann Raphael

and help others
to do so.
One Spirit Interfaith
Seminary is a two-year
part time professional
training that explores the
world’s religions & spiritual
diversity. Designed for
working adults, the program
leads to ordination
as an interfaith minister.
Other programs: Spiritual
counseling, Explorations in
Essential Spirituality:
An Integral View, and more.
On-site NYC & distance
learning available.
For more info call:
212-931-6840 x 51

OneSpirit
INTERFAITH SEMINARY

A division of One Spirit Learning Alliance

www.onespiritinterfaith.org
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Why Recycle if the
Rapture Is Near?
Rev. Jim Ball is convincing his evangelical peers that
environmentalism is the Christian thing to do
There’s no doubt that evangelicals
are an ever-expanding demographic
in the United States—seventy million
and counting, according to the latest
surveys. With this expansion comes a
growing fascination with the end times
as promised in the Bible. Evidence for
this fascination can be found in the
statistics surrounding the Left Behind
series, the equivalent of John Grisham
suspense novels for the Christian
crowd. Written by Tim LaHaye and
Jerry Jenkins, these novels (there
are twelve in all) explore in riveting
detail what happens to those people
who are left behind after the Rapture
and are forced to suffer “the great
tribulation” of God’s wrath. Since the
first book of the series was published

in 1995, sixty-two million copies
have been sold, and the video game,
children’s book, and comic book offshoots are worth one hundred million
dollars. In the past four
years, three movies
have been made based
on the books, the first
becoming the bestselling video and DVD in
America in 2001–02.
Instead of using a distributor to release the
third movie in theaters,
authors LaHaye and Jenkins organized a nationwide screening at 3,100
churches across the country. Although
there are few statistics that directly
connect the popularity of the Left

Behind books and movies
with an increase in belief in the
Apocalypse, according to a survey
taken by the BBC, fifty-nine percent
of all Americans believe that the
events described in the Bible’s Book of
Revelation will come to pass.
Considering all this, it’s not really
any wonder that many American evangelicals aren’t inclined to become
environmentalists. Not only is the
environmental movement generally seen as the realm of secular,
nature-worshipping leftist liberals,

“The growing possibility of our
destroying ourselves and the
world with our own neglect and
excess is tragic and very real.”
Rev. Billy Graham
but why fight for the survival of the
planet when, as Tim LaHaye has said,
“The most significant single truth in
all biblical prophecy is the certainty of
the second coming of Jesus Christ”?
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The widespread environmental apathy among evangelicals was perhaps
best summed up in the words of
James G. Watt, U.S. Secretary of the
Interior under Ronald Reagan, who
said, “My responsibility is to follow
the Scriptures, which call upon us to
occupy the land until Jesus returns.”
However, this mentality seems
to be slowly changing with the growing popularity of something called
“creation-care,” a movement within
the evangelical community largely
spearheaded by Rev. Jim Ball, the
executive director of the Evangelical
Environmental Network. In an evangelical spin on the so-called stewardship ethic advocated by many Christian
environmentalists in the past, Ball
believes that “until Christ returns to
reconcile all things, we are called to be
faithful stewards of God’s good garden,
our earthly home.” To this end, in 2003,
Ball drove his Toyota Prius from Texas
to Washington, DC, asking Christians

along the way what they thought Jesus
would drive and encouraging them to
trade in their SUVs for fuel-efficient
vehicles. Ball’s foundation is responsible for helping the Endangered Species
Act’s renewal, and as result of his
work getting evangelicals to wake up
to global concerns like climate change
and mercury poisoning, nearly thirty
evangelical leaders representing fortyfive million congregants are banding
together with him to issue a landmark
statement on the environment calling
evangelicals to action. In fact, five hundred evangelical leaders endorsed the
Evangelical Environmental Network’s
initial guiding statement of faith outlining the theological and ethical basis for
creation-care. Ball, a native of Texas,
has a doctorate in theological ethics,
and it was in graduate school that he
began learning about climate change.
He told Rolling Stone magazine last
year that “climate change isn’t just an
environmental problem—that’s low-

balling it. Millions of poor people could
die in this century because of global
warming, and millions of others are
at risk of hunger and malnutrition.
The poster child of global warming is
a poor child. And Christians are supposed to look out for the poor, because
God loves them.”
As for those evangelicals who
believe the second coming of Jesus
Christ lets them off the hook in caring
for the earth, Rev. Ball says, “With most
of these folks, it takes me about two
minutes to punch a huge hole in [the
Rapture] argument. . . . I also say, ‘Well,
you take care of your body, don’t you?’
It doesn’t take that much to win people
over.” Indeed, even Billy Graham, arguably the most notorious fire-and-brimstone evangelical alive today, recently
admitted that “the growing possibility
of our destroying ourselves and the
world with our own neglect and excess
is tragic and very real.”
Maura R. O’Connor

SPIRITUAL INTELLIGENCE is…
Cindy Wigglesworth de nes Spiritual Intelligence as “the ability
to behave with Compassion and Wisdom, while maintaining
inner and outer Peace, regardless of the circumstances.”
This language transcends religions and makes everyone
comfortable. This skill set is proven to work in organizations as
well as for individuals.
To learn practical tools to shift from ego self to Higher Self take
a Spiritual Intelligence Assessment or become a certi ed coach.
Contact Cindy at cswigglesworth@aol.com or go to
www.consciouspursuits.com.
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From MySpace
to OurWorld
Zaadz.com is making spirituality and positive change
integral to social networking on the web
One hundred years from now—after
global warming melts the polar
icecaps; World War III confirms
America’s cultural, economic, and
military demise; and China slurps
up the planet’s few remaining oil
reserves—historians may refer to
today’s young people in America as
the MySpace generation. Indeed, the
ubiquitous social networking website
myspace.com, which allows people
to maintain their own web pages with
personal profiles of themselves while
also linking to their friends on the
site, is beginning to do nothing less
than define today’s fi fteen- to thirtyyear-old age group.
If you think this is an exaggeration, let’s consider the numbers. After
a mere three years, the website,
launched in 2004 by two Gen-X entrepreneurs, has approximately seventy
million members (that’s nearly one
quarter of the American population),
and 130,000 new members are signing
up every day. The average user, who is
twenty years old, spends three hours
a day on MySpace and has sixty-eight
other friends on the site. More famous
MySpace users, Madonna for instance,
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have upward of 45,000 “friends.”
Coming soon are a record label, a
satellite radio station, and a film production company emblazoned with the
MySpace brand.
Considering its target demographic, it’s not surprising that the
website’s popularity exploded largely
off the adult radar screen. That is,
until seventy-fi ve-year-old Republican

Zaadz comes with
a serious mission:
“We’re gonna change
the world.”
media mogul Rupert Murdoch bought
the lucrative three-year-old website
for 580 million dollars, making international headlines in the process.
The phenomenon that MySpace is
creating among young people is only
really beginning to gain serious attention and study by media theorists and
sociologists. But already, there’s no
doubt that the website and smallerscale social networking sites like
it—LifeJournal, Xanga, tribe.net, and

Friendster—are laying down new
forms of social behavior among young
people that often blur real-life and
online interactions. Nonetheless, they
enable today’s postmodern offspring
to identify with each other via a virtual
interface and belong to a larger community, something that often isolated
young people are hard-pressed to find
in their everyday experience.
The problem is that no one—apart
from Howard Dean, who, in his 2004 bid
for the Democratic presidential nomination, teamed with friendster.com to
network thousands of young supporters
into active cells around the country—
has really tapped in to this new social
medium as a tool for positive political,
cultural, or spiritual change. On the
contrary, if you spend a couple of hours
on any of these websites, you’ll quickly
find that they all sorely lack any deeper
purpose or higher vision for themselves. And without these, they easily
morph into glorified dating forums or
convenient outlets for teen angst or
exhibitionism. Indeed, by providing a
vast platform for daily blogs, photographs, preferred music, and background options—all of it public—social
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Enter the mystery
with modern-day mystic Matthew Fox
during these special events

“Living and Practicing the
Mystical Life” Retreat
Unity Village, Missouri
June 24–30

Registration Fee: $399 (Meals and
lodging are priced separately.)

Learn how to live in partnership
with the Divine during this weeklong
retreat. Guest speaker Matthew Fox
will guide you through an exploration of
the mystical world so that you, too, can
recognize and live in harmony with the
divine in all creation.
If you’re unable to attend the entire retreat, consider these special workshops presented by Matthew Fox:

Creativity: Where the
Divine and the Human
Meet
June 25, Sunday

Cost: $25 per person
Explore the role of creativity in
your life and how you can elicit
more of it. Based on Matthew
Fox’s new book Creativity: Where
the Divine and the Human Meet.

Cosmic Ritual

June 28, Wednesday evening
Cost: $20 per person

In this adaptation of Matthew
Fox’s Techno Cosmic Mass, you’ll
be invigorated by the impact
of social change involving the
creation of new forms of ritual
and worship. Come prepared to
dance.

Readings in Western Spirituality
June 19–July 7

Cost: $275 (Meals and lodging are priced separately.)
Fox will be a guest instructor at Unity Institutesm for this intensive threeweek masters-level class focusing on the noncanonical writings of the
great mystics and metaphysicians from the Western spiritual tradition.
For more information or to register:
Call: 1-866-34-UNITY or 816-251-3540
E-mail: retreats@unityonline.org
Visit: www.spiritpathonline.org/
1901 NW Blue Parkway
enlightenment
Unity Village, MO 64065-0001
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networking sites appear to energize
Gen-Y’s proclivity for unparalleled selfreflection and self-absorption.
This is the vacuum into which
thirty-one-year-old entrepreneur
Brian Johnson is leaping with his
newly launched website, zaadz.com.
Just six months old, the website’s
structure is not unlike MySpace,
allowing users to update their own
profiles and blogs and link to their
friends on the site. But Zaadz also
comes with a serious mission. What
is it? “That’s easy,” Johnson writes
on zaadz.com. “We’re gonna change
the world.” Audacious as it sounds,
Zaadz has an explicit vision as well
as a terms of use policy that clearly
states that anyone not on board will be
deleted—their profile, that is. In fact,
when Zaadz’s membership was really
beginning to soar in February, nearly
thirteen hundred people were erased
from the site when they wouldn’t sign
the terms of use agreement.
So, how is Zaadz going to change
the world? By building, according to
Johnson, the “most inspired community of people in the world . . . a
community of seekers and conscious
entrepreneurs.” The logic is that if you,
the user, “give your greatest strengths
to the world moment to moment to
moment,” and Zaadz “does everything
in our power to help you succeed and
you inspire and empower everyone you
know to do the same,” and “we team
up with millions like us,” then “we just
affected billions,” and “we (together)
changed the world.”
It’s a wildly idealistic plan that will
perhaps come off as naïve to some. But
this sort of unharnessed enthusiasm
appears to be captivating people, as
attested to by Zaadz’s speedy popularity. Within four weeks of launching the
test version of the website, intended
for fifty or so of Johnson’s friends,
over one thousand people had become
members. This is no small thing, in
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part because becoming a member of
Zaadz isn’t just a matter of signing
up—there’s actually an application
and review process, something
unheard of in the “free democracy” of
the internet.
“The fact of the matter is that
we’re trying to create something
unique,” Johnson wrote in a letter to
shareholders and staff. “Whereas
most social networking sites seem to
devolve into a Jerry Springer show,
we want to create something that has
integrity to its stated purpose. . . . Our
site simply isn’t ‘about’ [giving] radical free expression [to everyone]. It’s
about striving to live at your highest
potential, serving the world and creating positive change in the process.” In
order to ensure that applicants understand this, they are asked to answer
questions like, “How are you committed to creating positive change in
the world?” and “What do you wish to
share with the Zaadz community?”
Currently, the website is fully
functional but still largely under
development. Coming soon are Zaadz
pods, a place for discussion on focused
topics; Zaadz Events, where you can
search for all the interesting things
happening in your ZIP code; Zaadz
Match, which will allow you to bypass
nightclubs to meet potential love
interests; Zaadz Pro Local, a kind of
“conscious” yellow pages; and Zaadz
Grow, a group of “REALLY cool tools”
designed to help members define who
they are and what they’re here to do, as
well as to set goals in various areas of
their lives to help them get down to the
business of changing the world. And,
hey, you never know. If Zaadz members
really do set their minds to it, maybe
the polar icecaps won’t melt. Maybe
a hundred years from now, historians
won’t be calling today’s young people
the MySpace generation but the Zaadz
generation.
Maura R. O’Connor

Nirvana Means Extinction
I am that I am

PART 2
Experience the teachings of Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
With Stephen H. Wolinsky, PhD

DVD 209 minutes,
Group 0 (playable worldwide)
From the Ancient Vedas to Einstein and Quantum Realities, from Socrates
and Plato and beyond postmodern philosophy, and from Buddhism and
Advaita-Vedanta to the Science of Consciousness, I Am that I Am Part II
catapults us through 2500 years of Spirituality, Philosophy and Science
into the true message of I AM THAT I AM . . . Nirvana Means Extinction.

I AM THAT I AM

Experience the teachings of Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj
With Stephen H. Wolinsky, PhD
DVD 157 minutes, Group 0 (playable worldwide)
Includes rare footage of Nisargadatta Maharaji
To order, go to www.NetiNetiFilms.com or
Neti Neti Films, 3288 21st St., #167, San Fransisco, CA 94110
Wholesale and international sales are welcome.
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pulpit

featuring the passions and perspectives
of contemporary spiritual leaders

The Paradise
We Seek
The Reverend Dr. Cynthia Bourgeault on the Christian path
to ego death and the discovery of the true self
Excerpted from an interview by Maura R. O’Connor

“Unless a grain of wheat fall into the
ground and die, it abideth alone. But
if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.”
(John 12:24)

T

he meaning of Jesus’ metaphor of the seed falling
into the ground and dying is creative and generative. And it is the heart of the Christian path.
Indeed, within this particular teaching of Jesus is the
notion of kenosis, or “self-emptying.” Kenosis is roughly
parallel to the classic spiritual teaching of nonattachment
or nonclinging, but kenosis has an intrinsic warmness to
it: it means to actively and willingly relinquish that which
you’re clinging to so as to give something else the space
to be. This was Jesus’ practice, his path, and his unique
vision on how consciousness is transformed. It’s a practice of letting go.
Letting go over and over is a kind of perceptual tool. It
isn’t just to make you feel like a freer and finer person—it
actually enables you to see from the deepest recognition
what the One is. Letting go is not an attitude; it’s an inner
gesture, and it’s completely visceral. So when teachers
keep telling you to let go, it’s not in order for you to
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become nicer and more useful to the planet; it’s because
this is a kind of spiritual aerobics that, if you perform it
faithfully, steadfastly, and patiently in all life’s situations,
will literally transform your sense of self.
For true spiritual masters, of which Jesus was
certainly one, dying is the letting go, or kenosis, of your
“egoic operating system,” that which keeps coughing up a
sense of self as a different or distinct person with its own
qualities, uniqueness, specialness, personal history, and
agenda. To die to this self means to die to all self-talk and
the projection of your self out in the world. In fact, the big
goal in this life is not to prepare for your physical death
but to assist in the germinal act of laying down your egoic
operating mechanism and be born again as the flower
of full presence—the True Self. This self always knows
what to do; it always knows when we are true and when
we’re not true, when we’re free and when we’re not free.
Virtually all the spiritual teachers of the world say that
when you’ve died and been reborn in this way, physical
death is essentially something you don’t even notice.
In order to manifest the True Self, though, you
have to completely clear the playing field of the usual
language. Because in the usual egoic syntax the True
Self is something you “have,” and therefore you have to
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The big goal in this
life is not to prepare
for physical death
but to assist in laying
down your egoic
operating mechanism.

“find” it. But the True Self is not something you have; it’s
what you are. Think of the flame of a candle; the flame
is only a flame so long as it’s burning. It’s a process, and
there would be no flame if it stopped and tried to have
its “flameness.” Likewise, as soon as you stop and say,
“I want to measure my true self—I want to define it,
I want to list its characteristics, I want to compare it
to my false self”—you’ve “bought the farm” because
you’ve downloaded it into an operating system that can’t
possibly do anything other than caricature it.
The false self is like a veil that hides the paradise
that we’re seeking. At the very end of his life, Moses
was granted a glimpse of the Promised Land. They took
him up onto a rock, and he could see it. He even had an
experience of it, but he couldn’t enter. That’s a kind of
analogy for what I’m talking about: as long as you process
everything through the ego, you merely “have” mystical
experiences. But when you die to the false self, that’s
when you enter paradise. And you can’t enter paradise,
raid the mystical insight, and come back to write a book

so that people will say, “Oh, what an awesome mystic.”
You have to disappear so that there’s nothing left that’s
going to take the experience back somewhere else. Then
you finally begin to live at the speed of the mystery that
we are. That’s the fruit that Jesus spoke of.
The Reverend Dr. Cynthia Bourgeault has spent the last
three decades following the Christian contemplative path as a
student, Episcopal priest, and hermit. The principal teacher at the
Contemplative Society in British Columbia, she has worked closely
with Christian spiritual masters such as Father Thomas Keating
and Friar Bruno Barnhart. She currently divides her time between
the Rocky Mountains, Maine, and British Columbia.

This article was underwritten by the Trust for the Meditation Process, a charitable
foundation supporting contemplative practice among Christians and encouraging
dialogue and cooperation among all contemplative traditions.

Listen to the exclusive full-length interview
with Cynthia Bourgeault at

wieunbound.org/bourgeault
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voices from the edge
an interview with

James Gardner
by Carter Phipps

a New Dawn
Why is the universe so life-friendly? It is a
question that has haunted and fascinated
physicists for years. Presenting his unique vision
of cosmic coincidences, superhuman intelligence,
and baby universes, science writer James Gardner
spins a celestial tale, arguing that human life may
be a crucial and necessary step in the evolving
architecture of our amazing cosmos.
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for Cosmology
WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT: It seems like every day we learn something new about the universe, with incredible pictures of distant
stars, strange nebulae, or colliding galaxies that dazzle astronomers.
If we take a bird’s-eye view on the subject of cosmology, what do you
feel is being revealed about the universe we live in?
JAMES GARDNER: There are two important things going on right
now in the field of cosmology. The first is a growing sophistication in observational technology. This era will be viewed in
retrospect as the dawn of precision cosmology—incredible new
instruments are showing us a level of detail that was inconceivable a couple of decades ago. We are learning what the universe
looks like, how it evolved, and what patterns have driven its evolution. Practically every day, there is a new instrument coming
on-line that essentially constitutes a better set of eyes for the
human race as it looks back in time and out in space.
The second related development is ironically in almost
the opposite direction. The clearer that our picture of the
universe is becoming, the more mysterious it is growing.
In particular, we now know with a high degree of certainty
that in the “cosmic budget”—what actually makes up the

cosmos—the largest entry by far, constituting over fi fty percent of the stuff in the cosmos, is neither ordinary matter nor
ordinary energy nor even dark matter. It’s a mysterious force
called “dark energy,” which is a kind of antigravity, variously
termed “cosmological constant” or “quintessence.” It’s the
force that appears at the very largest scale to be propelling the
universe outward. Dark energy is the generic name for it. No
one has a clue as to what it is. It’s literally antigravity, a force
similar to what Einstein, before the advent of the Big Bang
theory, put into his equations as the “cosmological constant”
and then later bemoaned as the biggest blunder of his career.
In fact, it turned out to be perhaps his greatest insight.
WIE: Would this also potentially be the force that gave birth to the

Big Bang?
GARDNER: Yes; it might be a scaled-down version of the
force that propelled the Big Bang. So that’s one huge mystery. Another has to do with the most successful theoretical
attempt to unify general relativity and quantum mechanics and arrive at a “theory of everything,” which is called
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“M-theory,” formerly known as string theory. It postulates that
all the subatomic particles are different modes of vibration of
tiny one-dimensional strings of energy. In order to be mathematically consistent, M-theory requires there to be one dimension of time but ten dimensions of space, because you need that

One theory asserts that the
very act of observing the
universe summons it into
existence.
many dimensions to encode the information that is worked
into the characteristics of fundamental particles.
Physicists had hopes that M-theory would yield a single
solution, in line with the standard model of particle physics.
But instead, a great surprise has happened. The number of
solutions allowed by M-theory, which essentially corresponds
to different types of universes with different kinds of subatomic particles and physical constants, is literally astronomical. It’s measured not in the millions, billions, or trillions, but
in googols or googolplexes. A googol is ten to the hundredth
power. And a googolplex is ten to a googol power. Those numbers far exceed the number of subatomic particles in our particular universe. That’s how big they are.
WIE: So the only way that the mathematics of string theory can
begin to work is if you suddenly allow for this incredible infusion of
all these dimensions and potential universes beyond ours?
GARDNER: Yes. There are all of these potential solutions to the
mathematics, and none of the solutions appear to be mathematically favored, let alone dictated. Do you remember Einstein’s
famous question as to whether God had any choice in designing the laws of physics? The answer, under this interpretation
of string theory, is that He had an enormous range of choices,
literally an astronomical degree of choice. Our most advanced
and sophisticated cosmological science seems to be telling us
that the physical creation of the cosmos could have turned out
in any number of ways that would have yielded a universe very
different from the one we inhabit.
Now, that gets to the next point: Why did our particular
universe, out of odds of perhaps a googolplex to one, have the
cards shuffled in just such a way—as a result of a presumably
random process—that they happened to yield a life-friendly
cosmos? Nothing in the fundamental principles of M-theory
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would indicate that there was any mathematical predisposition
for things to come out so strangely well tuned. And the physical laws and constants of this universe are, in fact, extraordinarily well tuned for life. In physics, attempts to explain this
mystery are classified as different variations of what is called
the “anthropic principle.”
There are four primary versions of the anthropic principle. First, the weak anthropic principle says that since we
inhabit this particular cosmos, it must necessarily be lifefriendly, or else we would not be here to observe it. Some
physicists have said that the weak anthropic principle is really
little more than a tautology, and I agree. It hardly deserves to
be called a principle.
The second is the strong anthropic principle. It says that the
laws and constants of physics actually encode within them the
emergence of life and intelligence. This is an almost quasireligious notion that few scientists subscribe to. And there
are two others that are interesting. One is called the participatory anthropic principle, which was first articulated by John
Wheeler at Princeton. Using the strange properties of quantum mechanics, it asserts that the very act of observing the
universe summons it into existence and gives it the structure and the properties that we observe. And then there is a
fourth anthropic principle that John Barrow and Frank Tipler
have articulated. It’s called the final anthropic principle, and it
advances the claim that once life has arisen anywhere in this
or any other universe, its sophistication and pervasiveness will
expand inexorably and exponentially until life’s domain is conterminous with the boundaries of the cosmos itself.
So those are the four versions of the anthropic principle.
Now the fact that the universe appears to be exquisitely fi netuned in just such a way as to render it life-friendly is really
not very controversial anymore. The set of coincidences is just
too stunning to escape the notice of any but the most diehard
dogmatic opponents of the term “anthropic”—the “A-word.”
But the explanations for this phenomenon vary dramatically.
I happen to think that this utterly mysterious phenomenon poses the biggest of the big questions currently outstanding in all of science. It is certainly the deepest question
in cosmology: Why is the universe life-friendly?
The two most popular attempts by cosmologists to account
for the bio-friendly quality of the universe both involve enlisting the weak version of the anthropic principle. One approach is
favored by people such as the famous physicist Steven Weinberg.
It says that the Big Bang didn’t just happen once. There are
countless “big bangs” going off all the time in inaccessible
regions that we simply cannot perceive. It is called “eternal
chaotic inflation,” and it’s really the consensus view now.
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WIE: So there are “big bangs” going off everywhere, and our uni-

verse is just one of hundreds of millions or so?
GARDNER: Yes, hundreds of millions of googols of them.
Under this view, generating a life-friendly cosmos is simply a
matter of randomly reshuffl ing the fundamental parameters
and values of physics a sufficient number of times until a
particular big bang yields that result—until, against odds
of a googolplex to one, a permutation just happens to be
bio-friendly. It’s kind of like assuming that if you wait long
enough, a Boeing 747 will assemble itself out of the dust in
the asteroid belt. Yes, it could happen. Nothing in the laws of
physics says it can’t, but it’s not what I would call a parsimo-

The emergence of life and
intelligence is written into the
laws and constants of physics
at the most fundamental level.
nious hypothesis. To be blunt, in my view, it’s just giving up.
It’s just throwing in the towel. It represents a failure to recognize that just as the appearance of a seemingly well-tuned
natural world constituted a vital set of clues for Darwin to
follow, so, too, does the appearance of a seemingly well-tuned
cosmos constitute a vital set of clues that should be pursued.
The second common explanation—and this is the one
favored by Stephen Hawking—basically says that the origin,
and evolution, of the universe is a quantum phenomenon and
that every possible quantum state of the cosmos exists simultaneously. But we’re limited to those quantum states in which
human beings can exist. It’s really a very close cousin of the
weak anthropic principle. It essentially asserts that we’ll never
be able to observe any branch of the quantum wave function
other than the one that we inhabit. They’re unobservable, and of
course, we inhabit a life-friendly branch because otherwise we
wouldn’t be here to observe it. It’s another kind of tautological
non-explanation in my view.
Both of these approaches violate what’s called the “mediocrity principle,” which is a statistically based rule of thumb
that says that without extraordinary evidence to the contrary,
our universe should be assumed to be relatively typical. The
Weinberg approach, in particular, flouts that principle. His
approach takes refuge in a brute, unfathomable mystery—the
conjectured lucky role of the dice. It declines to probe seriously into the possibility of the existence of a naturalistic (as
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opposed to supernatural) cosmic evolutionary process that
could yield a life-friendly set of physical laws and constants.
WIE: When you want to solve a crime, you look at the obvious suspects. You don’t look at that totally bizarre suspect—that one-in-abillion chance.
GARDNER: Right. It’s like saying that the crime might have
been committed by, you know, marauding aliens or something. Just think about a googolplex of monkeys typing away
randomly until one of them by pure chance accidentally composes a set of equations that correspond to the life-friendly
standard model of physics. Sure, it could happen, but . . .
This should all be a hint that we’re overlooking something fundamental. The evidence should be telling us that
there may exist an unknown natural process, perhaps akin
in some manner to terrestrial evolution, capable of effecting
the emergence and prolongation of physical states of nature
(you, me, the terrestrial biosphere) that are, in the abstract,
vanishingly improbable.
So my theory is that the physical laws and constants have
at least two functions. The fi rst is the commonly accepted
function, which is to govern the physical movement of bodies
and particles and the interplay of those particles with forces
like electromagnetism. Understanding and mastering those
physical laws are essential if we are going to be able to predict how long it’s going to take a rocket to reach Saturn, for
example, or how long the process of the radioactive decay of
uranium will take.
But my hypothesis goes on to assert something far more
controversial, which is that the laws and constants of nature
have a second important function—they also simultaneously
encode a kind of developmental program. They function like
cosmic DNA. There’s a hidden subscript to them, which is a
developmental code, a genetic program. It’s like a computer
program that is programming the emergence of life and intelligence. It suggests that the emergence of life and intelligence
is written into the laws and constants of physics at the most
fundamental level. That’s my version of the strong anthropic
principle. Now that’s a radical assertion, but it’s becoming less
so. I think a number of prominent scientists are really starting
to contemplate that possibility seriously—Martin Reese, Paul
Davies, Freeman Dyson, Seth Shostak, and others.
The proposition is that the whole ensemble of physical laws
and constants is literally a developmental code in precisely the
same sense that DNA is. It prescribes the ontogeny of what is
really an organism, and it provides a plan or a blueprint for the
replication of that organism.
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WIE: By organism do you mean the universe itself in some sense?
Are you saying that the development of the “organism” in this case
is essentially the evolution of the universe?

universe is restructuring and changing its DNA for its future
progeny?
GARDNER: Exactly.

GARDNER: Exactly. And that yields a whole set of mirror images

of some of our familiar concepts. For instance, under this
worldview, terrestrial evolution is really more akin to ontogeny,
to the process by which a single organism develops. It’s more
like the process by which an organism grows from a fertilized
egg into a fully mature individual of a particular species. And
my hypothesis says that the entire universe is a replicator, in
which the laws and constants of physics are not randomly
reshuffled with each iteration of the Big Bang. In fact, they
are controlled. They are patterned. They are structured in the
way that DNA structures the birth and development of a new
individual of a particular species.
WIE: Is this scenario analogous to the human sexual reproduc-

tive process in which DNA is combined to create a new individual? And are you suggesting that, as that individual, the

WIE: And you’re suggesting that something is developing in the universe—that something is being born.
GARDNER: Yes. The universe is essentially coming to life.
WIE: So what in your mind are the philosophical implications of
that? What are the spiritual implications?
GARDNER: They are enormous. Let me quote the physicist

Paul Davies: “If life follows from primordial soup with causal
dependability, the laws of nature encode a hidden subtext, a
cosmic imperative, which tells them ‘Make life,’ and through
life its byproducts, mind, knowledge, understanding—it
means that the laws of the universe have engineered their
own comprehension. This is a breathtaking vision of nature,

“Wow, I remember when all these
trees were a parking lot.”
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magnificent and uplifting in its majestic sweep. I hope it
is correct. It would be wonderful if it were correct. But if it
is”—and this is Paul’s key point—“it represents a shift in the
scientific worldview as profound as that initiated by
Copernicus and Darwin put together.”
This vision of the universe would completely change our
conception of the basic nature of nature. Under this vision,
the universe is not fundamentally a random collection of
dead matter and the emergence of life and intelligence is
not some weird accident. On the contrary, this vision says
that intelligence is built into the physical laws of nature.
It is saying that the emergence of life and intelligence is
preprogrammed.
WIE: If evolution leads to intelligence, then what’s next in the devel-

opmental scheme? After all, we’re only saying that intelligence is
built into the laws of nature because that’s the highest level of complexity that we understand.
GARDNER: Right. But that ever-evolving intelligence, defi ned

really as the ability to intentionally manipulate the warp and
woof of the cosmos, the increasing ability to achieve mastery
over brute matter—that tendency is preprogrammed.

state of its own ongoing development and to use the succeeding stages of development as a sort of augmentation to
the basic instruction manual, which is the DNA contained
in the genome.
WIE: Do you mean that at some level in the development of life, an

embryo needs that extra feedback loop in order to complete its own
developmental potential?
GARDNER: Every developmental biologist and evolutionary the-

orist would agree with that.
WIE: So are you saying that humans play that same role in the

cosmological, universal evolutionary process? Do we in some way
represent that feedback loop for the universe itself?
GARDNER: That’s what I’ve hypothesized. Because there simply

wouldn’t be enough informational content in the physical laws
and constants alone to lay out an architectural diagram of life
and mind.
WIE: Then the universe needs intelligent life; it needs that conscious
feedback loop in order to take evolution further. It can’t really do
it on its own.

WIE: Then you have this new force of intelligent life that was cre-

ated by the evolutionary process that can also see the process objectively and can therefore contribute further to the larger scheme of
its own development.
GARDNER: Right. But that act of contribution is essential. It

has to occur in order for the process to move forward. It’s just
like DNA. DNA doesn’t have enough informational content
to really constitute an architectural diagram of an organism,
even of an organ within the organism. The emergence of the
adult organism depends upon a complicated feedback loop,
where the DNA starts the process going but then the process
itself modulates further expression of the genotype. So what
you said is exactly right. It’s like when an embryo begins
to develop, every step in that development is not specified
in advance by the DNA sequence. What happens is that the
embryonic development reaches stage one, and then the tissue complex—that is, the embryo—starts sending signals
back into the DNA, which modulate further expressions of
the gene into new tissue. So it’s a feedback loop, and the
informational complexity inheres in that feedback process,
not simply in the nucleotide sequence. That’s truly the
extraordinary miracle of it. The process of embryogenesis
is exquisitely programmed to actually take account of the
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GARDNER: As one of my readers says, “I think what you are

saying is that intelligent life is the reproductive organ of the
universe.” And that’s precisely right. That’s exactly what my
hypothesis asserts—that cosmic replication is the essential
role of intelligent life.

James N. Gardner is a widely published complexity
theorist and essayist whose peer-reviewed papers have
appeared in numerous prestigious scientific journals. In
addition to his pursuits in science, Gardner serves as a
partner in a flourishing law and government affairs firm
that he cofounded with his wife, Lynda Nelson Gardner. His
book, Biocosm: The New Scientific Theory of Evolution:
Intelligent Life is the Architect of the Universe, was
published in 2003 by Inner Ocean Publishing. His forthcoming book, to be published in 2007 by Career Press in New
Jersey, is entitled The Intelligent Universe: AI, ET, and the
Emerging Mind of the Cosmos.
Find out more about why James Gardner
believes the cosmos is uniquely life-friendly at

wieunbound.org/gardner

www.wie.org

4/26/06 1:11:35 AM

WIE special feature section:

THE BIRTH OF AN

INTEGRAL

SPIRITUALITY
This autumn, philosopher Ken Wilber will release Integral
Spirituality, a book whose aim is to completely transform
the way the world sees the spiritual dimension of life.
WIE takes an exclusive look between the covers of this
ambitious project and examines the extraordinary work
of a man with a vision big enough to encompass the
whole Kosmos.
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PART 2
A Philosopher
of Everything

God’s Playing
a New Game

First up is an introduction to the
work of the individual who many
feel is redefining philosophy for
the twenty-first century—and
revolutionizing nearly every other
field of knowledge in the process.
Welcome to the world of Ken
Wilber. His upcoming book will
tackle the religious and spiritual
dimension of life, presenting a
radical prescription for making
God relevant to a new millennium.
But rest assured: this isn’t your
parents’ religion.

Second, we present “God’s
Playing a New Game,” a special
installment of our ongoing “guru
and pandit” dialogues between Ken
Wilber and WIE founder Andrew
Cohen. This popular series needs
little introduction as these two
category-breaking pioneers pursue
the practical implications of the
revolutionary ideas contained in
Wilber’s Integral Spirituality.
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Even Great
Philosophers Can
Be Misunderstood
For Part 3, we decided to
explore some of the biggest
misconceptions that people
have about Ken Wilber and his
work. So we consulted Integirl
(a.k.a. Jana Espiritu Santo), a
passionate advocate of Wilber’s
integral philosophy from southern
California. Her in-depth analysis
is entertaining, educational, and
integral through and through.

Kosmic Questions

PAGE 104

To close this feature section, our
favorite integral prophet fields
questions from the editors of
WIE: What is the key to higher
development? Is a new state of
consciousness emerging that
humankind has never experienced
before? And if his vision goes
according to plan, what is the
world going to look like in the
year 2316?
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OF EVERYTHING
by Carter Phipps

YOU WON’T SEE HIM TALKING
TO WORLD LEADERS ON CNN.
You won’t see him schmoozing with
politicians at Davos. You won’t see
interviews with him on 60 Minutes,
Frontline, or C-SPAN. You can even be
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an educated, thoughtful, well-informed citizen of the
Western world and never have heard his name. But make
no mistake about it, Ken Wilber is important. His work
and ideas—what he calls “integral philosophy”—are
quietly affecting the way hundreds of thousands if not
millions of people think about the world they live in.
Ever since publishing his first book, The Spectrum of
Consciousness, in 1977, Wilber’s work has chipped away
at the philosophical foundations of our postmodern age,
clearing out contradictions and confusion and articulating new models and maps of reality that may shape
the contours of our future culture. If postmodernism
can be defined, as Lyotard famously put it, as “incredulity
toward meta-narratives,” then Wilber’s integral theory is
the perfect antidote. With books called A Brief History of
Everything and A Theory of Everything, Wilber has sought
to create the sort of Holy Grail of grand narratives, a framework that allows for the integration of all categories of
human knowledge. Just try to name another philosophy
that can easily bring together most of religion, art, morality, economics, psychology, and all of the major sciences
into one theory and you start to understand that when
Wilber uses the world “integral,” he really means it.
Wilber is not the founder of the relatively embryonic
field of integral philosophy. That distinction might better be placed at the feet of Indian sage Sri Aurobindo,
or perhaps with philosopher Jean Gebser. Some would
even go as far back as Hegel, though the German idealist
never specifically used that word. But Wilber is the current laureate of the integral world. His work has transformed integral theory from a loose collection of ideas
garnered from a few visionaries into an important movement, a powerful set of foundational notions about reality
that are beginning to have influence at the highest levels.
Witness Bill Clinton’s recent reference to Wilber’s work
in a speech at Davos, where he mentioned the integral
approach as a powerful prism through which to understand and relate to our globalizing world.
The appeal of integral theory is its inclusiveness, its
comprehensiveness, its capacity to reframe and reorganize the vast complexity of human knowledge into useful
coherence. And Wilber is the man most responsible for
giving it that reputation. Indeed, with a mind that is both
brilliant and broad-ranging, he is as at home discussing
the dynamics of Jungian psychology as he is the epistemes of Foucault, the hard problem of cognitive science,
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and the nature of emptiness in Vajrayana Buddhism. And
he writes about all of it with a popular touch that educates
the layperson even as it draws one into entirely new and
quite sophisticated perspectives on reality.
Wilber began his career exploring the connections
between psychology and Eastern spiritual traditions,
making the bold move of integrating their insights into
one comprehensive “spectrum of consciousness,” a map
of psychological and spiritual development from birth
to Buddhahood. Such connections were radical for the
time, earned him wide acclaim, and essentially inspired
the entire field of transpersonal psychology (a field that
he has since disassociated himself from). It also established him as a true champion of the insights of the
great enlightenment traditions, East and West, and he
has argued that they represent a fount of knowledge that
must be dealt with by any genuine “integral” theory. It
is a deeply felt passion, and a personal one, as Wilber
himself is a spiritual practitioner with experience in several paths, most notably Zen and Tibetan Buddhism. He
calls himself a “pandit,” borrowing an Indian term for a
learned scholar who defends the true dharma* against
all who would do it harm. This ongoing advocacy has
earned him the deep appreciation and respect of many,
including the editors of this magazine, who feel that a
robust religious and spiritual discourse is essential for
the health of our contemporary culture, and for its further evolution.
Of course, Wilber’s placement of spirituality at the
heart of his philosophical framework has not endeared
him to a skeptical Western intelligentsia. But even at the
beginning, he knew that his own philosophy would run
counter to the dominant intellectual currents of the day:
One thing was very clear to me, as I struggled
with how best to proceed in an intellectual climate
dedicated to deconstructing anything that crossed
its path: I would have to back up and start at the
beginning, and try to create a vocabulary for a more
constructive philosophy. Beyond pluralistic relativism is universal integralism; I therefore sought to
outline a philosophy of universal integralism.
*Dharma is a Sanskrit word that means natural law, or reality, and with
respect to its significance for spirituality and religion, it might be
described as the way of being that conforms to universal law, or the
essential nature of things.
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Put differently, I sought a world philosophy.
I sought an integral philosophy, one that would
believably weave together the many pluralistic contexts of science, morals, aesthetics, Eastern as well
as Western philosophy, and the world’s great wisdom traditions. Not on the level of details—that is
finitely impossible; but on the level of orienting generalizations: a way to suggest that the world really is
one, undivided, whole, and related to itself in every
way: a holistic philosophy for a holistic Kosmos: a
world philosophy, an integral philosophy.
This fall, Wilber will end a four-year publishing
drought with the release of his twenty-third book, Integral
Spirituality, which seeks to shed a brilliant new light on
the role and significance of spirituality and religion in
the modern and postmodern world. This deceptively
slim volume presents a powerful context for understanding the central dilemmas facing religious traditions today—their declining influence, their ongoing
debates with science, their struggle with various forms
of extremism, and so on. It seeks to resuscitate religions’ key insights while shedding the outdated mythic
belief structures common to most traditions. The book
also examines many of the core issues facing today’s
postmodern spiritual seekers—the role of therapy, the
limitations of meditation, different approaches to and
types of enlightenment, pluralistic interpretations of
God, and the challenges faced by American Buddhism.
Though Wilber’s legend is already fi rmly established in
the East-meets-West spiritual subculture, in the field of
transpersonal psychology, and among many of the socalled cultural creatives, Integral Spirituality is a work
that should raise his profi le in the eyes of mainstream
culture. And by showing off the power of the integral
model to make sense out of one of the most complex
and important areas of human life, Wilber may also
earn himself more attention from the greatest critic of
all—history.
Now 57, Wilber is more prolific and productive than
ever. A “collected works” edition of his books and writings has been published, pointing to the sheer volume
of material this sage of synthesis has managed to churn
out in less than three decades. He has also recently completed volume two of what is destined to be a series of
three books elucidating the core ideas of his philoso-

phy. The first installment of this “Kosmos Trilogy,” as
he calls it, was Sex, Ecology, Spirituality, published in
1995. The second is tentatively titled “Kosmic Karma
and Creativity” and will be published in 2007, with the
third already partially written and presently titled “God,
Sex, and Gender.” In between these weighty intellectual
treatises, Wilber has mixed in a variety of other writings
and books, some addressing specific fields, like Integral
Psychology (2000), some dealing with contemporary cultural issues, like Boomeritis (2002) and The Many Faces
of Terrorism (forthcoming), and some, like the popular A
Brief History of Everything (1996), acting as more easy-toread, abbreviated versions of his core trilogy.
Taking a page from the great Athenian tradition,
Wilber has also formed an academy of his own, Integral
Institute, a high-level think tank/educational institute
that disseminates and applies integral theory to various fields of knowledge. Wilber’s thought has always
been too expansive and category-breaking to be easily

One can imagine a future in which
high school students are drilled
in Wilber’s model of reality in the
same way they learn the periodic
table of the elements today.
accepted within the more conservative, more specialized environment of the conventional academic world,
and so initially, he took his ideas straight to the people,
so to speak, writing for a general, if highly educated,
audience. But with great success comes great opportunity, and Wilber’s large popular following, along with
the tremendous accolades his work has garnered (he
has famously been called the “Einstein of consciousness”), has allowed him to transcend his status as an
independent philosopher and build relationships with
individuals in many mainstream institutions, including government, business, and higher education.
Perhaps the most dramatic example to date of the practical impact of these ongoing relationships is Integral
University, a just-launched online “learning community” with tremendous ambitions. Indeed, with Integral
Institute’s support and Wilber’s ongoing guidance, it
has set its sights on becoming an accredited university
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unlike any other, bringing together a global network of
scholars, theorists, practitioners and supporters, working in a rigorous, peer-reviewed context for the further
development and expansion of integral theory into some
twenty or more separate disciplines.
In the midst of all of this activity, the integral model

Wilber encourages all
contemporary spiritual thinkers
to recognize what is at stake—
evolution or irrelevance.
itself continues to develop. In fact, one of the most
striking aspects of Wilber’s body of work is its ongoing evolution over the years as he incorporates disparate theories, ideas, and knowledge into his theoretical
matrix at a furious pace. He sees integral theory not so
much as a new field in and of itself but as an overarching context that, when applied to any area of study, will
act as a sort of epistemological and ontological strainer,
fi ltering away outdated assumptions about the nature
of reality that might still exist in that field while at the
same time radically reorganizing its contributions in
light of a more comprehensive, inclusive worldview.
Steadily, from ecology to anthropology to art to politics
to economics to law to science to psychology to spirituality, he is endeavoring to bring the major categories of
human knowledge into an integral embrace.

ALL QUADRANTS, ALL LEVELS
One of the best examples to date of the sort of integration espoused by integral theory is Wilber’s signature
insight (introduced in Sex, Ecology, Spirituality in 1995)
into the four fundamental perspectives on reality, a
breakthrough model he calls the four quadrants [see diagram p. 60]. Based on the actual perspectives from which
we view the world around us—fi rst-person, secondperson, and third-person—these quadrants provide
a unique and comprehensive window through which
one can examine just about anything. The genesis of
this insight wasn’t sudden illumination or divine guidance. In fact, it was more grit than grace. Determined to
understand how different kinds of knowledge systems

fit together, Wilber spent years trying to understand the
actual relationship between different disciplines and fields
of study. But every school of thought seemed to have its
own unique way of organizing reality, its own way of hierarchically ranking and categorizing knowledge. In search
of a holistic model, Wilber struggled mightily with how to
make sense out of these vastly discrepant systems:
At one point, I had over two hundred hierarchies written out on legal pads lying all over
the fl oor, trying to figure out how to fit them
together. . . . There were linguistic hierarchies,
contextual hierarchies, spiritual hierarchies.
There were stages of development in phonetics,
stellar systems, cultural worldviews, autopoietic
systems, technological modes, economic structures, phylogenetic unfoldings, superconscious
realizations. . . . And they simply refused to
agree with each other. . . . Toward the end of
that three-year period, the whole thing started
to become clear to me. It soon became obvious
that the various hierarchies fall into four major
classes (what I would call the four quadrants);
that some of the hierarchies are referring to
individuals, some to collectives; some are about
exterior realities, some are about interior ones,
but they all fit together seamlessly.
The rest, as they say, is history. The four quadrants
model is perhaps Wilber’s most celebrated insight. And
justifiably so. He suggests that almost anything can be
looked at using these four inherent perspectives—the
interior and exterior perspectives on the individual and
the interior and exterior perspectives on the collective.
Want to know why science and religion have difficulty
fi nding common ground? Why Marxism failed? Why
neuroscience’s search for God is misguided? Why the
linguistic turn in twentieth-century philosophy was so
important? It’s all there in these simple but remarkably
profound four quadrants. One can imagine a future in
which high school students are drilled in this model of
reality in the same way they learn the periodic table of
the elements today.
And the four quadrants are just the beginning.
Another core insight for which Wilber has become well
known over the last decade is his recognition that there
continued on page 61
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5 Phases of Ken
A Brief History of Ken Wilber

Phase one – Wilber’s
first attempt to define a
comprehensive map of the
evolution of consciousness,
integrating Eastern
mysticism and Western
psychology. Wilber now
rejects this phase of his
work as overly romanticizing
pre-egoic consciousness, a
confusion that he corrects
in phase two.

Phase two – Focusing
primarily on the Great
Chain of Being, a perennial
classification system
of hierarchical levels of
existence from matter to
God used in many ancient
traditions, Wilber recasts
it as an evolutionary model
that unfolds over time. He
also introduces the pretrans fallacy, a common
mistake made when prerational, pre-conventional
stages of development
are confused with transrational, trans-personal
stages simply because both
are non-rational and nonconventional.

Phase three – Wilber
begins to incorporate multiple lines of development
into his evolutionary models, recognizing that the
personality of an individual
matures at different speeds
in relationship to different
areas of the psyche—emotional, cognitive, moral, et
cetera This was also the
beginning of his assimilation of Arthur Koestler’s
idea of holons (things that
are simultaneously wholes
in themselves and parts of
larger wholes).

Phase four – A major
turning point in Wilber’s
work. He introduces
his now famous “four
quadrants” model and his
“AQAL” (all quadrants, all
levels, all lines, all states,
all types) approach.
This greatly expands
the applicability of his
philosophy to encompass
the major branches of
human knowledge. He also
publishes the first edition
of his Kosmos Trilogy, Sex,
Ecology, Spirituality.

Phase five – Wilber’s recent
work has received this designation primarily due to his
embrace of a “post-metaphysical” view of evolution
and spiritual development.
This represents a break with
the idea that the ontological
levels of existence recognized by ancient metaphysical thinkers are pre-given,
or pre-existing. Rather, they
have evolved over time as
“Kosmic habits.” This
phase is also characterized
by a new understanding of
stages of spiritual “state”
experiences, and the addition of eight “zones,” or
perspectives, to the four
quadrants.
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The Four Quadrants
The foundation of Ken Wilber’s
integral philosophy is the recognition
that any event, sentient being, or
object in the Kosmos can be viewed
from at least four fundamental
perspectives, corresponding to the
interior and the exterior views of the
individual and the collective. In the
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top half of the four quadrants diagram,
the Upper Left quadrant represents
the view of the interior of an individual
(as an “I,” or subjective mind), and the
Upper Right represents the view of the
exterior of an individual (as an “It,” or
objective body). In the bottom half,
the Lower Left quadrant represents

the view of the interior of a collective
(as a “We,” or intersubjective culture),
and the Lower Right represents the
view of the exterior of a collective (as
an “Its,” or interobjective society). All
four dimensions of this matrix, Wilber
believes, are essential components of
any truly integral approach.
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is an emerging consensus, coming from very different
streams of thought, that human development, individually and to some extent culturally, goes through specific
levels or stages of consciousness. For example, there
are the cognitive stages of psychologist Jean Piaget, the
moral stages of American academic Lawrence Kohlberg
and women’s studies pioneer Carol Gilligan, the cultural
stages of philosopher Jean Gebser, the spiritual stages
of Indian sage Sri Aurobindo, the color-coded stages of
Spiral Dynamics coming from the work of psychologist
Clare Graves as well as Don Beck and Christopher Cowan,
and many more. Taken as a whole, they present a powerful message to the integral mind. Human consciousness
develops, they suggest, and in very specific ways through
very specific stages. And we can see these stages, or levels, of consciousness not only in the development of individual psychology, from infancy to adulthood, but in the
development of human culture over millennia. We can
even see these different developmental levels alive and
active in the world today, for better and for worse, in the
so-called clash of civilizations and in the ebb and flow of
global politics. Wilber was one of the first to highlight
just how remarkably similar some of these developmental systems are and to begin to incorporate that knowledge and apply it.
Wilber’s model of these “stages of consciousness”
points to an overall pattern in human development, a
hidden method to the meanderings of the human condition and even a subtle trajectory to human evolution.
Here again he presents a powerful but relatively simple
framework, or map, of reality that does not reduce or
deny the complexity of human nature but rather teases
out larger patterns in that complexity. Of course, the
test of any effective model is how well it equips you to
make sense of the world. And this is where Wilber’s
integral philosophy shines. Once you start viewing
reality as a four-quadrant affair and human life as an
ever-unfolding developmental process passing through
specific stages and spiraling up into greater and
greater evolutionary heights of increasing complexity
and consciousness, each new level transcending and
including the levels that came before, you’ll wonder
how you ever conceived of life in any other way. These
two conceptions—quadrants and levels—are just the
most rudimentary building blocks of Wilber’s long-

developing integral model, or “all quadrants, all levels”
(AQAL)* approach. They represent the basic structure
of his “theory of everything” and the foundation of his
“integral operating system,” as he now refers to his core
philosophy. And together with new contributions to the
integral model articulated in Integral Spirituality, they
comprise the fi fth major stage in the development of
his work [see p. 59].
“In every work of genius,” wrote Emerson, “we recognize our own rejected thoughts; they come back to us
with a certain alienated majesty.” Wilber’s work is no
exception. His theory has that unique trait of explaining the world in a way that seems completely novel yet
somehow familiar at the same time. His analysis is so
clear and obvious—after it is explained. He takes your
own deepest perceptions and turns them into conceptions,
fulfi lling that characteristic trait of great theory, what
media critic Thomas de Zengotita describes as the ability to reveal “what you already knew but didn’t know you
knew.” And now, returning again to the domain of life
that originally inspired him to take up the sword of philosophy in the name of the good, the true, and the beautiful, he has focused his powerful integral lens on the vast
and ancient landscape of religion and spirituality.

LIVING IN A POST-METAPHYSICAL WORLD
Integral Spirituality is a work that furthers many of
Wilber’s core ideas and expands his always-evolving integral framework to include more of . . . well, “everything.”
But it is Wilber’s diagnostic work on the problems besetting both religion and spirituality in our contemporary
society that is the highlight of the book. He outlines the
reasons why the meditative and contemplative disciplines
have been dismissed by today’s progressive thinkers and
carefully outlines a path forward that integrates spiritual
awakening into the leading currents of human thought.
Unlike many contemporary philosophers, Wilber has
always treated the great wisdom traditions as full participants in his “universal integralism.” But that creates a
*AQAL is a Wilber term that originally stood for “all quadrants,
all levels” but it has been expanded to mean a perspective that
includes all quadrants, all levels, all lines (of development), all
states (of consciousness), and all types (of awareness).
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problem. And it’s a problem he states at the beginning of
chapter one. He writes:
We start with the simple observation that
the “metaphysics”* of the spiritual traditions
have been thoroughly critiqued—“trashed” is
probably the better word—by both modernist and postmodernist epistemologies [ways
of knowing], and there has yet arisen nothing
compelling to take their place.
It’s true that religion is sort of the Rodney Dangerfield
of modern culture. It doesn’t get any respect. Indeed, it
doesn’t take a great historian to notice that ever since the
Western Enlightenment, religion and spirituality in all
their many forms have been at best tolerated and at worst
dismissed by the most progressive currents of thought in
Western culture. And the gap between the secular and the
*The term metaphysics, in the way that Wilber uses it, refers to
those issues that deal with fundamental levels of being, or reality,
and how we come to know about reality.
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spiritual is not shrinking. Just look at the intelligent design/
evolution debates, the last U.S. Presidential election, or even
the continuing global saga of religious violence. All expose
the long-standing tensions between religion and secular
modernity, pressure points that are at play both nationally
and globally. Wilber, however, bypasses the superficial layers of these culture wars and goes deeper, drilling down to
the philosophical roots of the problem.
Like a good doctor, he first diagnoses his patient (religion and spirituality) and clearly elucidates the nature
of the disease. Using his trademark integral model, he
illustrates how the last several centuries of philosophical thought were devastating to all forms of spirituality.
Indeed, he details how science and the philosophical traditions of the European Enlightenment fundamentally
undermined the metaphysics, or belief structures, of the
religious traditions to such a degree that they simply never
recovered. Enlightenment thinkers questioned both the
veracity of religious belief systems as well as the way in
which they arrived at those beliefs, demanding evidence
for religious claims about reality. Religion stumbled on
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“Integral post-metaphysics . . . redefines the
manifest realm as the realm of perspectives,
not things nor events nor structures nor
processes nor systems nor vasanas nor
archetypes nor dharmas, because all of those
are perspectives before they are anything
else, and cannot be adopted or even stated
without first assuming a perspective.”
Ken Wilber
Integral Spirituality

all counts. It is, in fact, a well-documented story, one that
has received much attention as of late in the many science
and religion debates that dot the intellectual landscape.
And it also explains why, in the last several decades, there
has been a great attempt by spiritual thinkers to ground
their ideas in science, thereby hoping that they would gain
broader acceptance in the culture.
Wilber, however, bucks this conventional wisdom and
places responsibility for spirituality’s stunted standing in
the contemporary West at a different doorstep. He feels that
it was the insights of postmodernity, or postmodern philosophy, that killed the contemplative traditions in the eyes
of serious thinkers, and he suggests that until that issue is
addressed, no marriage of science and spirit, no synthesis
of quantum mechanics and mysticism, no tao of physics,
no dancing Wu Li masters, however profound or popular,
is ever going to change things. This is because postmodernist thinkers pointed out a different problem. And it is a
problem, Wilber gently explains, that many of today’s most
popular spiritual and religious thinkers are unknowingly
perpetuating. He calls it the “myth of the given.”

The myth of the given goes by various names among
various thinkers (the phrase itself comes from an essay by
analytical philosopher Wilfrid Sellars; Jürgen Habermas,
one of the most respected thinkers alive today, refers to
it as the “philosophy of consciousness”). It essentially
disputes a fundamental assumption of the meditative
and contemplative traditions—that knowledge gained
through introspection is trustworthy. Indeed, the myth
of the given refers to the assumption that what is “given”
to my consciousness is real, that I can perceive objective
reality solely through my personal experience. Nonsense,
claimed postmodern thinkers. If a Christian monk has
a vision of Jesus, he may believe that he is seeing an
objective spiritual reality. But he fails to recognize, these
thinkers tell us, that his vision is inevitably being influenced by tremendous cultural and social conditioning
that is all taking place prior to and outside of the monk’s
immediate awareness. Like Hindus witnessing a vision
of Krishna, or Tibetans a powerful visitation from a bodhisattva, he is mistaking a cultural archetype for truth.
Most of us fail to take into account, Wilber explains, how
continued on page 65
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“Kosmos”
The Definition of an Integral Universe

Kos•mos
n.
1. The multidimensional totality of manifest
reality—spanning material, biological,
psychological, psychic, and spiritual domains.

“The Greeks had a beautiful word, Kosmos, which means the patterned Whole of all
existence, including the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual realms. Ultimate
reality was not merely the cosmos, or the physical dimension, but the Kosmos, or
the physical and emotional and mental and spiritual dimensions altogether. Not just
matter, lifeless and insentient, but the living Totality of matter, body, mind, soul, and
spirit. The Kosmos!—now there is a real theory of everything! But us poor moderns
have reduced the Kosmos to the cosmos, we have reduced matter and body and mind
and soul and spirit to nothing but matter alone, and in this drab and dreary world of
scientific materialism, we are lulled into the notion that a theory uniting the physical
dimension is actually a theory of everything. . . .”
Ken Wilber, A Theory of Everything (2000)
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the ever-present collective, or intersubjective, context in
which we live shapes our perceptions. Before one ever
sits down on the meditation cushion, he writes, “vast
networks of intersubjective systems . . . are governing
one’s awareness and consciousness.” We may think that
we perceive reality as it is, but in fact, we are more like the
main character in our own Truman Show, and we cannot
see the subtler cultural forces that are invisibly shaping
all of our perceptions—even our most cherished spiritual experiences.
Examine any religion, any ancient philosophical
system, and even most contemporary spiritual teachings, Wilber suggests, and you’ll find that they are shot
through with the myth of the given—unknowingly and
innocently perhaps, but that does not mitigate the indictment of postmodernity. “Between the critiques of modernity and postmodernity,” Wilber writes, “what was left of
the Great Traditions could be put in a teaspoon.”
But Wilber is a compassionate doctor, and despite the
seriousness of the disease, he does not pronounce it terminal. Instead, he presents a cure that he calls “integral
post-metaphysics.” Integral post-metaphysics is multilayered and profound, and there is not enough space here to
convey its full significance. But it is important to grasp
the scope of Wilber’s ambition and its implications for
spiritual thought in the twenty-first century. He is trying
to carve out a space within the most sophisticated intellectual currents of the day for the relevance—indeed,
the desperate necessity—of a spirituality that has incorporated the last three centuries of philosophical insight.
He does not suggest that we throw out all of history’s
extraordinary religious revelations and the metaphysical
systems they inspired. He does not think we should pronounce as illusion all the knowledge contributed by our
wisdom traditions just because the sages of yesteryear
lacked the perspective of postmodernity. Rather, he feels
that we must entirely reframe the way we think about
those ancient systems, jettisoning their outdated metaphysics but preserving their extraordinary contributions.
And we must do the same for contemporary teachings as
well. It is a revolutionary prescription for spirituality in
the new millennium, one that radically transcends and
yet includes religion’s staunchest critics, from Voltaire
to Kant to Foucault. And Wilber encourages all contemporary spiritual thinkers to recognize what is at stake—

evolution or irrelevance. “Spirituality,” he asserts, “to
survive in the present and future world, is and must be
post-metaphysical.”
The theme of integral post-metaphysics is the primary message of Integral Spirituality, but even as he is
building the core argument of the book, Wilber also covers a wide swath of important territory, ranging over a
number of topics. For example, the book includes a fascinating discussion of the differences between spiritual
states of consciousness and psychological stages of development, and it features the Wilber-Combs Lattice [see
diagram, p. 78], an innovative graphical representation
of the subtle and complex relationship between these
states and stages. Integral Spirituality also explores the
dynamics of religious extremism and outlines the critical role religion can, and in fact must, play in defusing
the battle raging globally between the values of modernity and the values of more traditional cultures—or, as
Thomas Friedman puts it, between the Lexus and the
olive tree. It examines the limitations of meditation and
why the psychological shadow, or the disowned and disassociated parts of one’s own psyche, can never be fully
integrated through spiritual practice alone—a problem,
Wilber says, American Buddhism has yet to fully grasp.
And much more.
“Philosophy is . . . the front trench in the siege of
truth,” the great historian Will Durant once wrote.
“Science is the captured territory and behind it are those
secure regions in which knowledge and art build our
imperfect and marvelous world.” Durant’s words still
ring true, even though today we have often forgotten
the symbiotic relationship between the leading edges
of human thought and the future of human culture.
Wilber’s integral approach transmits a tremendous faith
in that future and suggests that we can make sense, profound sense, out of our world. At the same time, it offers
a sober, unvarnished analysis of the difficult problems
we face as a species. One of those problems is humanity’s complex and troublesome relationship to ultimacy.
We live in an age in which religious fanatics on one side
of the world want to blow up modern civilization in the
name of God, while science and spirit advocates on the
other side imagine that they have found God in quantum physics. The beauty of Wilber’s Integral Spirituality
is that it is comprehensive enough to explain both.
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The Guru and the Pandit: Dialogue XIII

ANDREW COHEN & KEN WILBER

Part 2 of this feature section on Integral Spirituality
continues our popular series of dialogues between Ken
Wilber and WIE founder and spiritual teacher Andrew
Cohen. In this special extended discussion, “the guru and
the pandit” bring their unique blend of rigorous inquiry
and spiritual passion to a lively exploration of the major
themes contained in Wilber’s new manifesto.

PART 2

GOD’S PLAYING A
Integral Spirituality, Evolutionary Enlightenment, and the Future of Religion . . .
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INTEGRAL POST-METAPHYSICS AND
THE MYTH OF THE GIVEN
ANDREW COHEN: So today we’re going to speak about

your wonderful new masterpiece Integral Spirituality,
which I’ve just finished reading. You open the book with
the assertion that the metaphysics of the great spiritual
traditions have been “trashed” not only by the usual
suspects—the modern scientific materialists—but
even more so by the postmodern revolution, because
of the traditions’ inability to stand up to the challenge
presented by the insights of postmodernity’s great
philosophers. And as you boldly put it, “[T]here has
as yet arisen nothing compelling to take their place.”
This is the fundamental theme of the book—explaining,
in the most illuminating way, why the traditions
have consistently failed to stand up to a postmodern
critique and simultaneously re-envisioning religion
and spirituality in such a way as to avoid the pitfalls
of outdated metaphysics. This, of course, has been a
central topic of most of our discussions over the past
few years, but reading Integral Spirituality has had an
enormous impact on me, and as a result I have seen
much more deeply into the nature of our spiritual
predicament.
KEN WILBER: Yes. I think it is the great catastrophe of
the modern and postmodern world that spirituality,
higher spirituality, was killed, as you mentioned, not
just by nasty science and the Newtonian/Cartesian
paradigm but by the humanities themselves. All of
mystical spirituality got thrown out by the humanities
because it was caught in outdated metaphysical
systems. And most importantly, because mystical
spirituality was monological*—it didn’t understand what
postmodernists call “the myth of the given.”
COHEN: I found your explanation of the myth of the given

extremely powerful and clarifying. Maybe we could
begin our discussion today by speaking about what it is.
*Monological is a term from postmodern philosophy that refers to any
kind of logic or knowledge that isn’t in some way grounded in human
dialogue or in the intersubjective or cultural dimension in general. Both
mystics and scientists have been accused of being monological for
believing that simple observation alone can deliver valid information
about reality without any consideration being given to how cultural
contexts shape individual perceptions.
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WILBER: The myth of the given is one of the book’s

primary topics. It is the belief that the world as it
appears in my consciousness, as it is given to me, is
somehow fundamentally real, foundationally real,
and that therefore I can base my worldview upon
whatever presents itself to my consciousness. For
example, I might see a rock in front of me; I take that
as real. I have an experience of anger; I take that as
real. But the whole point is that what our awareness
delivers to us is set in cultural contexts and many other
kinds of contexts that cause an interpretation and a
construction of our perceptions before they even reach
our awareness. So what we call real or what we think of
as given is actually constructed—it’s part of a worldview.
COHEN: The fact that our world is more constructed

by us than existing as an objectively real static entity
is an ever-new revelation. It’s the most challenging
insight: that there is very little that is actually given
and that the way we perceive everything is a creative
and co-creative process. As you have made so clear in
Integral Spirituality, these deep perceptual structures
are created intersubjectively in consciousness, slowly,
over thousands and thousands of years. It’s both
thrilling and frightening when one begins to see how
deeply conditioned the interpretive process actually is.
It powerfully awakens one to the operating mechanism
of one’s own self-system, and in so doing, it can make
that process an object in awareness rather than an
unconscious subjective experience. Even though I
thought I already understood this, my experience was
one of having the rug pulled out from under me, over
and over again, simply because of the deeply ingrained
habit of assuming “givens” that define so much of our
experience. I can’t tell you how many times, when I
was reading the manuscript, I found myself spinning,
feeling simultaneously exhilarated, off-balance, and
deeply inspired.
WILBER: I think what’s interesting is that one can have

an enlightened awareness and still have a satori by
understanding this simple point—that, as Immanuel Kant
and so many of the modern to postmodern theorists
pointed out, our perceptions are conceptions—what
we actually see is constructed to some degree. It’s not
just a social construction, a fabrication of our cultural

www.wie.org

4/26/06 1:26:27 AM

God’s Playing a New Game

consciousness—that conclusion is too extreme, and
sadly, too many postmodernists take it that far. But
virtually all serious modern to postmodern philosophers
agree that what we see is in part a construction.
When it comes to spiritual experience, we can see
this very clearly. If you look, for example, at the spiritual
experiences of the Western enlightened saints and
sages, you find many accounts of angelic beings, or
beings of light or luminosity, but you’ll never find any
saint or sage in the West describing an entity that has
ten thousand arms. And yet that experience seems to be
very common in Tibet. Tibetans might see the goddess
Avalokitesvara with ten thousand arms appearing in
their dreams all the time and think that is the actual form
of God. It is the form of God in Tibet, but not in Germany.
COHEN: Unless the German is a dedicated student of

Tibetan Buddhism!
WILBER: Indeed! The point is that these are authentic

spiritual experiences, but they are culturally molded.
And if somebody’s taking their spiritual experience
and saying, “This is universally true,” they’re lying.
It’s culturally created and molded, yet it doesn’t look
like that to the person having the experience. So
they’re caught in one version of the myth of the given.
A scientist is caught in the same thing. If a scientific
materialist says, “Anything I can see in the sensorimotor world is real because that’s what’s really given,”
he or she is also caught. It isn’t given; it’s constructed.
Anytime we take a state or a stage or a structure or a
level of our own consciousness and assume that what’s
given to it is real, we’re caught in the myth of the given.
COHEN: Interestingly enough, the reason I started

What Is Enlightenment? magazine, the forum for the
very discussion we’re having right now, was because
in my early years as a teacher I found myself running
into what I now see were many forms of the myth of
the given that were creating a tremendous amount
of confusion for me personally. I was a young Jewish
American teaching Eastern enlightenment in a postmodern Western context, which put me in an unusual
and challenging position. So many Westerners, I
observed, who had turned to Eastern paths, seemed
to be unquestioningly adopting premodern supersti-

tious beliefs and metaphysical baggage that no longer
made sense in a postmodern context. Indeed, I found
that many of the “absolute truths” asserted by my own
Eastern teachers were revealed to be merely interpretations from an earlier time and culture.
WILBER: Exactly. The Tibetan yogi sitting in his cave

thinks he is contemplating timeless truths, truths that
hold for everybody, whereas a good number of them are
actually just Tibetan fashions.
COHEN: This dawning recognition is what compelled me

to start asking the question “What is enlightenment?”
At first, this began with questioning traditional interpretations of the spiritual experience, and over time it

We are not separate from the
creative principle itself—God is
evolving as we evolve.
– Cohen

has developed into an ongoing inquiry into what, to use
your language, a post-traditional, post-metaphysical
interpretation of the deepest spiritual insights would be.
What would a religion of the future be based on?
What I have continually found is that while the essence or foundation of enlightened understanding is the
profound experience of emptiness, or the ground of being, which we discover in higher states of consciousness,
we human beings, it seems, are profoundly terrified of
that groundless ground itself. And as much as we may
believe that we are actually interested in emptiness or
that zero point, more often than not, what gives us a
sense of security is clinging to the cultural constructs or
metaphysical frameworks that hold that revelation.
WILBER: Right.
COHEN: A good example of this was an experience I

had last year when I visited a wonderful Indian swami
in Denmark—a beautiful older man, surrounded by
many loving and devoted students. We gave a teaching
together, and afterward I had a conversation with one of
his close disciples about the nature of God. I explained
that when seen in an evolutionary context, who and
what God is can no longer be taken as fixed—that from
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a developmental perspective, God is also evolving, just
as we are. And it was quite a moment because this
man had initially had a very loving, angelic expression,
but as I was speaking, I literally saw his face drop—he
became frightened, terrified, even a little angry.
Abruptly, he got up and walked away. Now this was an
individual who had obviously experienced higher states

The Tibetan yogi sitting in his cave
thinks he is contemplating timeless
truths, whereas a good number of
them are actually just Tibetan fashions.
– Wilber
of consciousness and as a result had deep confidence in
the absolute dimension of life. Yet he was threatened at
the deepest existential level by the suggestion that his
fixed notion of God maybe wasn’t a given at all.
WILBER: That’s a very common problem. It stems from

the fact that the great metaphysical traditions, East
and West—Sufi, Buddhist, neo-Confucian, Christian,
Taoist—were all created at a time when the average
stage of development was what we call mythic or
premodern. And so those metaphysical mythic systems
were used to interpret higher states of consciousness.
Now we know that those systems are outdated. They
were good interpretations at the time, but they’re bad
interpretations for those authentic spiritual states in
today’s modern and postmodern world.
COHEN: Because we now know so much more about how

to interpret our experience.
WILBER: Exactly. The world of form has changed,

and the world of modernity and postmodernity has
brought crucial breakthroughs in how we understand
the world of form. So the challenge for young men
and women today is to get involved in the creation of
a post-metaphysical spirituality that understands the
myth of the given and that understands the demands of
modernity and postmodernity.
COHEN: It’s very exciting—and it is indeed a challenge.

Because I think it’s one thing to be able to grasp the
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notion of the myth of the given at a cognitive level,
but to be able to come to terms with its profound
implications—emotionally, psychologically, and
spiritually—requires a significant measure of authentic
freedom or enlightened awareness. One just can’t be
clinging too tightly to any fundamental notions about
the nature or structure of reality.
Your ideas about a post-metaphysical spirituality
have had a powerful impact on me and how I conceive
what it is that I’m doing as a teacher of enlightenment at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Specifically, I am endlessly compelled by the notion
that higher stages or levels do not preexist, that is,
they are not “given” but are literally created by brave
individuals who actually venture into new, uncharted
territory, laying down “Kosmic grooves” that others
follow, which eventually become actual new structures
or stages. The fact that the future, even at the most
subtle metaphysical levels, literally does not yet exist
challenges our most fundamental spiritual/religious
notions in every possible way, but if we’re ready
for it, it can be the source of enormous inspiration
and promise.
WILBER: Absolutely. I agree that moving into this post-

metaphysical world of spirituality is the great, great
thrilling adventure that we have in front of us.
COHEN: I think potentially what’s the most thrilling for

the postmodern self is the discovery that we are literally
creating the future, which in a post-metaphysical
worldview means we are not separate from the creative
principle or God-impulse itself—God is evolving as
we evolve.
WILBER: I do believe that’s right.
COHEN: As I told the disciple of the Danish swami, God

is not already fully formed, sitting on a cloud waiting for
us to maybe catch up with Him (or Her) one day!
WILBER: [Laughs]
COHEN: And this moment itself, assuming that one is

leaning into it with all of one’s being, reaching for the
future, is potentially the very edge of the possible—
with nothing beyond it yet except maybe an inherent
tendency to lean in a certain direction.
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WILBER: Albert Einstein is said to have performed

the following thought experiment when he was
contemplating relativity. He asked himself a question:
If you were literally riding on the edge of a light beam
and you held a mirror in front of you, could you see
yourself? And the answer is no. If nothing travels
faster than light, light can’t get to the mirror to refl ect
your refl ection, so you would see nothing. That’s
another good image for the edge of evolution. There’s
nothing in the future to see. We’re creating it as we go
out there. And it’s pretty scary to look in the mirror
and not see anything—
COHEN: —and completely, ultimately thrilling.

STATES AND STAGES
COHEN: In Integral Spirituality, you explain in an incred-

ibly clear way how recognizing the difference between
states of consciousness and stages of development
helps us to learn how to interpret what it means to be
enlightened and what it truly means to consciously

evolve—and you define, for what I think is the first time,
what you call two different kinds of enlightenment.
WILBER: Yes. I feel that the relationship between states

and stages is perhaps the single most important key to
understanding the nature of our spiritual experiences.
Let me briefly lay out the basic ideas. We’ve just been
discussing the idea that we construct or co-create the
worlds that we view, that structures of consciousness are
involved in the creation of the realities they perceive. So
what this means is that there are different worldviews—
human beings can exist at different levels of consciousness, and there are actually different worlds that come
into being at those levels or structures of consciousness.
And those structures unfold in stages; they’re permanent
developmental milestones through which all individuals and cultures pass. We have different terms for them:
tribal, traditional, modern, postmodern, integral; or
archaic, magic, mythic, rational, pluralistic, integral; and
there are higher stages such as super-integral, or what
we call third-tier stages. (See diagram on p. 72 for a comparison of some of the major developmental systems.)
continued on page 74
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The Spectrum of Consciousness: Levels and Lines
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The Spectrum of Consciousness: Levels and Lines
ONE OF THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS of Ken
Wilber’s integral approach is the recognition
that human consciousness evolves, develops,
or unfolds through a fluid but hierarchical
sequence of levels or stages. Integrating over
one hundred developmental models into
his framework, Wilber uses a rainbow-hued
:C<8IC@>?K
scheme (based on the colors traditionally Jlg\id`e[
ascribed to the seven chakras) to generically
represent these different levels, which are
grouped into three major classes or tiers.
LCKI8M@FC<K
Fm\id`e[
First tier spans all levels from primitive,
infantile consciousness (infrared) to postmodern, pluralistic consciousness (green); second
D\kX$D`e[
M@FC<K
tier
represents a leap into holistic, systemic,
and integral modes of consciousness (teal and
turquoise), which some believe to be the lead@E;@>F
ing
edge of development today; and third tier>cfYXcD`e[

reaches into even more integral, transpersonal,
and higher “spiritual” territory (indigo and
CXk\M`j`fe$Cf^`Z
above)—levels that remain largely unexplored.
KLIHLF@J<
Many of the developmental models on Gfjk$gXiX[`^dXk`Z
which Wilber’s spectrum of consciousness is
based are the results of research on specific D`[[c\M`j`fe$Cf^`Z
K<8C
“intelligences,”
or developmental lines of
GXiX[`^dXk`Z
growth and maturation, within the psychological makeup of human beings. This diagram <XicpM`j`fe$Cf^`Z
>I<<E the cognitive line, the worldviews line,
includes
D\kX$jpjk\dXk`Z
the values line, the faith/spirituality line, and the
self-identity line, but many others have been
identified, including the moral, emotional, =fidXc
FI8E><
aesthetic, interpersonal, psychosexual, and Fg\iXk`feXc
kinesthetic lines.
By observing the transformation of indi- :feZi\k\
8D9<I
viduals over time, numerous researchers
Fg\iXk`feXc
and theorists—from Aurobindo in the East to
Piaget in the West—have shown that each of
Gi\fg\iXk`feXc
I<;
these
developmental lines do indeed unfold
:feZ\gk`feXc
through distinct levels of increasing consciousness, order, and sophistication. But what
Wilber’s spectrum reveals is how the variousGi\fg\iXk`feXc
D8><EK8
lines of development actually relate to each JpdYfc`Z
other: evolving, side by side, through the same
general levels of increasing consciousness. J\ejfi`dfkfi
@E=I8I<;
It also makes clear how any given individual
can be at a high level in a particular line while
at lower levels in other lines, one example of
:F>E@K@M<C@E<
which would be Nazi doctors: individuals who
:fddfej&I`Z_Xi[j&
were highly developed in the cognitive line, but
G`X^\k&8lifY`e[f
dramatically underdeveloped in the moral line.

Evolving Worldviews,
Expanding Self
Although the spectrum of consciousness
includes twelve colors to denote twelve
specific levels, stages, structures, or waves
of development, for ease of explanation
Wilber often uses a simpler, three- or fourlevel scheme pioneered by developmental
psychologists like Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol
Gilligan. Tracing the most general contours of
psychological growth, this scheme highlights
the fact that increasing consciousness
corresponds to a broadening of worldviews and
an expansion of one’s sense of self.
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Egocentric (“me”): A stage characterized by
narcissistic self-absorption, bodily needs and
desires, emotional outbursts, unsocialized
impulses, and an incapacity to take the role
of the “other”; seen today predominantly in
>cfYXcM`\n&Jpjk\d`Z
infants and young children, rebellious teens,
Klihlf`j\
wild rock stars, and criminals. (Infrared
to red)
Le`m\ijXc`q`e^$

:fddfen\Xck_
Ethnocentric (“us”): An expansion
of self=c\o=cfn&Jpjk\d`Z
identity to include one’s family, peers, tribe,
P\ccfn
race, faith group, or nation; the adoption of
socially conformist rules and roles; commonly
?ldXe9fe[&I\cXk`m`jk`Z
seen
in children aged seven to adolescence,
:fealeZk`m\
>i\\e myths and fundamentalism, the
religious
“moral majority,” Nazis, the KKK, right-wing
politics,
patriotism, sports teams, school
Jki`m\;i`m\&Dlck`gc`jk`Z
@e[`m`[lXc$I\]c\o`m\
rivalries.
FiXe^\ (Amber)
Worldcentric (“all of us”): An even greater
expansion
of self to embrace all people,
Kilk_=fiZ\&8Yjfclk`jk`Z
:fem\ek`feXc
regardless
of race, gender, class, or creed; a
9cl\
stage of rationality that questions rigid belief
systems
and transcends conventional rules
Gfn\i>f[j&<^fZ\eki`Z
and roles; commonly seen in lateDpk_`Z$C`k\iXc
adolescence,
I\[
social activism, multiculturalism, science,
moral relativism, liberal politics, the “global
B`eJg`i`kj&DX^`Z$8e`d`jk`Z
village,”
New Age spirituality; theDX^`ZXc
emergence
of Gligc\
integral cognition. (Orange to teal)
Kosmocentric
(“all that is”): An identification
Jlim`mXc
Le[`]]\i\ek`Xk\[
with all life and consciousness, human
or
9\`^\
otherwise, and a deeply felt responsibility for
the evolutionary process as a whole; “superintegral”
cognition and values; innate
universal
M8CL<JC@E<
JK8><JF==8@K?
morality;
spirituality beyond merely
>iXm\j&Jg`iXc;peXd`Zj
=fnc\ipersonal
motivations; an emergent capacity, rarely seen
anywhere. (Turquoise to clear light)
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Now these stages, which we also call structures or
levels, show up in all human beings, so we have to take
them into account. One of the real problems is that you
can have a spiritual experience—a profound taste of
emptiness, or pure nonduality, or absolute oneness, or
radiant, luminous absolute bliss/love—and when you
come out of that experience or even while you’re in it,
you’ll interpret it according to the level or stage you’re at.
The evidence for this is now just overwhelming.
So understanding stages is the first piece of the
puzzle. The second piece is states of consciousness.
States of consciousness generally tend to come and go;
they are temporary. The natural/meditative ones are
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waking (gross), dreaming (subtle), deep sleep (causal),
witnessing, and nondual. And then there are nonordinary states, such as drunken states and stoned
states. And you can have any of these state experiences
at virtually any level or stage you’re at. You can be at any
level and have a waking, dreaming, or deep sleep state.
You can be at any level and experience a meditative
state. You can be at any level and actually go through
Zen training. What’s so astonishing is that a Nazi can
complete Zen training. That’s the point—states can be
experienced at any stage you’re at.
When we understand the difference between states
and stages, we can understand that there are two differ-
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ent types of enlightenment. One is enlightenment as being
one with—which means transcending and including—all
of the stages that are in existence at any time in history.
We can call that “vertical enlightenment.” So right now,
that would mean being at an integral or super-integral
stage, somewhere between the turquoise and indigo
altitudes in the color scheme I use. You can’t have vertical enlightenment nowadays if you’re at a mythic level
of development, or a rational level or a pluralistic level,
because you can’t say you’re one with everything in the
universe if there are two or three or four levels or structures that are simply over your head.
So we have vertical enlightenment, which is being
one with all of the stages available, and then we have
horizontal enlightenment, which is being one with all
of the states that are available. Once again, you can
awaken to those states at virtually any stage or structure you’re at. And you’ll interpret those states through
that stage, as is shown in what we call the WilberCombs Lattice (see diagram on p. 78).
Now one problem is that, as you were saying earlier,
particularly if you study with Eastern teachers, they often
have profound state experiences—they’ve tasted emptiness, they’ve tasted the timeless ground of being—but
when they come out of those states, what structure
do they interpret them through? Generally, the traditional/mythic/blue meme/amber altitude. That’s a very
fixed structure, so they interpret reality as absolutely
unchanging. It doesn’t evolve; it doesn’t unfold. There
is no development in this worldview, and that indeed is
one of the problems with it. Their myth of the given has
locked them into a low level of structural development.
COHEN: I noticed this problem years ago when I used to

go to Katmandu every year after my retreats in India and
visit the Tibetan lamas. I was very curious about some of
the great Dzogchen teachers, especially one revered and
holy master who was considered to be a living Buddha
because, unlike many of his contemporaries, he was
said to have become enlightened in this life and was not
a tulku. He wasn’t, as they say, “born enlightened,” so it
gave him a different kind of authenticity—
WILBER: You mean, he earned it!
COHEN: [Laughs] Yes. And he was tough, irreverent,

passionate, fearless—a very impressive and powerful
man. I visited him many times. I asked him at one point,
“Rinpoche, what’s the difference between someone who
is serious about awakening and someone who is not?”
And he said, “That’s easy. The people who are serious
are all Mahayana Buddhists, and the people who are
not are all Hinayana Buddhists.” And he wasn’t kidding. I was backpedaling in my mind, wondering how
this extraordinary man could be as enlightened and as
fiercely independent as he appeared to be and simultaneously be holding on to such foolish ethnocentric
notions. Then, over time, as I became more familiar

The relationship between states
and stages is the single most
important key to understanding
our spiritual experiences.

– Wilber

with the whole medieval structure of Tibetan Buddhism,
I saw how in so many ways their relationship to life, to
family, to practice, and to the world was surprisingly
fixed, rigid, and unchanging. They were unparalleled in
their elegant and comprehensive teaching of nonduality,
yet their experience of enlightenment was apparently
not dislodging some deeply embedded and very primitive tribal notions, nor did it seem to be informing, in
any dramatic way, their relationship to the changing
world they were living in.
WILBER: Classic mythic structure. What the Tibetans

really have got extraordinarily well is what we call
horizontal enlightenment—the capacity to completely
transcend the world of form and then to come back
and embrace all of form as the manifestation of oneness with emptiness that is itself luminosity moment to
moment. That’s fantastic. But guess what? The world
of form evolves. There are levels to the world of form,
and you have to develop through those levels. You have
to experience and grow through all of those structures.
And these Tibetan sages and siddhas, as enlightened
as they can be in terms of states—and they can be one
hundred percent horizontally enlightened!—can be
at very low levels of structural development. That’s the
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problem. So we’re trying to say, you have to have both.
Of course, some teachers have both, which is rare, but
the culture itself is solid amber.
COHEN: But an important question is: Through those tra-

ditional vehicles, is it actually possible to embrace the
world of form that is evolving right now, way beyond the
levels or structures of development from which those
traditions originated?
WILBER: Not just using those methods, obviously. As I

said, you can go through Zen training and still remain
at a mythic/traditional/blue/amber altitude. And completely get transmission. That’s the astonishing thing
about it. I asked Genpo Roshi, “What structure were
the greatest Zen masters that you knew in Japan?” He
replied, “They were amber/blue meme, all of them.”

Ironically enough, higher state
experiences can end up being
anti-evolutionary episodes.
– Cohen
That’s pretty amazing. What happens is that whatever
structure you’re coming from when you start these
practices, for a very long time, the practice is simply
going to leave that structure alone. You’ll have wonderful state experiences, and you’ll continue to interpret
them through the structure at which you started.
And it’s a real problem because, as I point out in the
book, you can’t see these structures by introspecting.
You can look within the mind all you want, you can sit on
a meditation cushion for twenty years, and you’ll never
see anything that says, “This is an archaic thought, this
is a magic thought, this is a mythic thought, and so on.” It
won’t happen. You have to use other tools of investigation
to see these structures because they’re just not given.
COHEN: Yes. And so as we move further into the twenty-

first century, as we consciously endeavor to actually
create new, higher stages, the context in which we
interpret our spiritual experiences and higher states
becomes even more important than ever. I can’t tell you
how challenging it has been for me to get many of my
own students to reach beyond their deeply embedded
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cultural conditioning, despite countless experiences of
higher states of consciousness and a deep intellectual
grasp of what a Kosmocentric perspective is. I have
found out the hard way that unless we all are willing to
make the heroic effort to interpret our spiritual experiences from a higher level of development than the one
that is probably our center of gravity right now, nothing is going to happen. We are just not going to evolve.
Unknowingly, we will render Eros, or what I call the
evolutionary impulse, powerless.
WILBER: That’s true. Especially at the pluralistic/post-

modern/green altitude, as we’ve discussed extensively.
Researchers agree that around twenty-fi ve percent of
the U.S. population—the cultural creatives—are at this
altitude. They are having wonderful state experiences,
and they are interpreting Ati and Vajrayana Buddhism
and Vedanta according to this green pluralistic stage.
And the result can be very, very messy—that’s how we
get what I call Boomeritis Buddhism.
COHEN: I’d call it Boomeritis enlightenment! That’s

what happens when, as you’re saying, green altitude
boomers or Gen-Xers, and even their Gen-Y kids, taste
enlightened consciousness. The meaning and significance of enlightenment itself is interpreted through a
pluralistic worldview, which desperately attempts to
give equal value to all views and perspectives and in
the process destroys hierarchy and the ability to make
value distinctions—which are essential in order to
move to a higher level. The inevitable result is that the
emerging mind of God gets fl attened out like a pancake!
WILBER: Boomeritis enlightenment—exactly! And it’s just

a complete myth of the given based on a structure that
you’re at, which happens to be pluralistic/postmodern/
green. And then it seems that your meditative states are
basically reinforcing the structure you’re already at. The
states are wonderful and we applaud those; they are part
of horizontal enlightenment. But the vertical component
is not as highly advanced as it could be.
COHEN: It seems that if state experiences don’t, at least to
some degree, compel one to begin to move toward higher
stages, actually those experiences could even embed one
more deeply in the stage that one is already at.
WILBER: Yes. And that depends largely on what your
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culture is telling you. Indeed, if your culture is green
and you’re at green, then meditation—which (if you were
using it in an integral way) could be used to help you
move to higher structures—is used instead to cement
you at the structure you’re at. And that’s what has happened in large part in this country. It’s one of the problems that we have. It could be said of everybody from
the late Krishnamurti to Eckhart Tolle, who are doing
absolutely fantastic work in terms of states but are
interpreting their states according to this green pluralistic structure.

WILBER: Very much so, which is sad, because I do not

COHEN: Exactly. And then, ironically enough, the higher

WILBER: —have doubt about it.

state experience can end up being an anti-evolutionary
episode, the consequences of which could actually inhibit
the potential for higher development in the individual.

believe it is their intent at all.
COHEN: I think this is partly because the state experi-

ence of nonduality itself gives one, at a deep existential
level, a sense of absolute conviction, which can make
one’s fundamental perspective or worldview (in this
case, one’s pluralistic ideas) seem to be the Truth—not
just a truth or a version of truth, but the truth. Whereas
if that perspective or worldview wasn’t being informed
by this very powerful experience of nonduality and all
the absolute confidence that comes with it, one would—
COHEN: One would have at least some doubt about it;

one would be questioning. But often the result of these
continued on page 79
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The Wilber-Combs Lattice: States and Stages
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One of Integral Spirituality’s
primary themes is the relationship between states and stages
of consciousness. States are
defined as the fluid, transitory felt
experiences directly available to
one’s awareness, while stages
are defined as the enduring traits
or concrete structural patterns
of psychological development.
Generally speaking, states
come and go, while stages are
the broad frameworks of consciousness development within
which states come and go. As an
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example, Wilber explains that
Zen practice involves deeper
states, while the system of Spiral
Dynamics deals with developmental stages.
An important tool for determining the relationships between
states and stages is the WilberCombs Lattice (or W-C Lattice).
Simply depicted, this grid runs
some of the major stages of
development vertically up the left
side (from archaic to magic to
mythic to rational to pluralistic to
integral), while some of the major

spiritual states of consciousness are plotted horizontally
across the top (as gross/natural,
subtle/visionary, causal/formless, and nondual/union, which
are variations on the states of
waking, dreaming, sleeping, and
meditation).
The purpose of a crossreferencing system like this is
to show how the deeper states
(usually attained via mystical
“peak experiences”) are interpreted differently at different
stages of development. As an

example, this means that a
spiritual figure like Jesus can
be interpreted magically (as a
wish-fulfilling miracle-worker),
mythically (as the only-begotten
Son of God), rationally (as a wise
sage and moralist), pluralistically
(as one of many potential saviors
or guides for human beings to
follow), integrally (as a revolutionary master of enlightened states),
and so forth, depending upon
one’s “center of gravity” or level
of development.
Brad Reynolds
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nondual experiences is a kind of emotional conviction
that really inhibits growth in a way that is shockingly
profound.
WILBER: Right on the money.
COHEN: And I can say in my own adventures in the world

as a teacher, I’ve come up against this problem quite a
bit. It’s a kind of fundamentalism—even if it is a green
fundamentalism—and I’ve done battle with it for many
years. In this kind of absolute conviction, the willingness
to consider other possibilities is nowhere to be found. And
even worse, I’ve found that individuals are often willing
to say things that don’t even make rational sense simply

because these ideas conform to the emotional conviction
that they experienced in their higher states. For example,
when people experience the ground of being or emptiness, when they have a satori, they all too easily conclude,
“This world is all an illusion,” or “Nothing matters,” or,
even worse (as someone actually said to me during a
public lecture in the egalitarian capital of the world,
Amsterdam), “There is no obvious moral distinction
between Nelson Mandela and Osama Bin Laden”!
WILBER: Charles Manson said, “If all is one, noth-

ing is wrong.” I see this deep confusion all the time.
State experiences can make you a fundamentalist at
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WILBER: Very much so. That’s an excellent point. When

COHEN: And what exacerbates the problem is that inher-

WILBER: Because emptiness has to be really empty. And

ent in human nature is the quest for certainty and the
sense of security that is its reward. So there is always
going to be a clash between the evolving self’s aspiration for certainty and the necessity to relinquish that
need in order to be able to keep moving up to higher
stages without ever halting one’s vertical development.
WILBER: Yes, definitely. One thing you’ve talked about that

I really appreciate in relation to this is your notion of the
authentic self—and one of the ways to interpret it is as the
self that is comfortable with this discomfort.
COHEN: It thrives on it. The authentic self is the expres-

sion of the evolutionary imperative itself, within the
human heart and mind. It is a perpetual, unending, and
always ecstatic impulse in consciousness that strives
only to create the future. But in order for the authentic
self to function uninhibitedly, the individual has to be
willing to continually let go and embrace ever more of
the world of form in every moment. For the individual,
emotionally, psychologically, and philosophically, this is
what is so ultimately challenging about a truly evolutionary context at the level of consciousness—the relentless demand to continue to let go at these very deep
and subtle levels. I think it’s only a rare individual who
actually is going to have the courage, the authenticity of
interest, the fearlessness, the liberated awareness to be
able and willing to continually let go in that way and at the
same time have his or her own deepest sense of confidence in the nature of being and in life remain absolutely
unthreatened. This is often very difficult to explain to
people—that it’s possible to be deeply certain, to have the
absolute conviction that is the hallmark of enlightened
awareness, together with a profoundly open and verti-

80

cally aspiring self-sense or evolutionary impulse. At an
existential level one can be absolutely convinced and still
be vertically reaching, groping, learning, inquiring, and
growing eternally.

any stage. In the East we face the mythic/traditionalist/blue meme/amber altitude fundamentalism. And
then there’s orange fundamentalism, which would be
extreme scientific materialism, and also in this country,
we face green fundamentalism. And just as you beautifully described, the experience of fundamental absolute
reality that you get in emptiness and nondual states is
then interpreted in such a way that you think that your
structure is absolutely true. And you will not yield. You
simply won’t let go.
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we understand both stages of consciousness and states
of consciousness, we get a refined understanding of
emptiness as the component of certainty.
COHEN: Right!

the more we understand stages, the more we understand that some of the things we took to be emptiness
were actually just the structure we were identified with.
COHEN: But isn’t the only way we can actually find

out these things through engagement, through intersubjective inquiry and dialogue and questioning and
self-scrutiny?
WILBER: Always.
COHEN: It’s the only way to ultimately be able to catch

ourselves assuming something is empty that within a
larger reflective context is revealed to not be empty at
all. Indeed, this kind of inquiry almost inevitably reveals
that we’re hanging on to all sorts of very subtle concepts that appear to be empty but actually couldn’t be
further from it.
WILBER: Without that intersubjective context, you

wouldn’t know that you’re caught in a subtle level of the
myth of the given. It’s something we all get caught in.
People have the impulse to let go when they experience
emptiness, or the open nondual ground, but they don’t
always carry that radical inquiry forward. That’s why you
need a group of peers, a group of people who are pushing
ahead of you, along with you. And every time someone
seems to push further than you, you need to regard them
as a teacher and then try to get your understanding up
to that altitude—and it’s a constant process because,
once again, the world of form is evolving. The world of
form may simply be lila, or the divine play, but each new
game just happens to transcend and include the previous game. So there was an archaic game, then a magic
game, then a mythic game, then a rational game, then a
pluralistic game. And now God’s playing a new game, an

www.wie.org

4/26/06 1:32:44 AM

God’s Playing a New Game

integral game, and moving into a super-integral game.
So we’re asking in a sense for a double inquiry
always, self-critical self-inquiry. What we’re doing is
inviting people to understand, first: Can you determine
what stage you’re at, what structure you’re at, what
level of consciousness you’re at? And second: What are
your state attainments? Do you have an understanding of formlessness? Do you have an understanding
of nonduality, the ground of all being? Do you have an
understanding that emptiness is one with form and that
form is evolving? Simply seeing that will help you to
objectify and help move you to higher levels. So judging
one’s level or altitude is not a negative judgment. It’s a
means of self-understanding and self-growth.
But we are also raising an alarm. Somebody who has
an experience of an enlightened state of nonduality can

point to the world at large and say, “Ah, you do not have
this state of enlightenment; you are caught in an illusion,” and they would be right, because they’re seeing
a deeper state than the average person is seeing, and
therefore they’re critical of the average person. Well, in
the same way, we can be critical of them if they are using
that enlightenment but don’t have an understanding of
these structures. We can say, “You’re caught in lower
structures, and you’re interpreting your reality through
those structures. So you are caught in an illusion.” Even
somebody who has an enlightenment experience can
still be preaching the myth of the given. And preaching myths is not generally thought to be a good way to
teach enlightenment. But understanding this allows both
enlightenments to emerge—vertical and horizontal, a
gauge of one’s Fullness and one’s Freedom.
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THE CONVEYOR BELT
COHEN: One of the many things that deeply struck me

about the book was the whole notion of what you call
the “conveyor belt.”
WILBER: Let me briefly explain what I mean by the

conveyor belt. I’ll start with a couple of statistics, using
the general stages of consciousness we’ve talked
about. And I’ll use the terms egocentric, ethnocentric,
worldcentric, and Kosmocentric, which are general
names for some of these developmental stages in a
broad sweep (see p. 73).
If we look worldwide, about seventy percent of the
world’s population is at an ethnocentric level of development or lower. That is to say, seventy percent of the
world’s population is Nazis! And I say that with slight

The greatest problem in the world today
is that seventy percent of the population
is trapped at an ethnocentric level of
development or lower. Seventy percent
of the world’s population is Nazis.
– Wilber
facetiousness but with all due seriousness. So if you
ask, who owns the ideas of those ethnocentric beliefs?
It’s the world’s religions. Ethnocentric corresponds to
mythic in Jean Gebser’s* terms. And the world’s great
religions, because they began about two or three thousand years ago, are still the repositories of the magic
and mythic elements of humanity. So that means they
believe that Moses really did part the Red Sea, Lao Tsu
really was nine hundred years old when he was born,
and Jesus really was born of a biological virgin. These
are all mythic elements, and religion is the only discipline that actually has grown men and women embracing magic and mythic elements.
Now that’s fine, but the problem is that in mythic/
ethnocentric/blue meme/amber altitude religion, you
*Jean Gebser (1905–1973) was a cultural philosopher and mystic who
developed a widely accepted model describing the evolutionary stages
of consciousness that have occurred in the history of humankind.
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also believe that your savior or your God is the only possible God. “There is one God; his name is Allah,” and so
on. And if someone doesn’t believe in that God or his
representative, then they’re basically cannon fodder.
They’re an infidel, and you can kill an infidel. Not only is
it not a sin—
COHEN: No, you go to heaven.
WILBER: It’s a career promotion! That’s the problem,

whether it’s Allah or Buddha or anyone else. I mean,
Aum Shinrikyo, the Buddhist terrorist group, put sarin
gas in the Tokyo subway system. So this tendency hits
any religious believer at the mythic stage of development.
The problem is exacerbated by the fact that while the
mythic or amber altitude parts of the world are owned
by the world’s religions, as soon as you get to rational
or orange altitude, science owns that part of the world.
And there’s this huge gaping conflict between amber and
orange, between mythic and rational, which creates
what I call a pressure cooker lid around the world.
It’s a staggering problem. If you look at terrorism, for
example, every one of the major religiously inspired
terrorist acts of the last thirty or forty years, virtually
without exception, came from mythic/ethnocentric/blue
meme/amber altitude beliefs. And they all basically say
the same thing: “The rational/modern/orange altitude
world won’t make room for my religion.” And so they try
to blow it up.
Now, not all forms of religion are mythic or ethnocentric. There are rational forms of religion and
there are pluralistic forms of religion and so on. For
example, there are rational or worldcentric forms of
Christianity that were begun by Vatican II, which said
“Not only Christianity has the way to salvation. Other
religions might allow salvation.” That’s the movement from ethnocentric Christianity to worldcentric
Christianity. You can still believe in Christ as a personal
savior, as somebody who had a deep realization and
whose consciousness you want to emulate, somebody
you want to have as a living part of your life. That’s
absolutely legitimate and fine.
And if the religious leaders were there to explain
this, to say to the believers, “Look, it’s fine that you
have this fervent belief in Jesus, or Jehovah, or Allah,
or the Goddess, or Mary, or whoever you think is the
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By acting as a conveyor
belt, the great religions
can move the masses
of humanity into higher
and higher levels of
consciousness.
– Wilber

only savior, but the Holy Ghost speaks in many different
ways and sometimes appears in different forms to other
people and they can find salvation too,”—even saying
something like that, from an orange or worldcentric
level, is going to defuse the hatred that the true believer
has for every other human being on the face of the
planet. And it’s up to religion and the leaders in religion
to make that understood.
So the single greatest problem in the world today
is that seventy percent of the population is trapped at
ethnocentric or lower by the conflict between religion
and modernity. Science and modernity sit on top of these
large portions of the world’s traditional religions. And

there’s this huge conflict that prevents people from
taking their faith from amber into orange, or from mythic
into rational, or from ethnocentric into worldcentric. So
the religious leaders need to start to understand that
religion can act as a conveyor belt—because it actually
picks people up at archaic, magic, and mythic, it can help
move them into rational, pluralistic, integral, and higher.
Remember, everybody is still born at square one and
has to develop through these great levels or waves of
consciousness. There will always be people who believe
in magic and mythic, and that’s okay. But religion can
help act as a conveyor belt, moving them into the higher
structures, and only religion can do that. So the conveyor
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belt is an idea for religion and its role in the modern and
postmodern world that religion has not yet thought of,
but I think it would be radical and revolutionary if it would
get with the picture.
COHEN: Well, for that to happen though, the religious

leaders themselves would have to evolve to at least
rational and pluralistic levels, if not integral. They
would have to have at least a worldcentric perspective
in order to appreciate how radically and completely
necessary this step was—so that this lid could be taken
off seventy percent of the world’s population and they
could move into the modern and postmodern world.
Then we could really start to become one world instead
of the old world versus the new world, the premodern
world fighting the modern and postmodern world.
WILBER: That’s correct. They would have to reach at

least the orange altitude—
COHEN: —to begin to appreciate why these higher

interpretations of their own traditions would be
essential, not only for world peace but for the very
survival of our species.
WILBER: I don’t see any other way. What has to happen,

in a sense, is a “Vatican II” move for all the world’s
religions, an attempt to get up to that orange altitude.
And of course, they can do it within their traditions. There
are abundant kosher reasons in every major religion to
move to at least a worldcentric understanding. But until
that happens, you’re right. It’s “Nazis rule.” And good
luck . . . So the conveyor belt really has to work around
the world, to move masses of people from amber to
orange, from mythic to rational. And in our circles, of
course, the task is to move people from green into teal
and turquoise, from pluralistic into integral.
COHEN: So the task at hand in our circles is to take this

highly evolved, individuated self-sense that we have,
with its extraordinary capacity for objectivity and selfreflexivity, and somehow free it from its own narcissistic
self-adoration so that it can embrace a larger hierarchical or, as you would say, holarchical framework in an
evolutionary and developmental context.
When I was visiting Israel a few months ago, I was
thinking deeply about all this. It occurred to me that as
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we move up through the stages of development—as
we go from amber Christianity, Judaism, Islam,
Buddhism, et cetera, to orange and green and up into
second tier and beyond—the evolving self’s locus
of identification, as it moves from worldcentric to
Kosmocentric, would naturally begin to let go of any
identity that was less than universal. It seems that
one’s identity would move more and more toward a
truly universal human self-sense and simultaneously
move away from any notion of self that was less than
that, including being a member of any historical
tradition, whether it be Buddhist, Jewish, Christian,
Islamic, or anything else.
WILBER: Yes. Because then all that’s left to transcend is

what the Buddhists call “lineage mind.” It’s “transcend
and include.” You can still honor your lineage—that’s
“include”—but you also have to transcend it.
COHEN: A Kosmocentric identity, as I understand it, is

based upon the direct awakening to the authentic self
or the evolutionary impulse, which (as you once pointed
out) only begins to emerge somewhere between a
worldcentric and Kosmocentric level of development.
WILBER: And there is yet no lineage of that, as you know.
COHEN: That’s the whole point because one is identifying

with the creative impulse itself, which is ultimately the
Kosmocentric self-sense as it is most authentically
experienced. And there is no relative identity for that
part of the self. So that would mean, therefore, that
as humanity evolves into these higher levels—from
orange to pluralistic to second tier and beyond, from
worldcentric to a more Kosmocentric perspective—the
leading edges would gradually fall away from any kind
of lineage identity and become more and more identified
with a truly universal self-sense beyond any kind of
relative distinctions that had a mythological story. As
you were rightly saying, there are higher and deeper and
more profound and more inclusive interpretations of
the myths that come from the great traditions. What I’m
saying, though, is that eventually the myths themselves
would be transcended altogether. Or, at least, the need
to identify with them.
WILBER: Yes. Transcend and include.
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THE SECOND FACE OF GOD
COHEN: You know, I’d always wondered why, in all of

your great work, where you honor and revere Spirit in
all its many forms, I had never heard you speak about
surrender or having to come to one’s knees in the face
of God. So when I read the chapter on “Spirit in secondperson,” where you define the “three faces of God,” I
was thrilled and relieved. It had always seemed to me
that a fundamental component of spiritual evolution
was missing in your work. Until Integral Spirituality, it
seems that you had emphasized God as the Self, or
I-I, and God as the entire evolving Kosmic process that
we are all part of. But this is the first time I’ve heard
you speak so specifically, eloquently, and passionately
about God as the great Other before whom we all must
ultimately submit.
WILBER: You’re right. There are three topics I’ve

written very little on. One is psychic phenomena; one
is rebirth and reincarnation; and one is God in secondperson. Because as soon as you open your mouth and
say anything about any of those, nobody takes you
seriously in the infl uential academic world.
You know, I’ve been talking to Father Thomas
Keating for a decade and a half about God in secondperson and what it means. But in my own mind, it
was not until I was writing volume two of the Kosmos
Trilogy that I really started to, in a sense, download
my own ideas, start eating them and chewing them
up and seeing what they meant. And that’s when this
whole idea of perspectives became incredibly alive,
and that’s where this recognition of the three faces
of God came from. The clarity of it comes from me
really ingesting what fi rst-, second-, and third-person
meant; what the quadrants meant; what all of that
stuff really meant.
So the 1-2-3 of God or the three faces of Spirit
basically mean that Spirit can be approached in fi rstperson perspective or second-person perspective
or third-person perspective. First-person Spirit
is the great “I AM,” the pure radical subjectivity or
witness in every sentient being. And then Spirit in the
second-person is the great “Thou,” something that is
immeasurably greater than you could ever possibly be

in your wildest imagination, before whom surrender
and devotion and submission and radiant release
and gratitude is the only appropriate response,
and from whom all blessings and all goodness fl ow
unreservedly. And a relationship to that Other, in
love and devotion and ecstasy, is the only appropriate
response if you have any sanity at all.
COHEN: [Laughs]
WILBER: And Spirit in third-person is the great Web

of Life, the Great Perfection of everything that’s
arising. Those are third-person terms, “it” terms, and
Spirit is indeed the supreme radiant perfection of all
manifestation. And my point is that all three of these
perspectives are correct.
So when this became clear to me, I was just
fascinated and then almost shocked to find that not a
single tradition, East or West, had ever put together first-,
second-, and third-person perspectives of Spirit; they

Without God as the great Other
before whom we all must ultimately
submit, I wonder whether it’s
possible to ever move beyond ego.
– Cohen
tended to focus on one or the other, or sometimes two.
You do find in some of the traditions an acknowledgment
of all three, for example, in some of the Vajrayana
traditions (at least the ones that use guru yoga), but
there isn’t an actual framework relating all three. You find
Vedanta emphasizing first-person virtually exclusively
and Christian mysticism emphasizing second-person
quite extensively. And I found that as I started speaking
about this with various spiritual teachers, it was an idea
that just lit them up. If they were Western Buddhists in
particular, the chance to include a devotional approach
was so freeing because it had gotten truncated
someplace back in their childhood when they stopped
believing in God in second-person.
This is one of the criticisms that I develop in
Integral Spirituality, which is what I call a level-line

June-August 2006

004_j33_GuruPandit3m.indd 87

87

4/26/06 1:35:30 AM

THE BIRTH OF AN INTEGRAL SPIRITUALITY

fallacy—that the second-person view of Spirit got
truncated in the West. It got chopped off at the mythic
level of development. Spirit in second-person has
become stunted and identified merely with God the
Father, the old white-haired gentleman, the mythic
patriarch of the Bible that nobody believes in anymore.
COHEN: The guy we freed ourselves from in the Western

Enlightenment.
WILBER: Exactly.
COHEN: Without all three faces being included, one will

have only a partial perspective on who and what God
is. One’s interpretations of one’s own God-experiences
will always be incomplete. And it’s been apparent to
me ever since I began teaching twenty years ago that
especially for us postmodern extreme narcissists, the
second face of God is absolutely essential. Without
God as Thou, the great Other before whom we all must
ultimately submit, becoming a living, felt dimension of
our own direct experience of Spirit, I wonder whether
it’s possible to ever move beyond ego in any kind of
authentic way.
WILBER: That’s so true. Because green pluralism won’t

allow any principles higher than its own head, because
it won’t allow any form of hierarchy, it ensconces its
own first-person imprisonment. And without a secondperson Spirit, I think you’re right, I don’t think they’re
going to get out of it. And that’s a problem. But too
often, we in the postmodern West tend to use only firstperson and third-person—we use Vedanta and science,
or Buddhism and science, and so on.
COHEN: Exactly. And because of that, when we have

profound spiritual experiences, our ego remains
unthreatened and secure.
WILBER: Well, yes. Because in a first-person approach,

there’s nothing the ego has to surrender to except its
own Self. And let’s just put it this way: In your attempt
to go from small mind to big mind, you can end up going
from small ego to big ego!
COHEN: Yes. [Laughs] Because there is—

WILBER: —nothing to surrender to.
COHEN: Exactly. The ego can survive intact before God

in first-person and God in third-person.
WILBER: That’s right.
COHEN: But when face to face with God in second-

person, one’s ego is on the chopping block. Unless
an individual lines up with this absolute dimension of
spiritual evolution and transcendence, it won’t really
matter what kind of experiences he or she has—the
fundamental narcissistic core will remain untouched.
And unless a serious dent is made in that narcissistic
core, I wonder how deep our participation can really
be in the creation of the future. I really wonder
whether we’ll be free enough to actually be able to do
it, unless at the deepest level we’ve been brought to
our knees.
WILBER: That’s an incredibly profound point. And

I think you’re right that if we don’t come to terms
with that in some way or another, we’re not going to
actually be as free as we can be because unknowingly
we will be mistaking some remnant of our ego—some
remnant of our first-person perspective that we have
now turned into an I-I, an Atman, a grand pure Vedanta
witness—for the Absolute. That’s the last refuge of
the ego.
COHEN: Absolutely. And the subtlety in all this is

staggering.
WILBER: So you have to say: “Wait a minute. I have to

face something that I completely surrender to. I have
to face something greater than I could ever imagine
myself possibly to be.” You have to utterly surrender
with devotion and actually want to do it, because
second-person perspective carries a naturally welling
up infinite love and gratitude. So it’s not something
that can be forced. If you’re forcing it, then it’s not
really a true transcendental surrender. You’re not truly
in love; you’re just faking it.
COHEN: That’s right.
WILBER: And God can spot faked orgasms.
continued on page 90
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“IT”

God in 3rd-person—the
Kosmic evolutionary process,
the Web of Life.

“THOU”

God in 2nd-person—the
almighty Other, the Savior,
the ego-humbling Divine.

“I”

God in 1st-person—the true
Self, Buddha-nature, the
eternal “I Am.”
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THE SHADOW
COHEN: One thing we haven’t touched upon yet is “the

shadow.” I found this one of the most powerful sections
of the book.
WILBER: Thank you. Many people seem to have

been deeply impacted by that chapter. The idea of
the shadow is basically that there are dynamically
repressed, disowned aspects of our own self. And
this understanding is largely a contribution of the
modern and postmodern West. If you look around
the world and list fi ve or six really great ideas that
have been contributed by various cultures, this would

When you attempt to give equal
value to all views and perspectives,
the emerging mind of God gets
flattened out like a pancake.
– Cohen
be on the very short list—it’s one of the great, great
discoveries about human nature, certainly alongside
the discovery of the enlightened states and so on. And
of course we associate it with names like Sigmund
Freud, but it really has a long history that goes back
several hundred years in the West, and some true
giants worked on it. They saw that human beings have
psychological anguish and suffering and neuroses and
obsessions and fears, and they asked: “So where do
these things come from?” Hopefully I’ve added a few
insights of my own to this fi eld, but I’m resting on the
insights of these great researchers.
Basically, the shadow is what we call the disowned
self. And the shadow, like so many aspects of the
psyche, has a developmental story. We can just
use the chakra system to give a simple example.
When the young infant self starts out, it’s identifi ed
basically with material realities—the oral stage of
development. Its entire self, its sense of I, is identifi ed
with the fi rst chakra. Starting around the second year,

its identity starts to move toward the second chakra.
Its I-ness disidentifi es with the first chakra, disidentifi es with merely the material realm, and it starts
to identify with the emotional/sexual impulses. And so
now its sense of I is at the second chakra, which could
be equated with magenta impulses (or purple meme
impulses). So if you’re at, let’s say, the second chakra
and you have certain impulses, for example, sexual
impulses or anger, that become threatening—because
your parents don’t like it or society doesn’t like it or
you yourself just fi nd it overwhelming—what you’ll
do is take that angry impulse and push it to the other
side of the self-boundary. So now it appears to be not
self; it appears to not belong to you. The anger is
still arising, but now it’s not your anger, so it must be
someone else’s. So you project that anger, and you
see it in others and in the environment: “Somebody’s
angry; I know it’s not me, so it’s got to be you.” So
what happens is that now instead of feeling angry,
you feel that everybody is angry at you, and you might
start to feel depressed because of that, to feel like
the entire world is looking down on you. Now instead
of being mad, you’re sad. And so what you have now
is a psychological neurosis—you have a symptom,
which is a sign of some repressed aspect of yourself
that is now in your unconscious. And so the cure is to
somehow befriend that anger, lower the repression
barrier, and take it back and make it part of your I,
because only when it consciously becomes part of your
I can you truly let go of it. And then you can move to
the third chakra.
Now actually, of course, you’ll move to the
third chakra anyway, but the point is that if the self
splits off a part of itself and represses it, that part
doesn’t develop anymore. It stays at the level at which
you split it off because it’s now not part of your I.
Consciousness is continuing its developmental
march, but if you push something out, then it’s no
longer part of the conscious self and it’s not going to
develop with you. So you end up with a whole series of
subpersonalities or shadow impulses. And all of your
little subpersonalities won’t develop—they will stay
continued on page 92
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Owning one’s shadow seems to
be not only more challenging
but ultimately more significant in
the transformative process than
assuming a meditative posture.
– Cohen

at the level of development at which you repressed
them. So you can have a red subpersonality, an amber
subpersonality, an orange subpersonality—wherever
in the developmental scale you take part of your I and
push it to the other side of the self-boundary, you’ll
turn it from first-person I into second-person you or
third-person it.
Now if we could just get rid of these impulses
like that and they stayed out there, there would be no
problem. But the trouble is that they are actually parts
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COHEN: In order to free up our consciousness, we

have to own these repressed parts of ourselves—we
have to embrace all of them, we have to bring light
into all the dark and hidden corners of our self, we
have to claim ownership of the entirety of our I—
before we can authentically transcend our ego in the
spiritual sense.
WILBER: Exactly. When we repress these impulses,

we’re not really transcending them and we’re not even
really disidentifying with them; we’re dissociating from
them. And this can become a very big problem. So
understanding this distinction enables us to tell the
difference between two very confl icting instructions
we’re generally given by people who are trying to help
us—therapists and meditation teachers—about how
we should relate to different components of our own
experience, for example, anger. Gestalt therapy will
tell you to identify with it; Zen will tell you to disidentify
with it. So what should you do? If you’re meditating
and anger comes up, should you identify with it or
disidentify with it? The answer is both, but in the
correct sequence.

that the meditative context was fundamentally about
letting go of everything.
WILBER: Yes, the meditative context is all about

letting go, but we can only do that if we deal with our
dissociated impulses first. What we want to do is
take the very best from both worlds without diluting
either. But if I have dissociated anger and come into
a vipassana retreat, and if anger arises and all I’m
supposed to do is say, “There is anger arising, there
is anger arising . . . ,” I’m doing nothing to undercut
the repression. I’m doing nothing to reown it. I’m just
seeing that there’s anger in the world arising at me,
and so I feel fear, “There is fear arising, there is fear
arising. . . .” But fear is a false emotion because it is a
reaction to my own projected anger.
COHEN: Right.
WILBER: I’m not supposed to get more in touch with

fear—that’s not authentic. That’s inauthentic. So by
just doing vipassana on a dissociated emotion, you are
making it worse.
COHEN: You are making it a lot worse!

COHEN: Yes, because meditation and therapy are two

WILBER: There’s a big difference between

very different contexts with very different purposes.
When I was a seeker, way back in my twenties, I
remember discovering just this dichotomy. I was a dedicated meditator who intuited the difference between
the liberating experience of higher states of consciousness and the fact that there were emotional and psychological dimensions of my self that needed a kind of
attention that meditation alone was incapable of giving.
Unfortunately, a lot of people who were meditating
with me didn’t seem to be so aware of this distinction.
I remember doing some intensive vipassana retreats
and sitting up in the middle of the night having an
incredible time meditating, and out of the blue I would
hear people letting out bloodcurdling screams or sobbing uncontrollably. And I always felt that this was not
the appropriate context for this kind of psychodynamic
catharsis. I was very aware that these kinds of developmental issues and neuroses, et cetera, needed to be
dealt with in different therapeutic contexts, but I knew

transcendental disidentification and pathological
dissociation. And once again, if there’s something that
you haven’t owned—it can be power, sex, arrogance,
emotivity, any of that—and then you try to let go of it,
you make it worse.
Let’s take an example of somebody who has
dissociated their fear and they start doing vipassana on
it or doing Vedanta, “Who am I? Who am I?” letting go
of the fear, letting go, letting go, “I’m not that, I’m not
that,” even though that is an inauthentic emotion. And
then he or she says, “I feel better when I do that, so I
know it’s working.”
COHEN: Of course they feel better—temporarily!
WILBER: Yes. The analogy is, let’s say you get run over

by a bus and you are sitting in the street looking at
your broken leg. You can say, “I’m not that, I’m not
that, I’m not that,” and you will feel better. You can
actually get in a higher state of consciousness with a
continued on page 95
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broken leg and you will feel better, and that’s fine.
But I’m saying that you need to fi x the broken leg
first and then also do “I’m not that, I’m not that,” and
you’ve got the best of both worlds. The shadow is the
broken leg, so we’ll tell you how to fi x that. We’re not
saying you can’t do the other, but fi x the broken leg
first and then also do vipassana or Vedanta. The leg
is your vehicle of bodhisattvahood; it’s your vehicle
of transmitting truth. If you are enlightened and you
are sitting there with a broken leg and can’t walk
anywhere, what good is it? You can’t teach if you’ve

Gestalt therapy will tell you to
identify with your anger; Zen will
tell you to disidentify with it.
So what should you do?

– Wilber

got a broken leg! But a lot of people do. They have
awakened to these higher states of consciousness,
but they have broken legs. So what we want to do
is basically heal the vehicles through which we will
manifest our enlightened awareness.
COHEN: Yes, I wholeheartedly agree. And to be hon-

est, I’ve found that in the end, truly owning one’s
shadow, or being willing to face oneself unconditionally, radically and ongoingly, seems to be not only
more challenging but ultimately more signifi cant in
the transformative process than assuming a meditative posture. I work with this shadow dimension in
the context of evolutionary enlightenment, which is in
some ways different from working with the shadow
in a therapeutic context. In this context, the shadow
is seen as one manifestation of ego, and the reason
that it is so essential to heroically endeavor to take
responsibility for all of it is so that our actions will
be able to manifest a clear expression of a truly
enlightened intention in this world. I’m talking about
a repeated demonstration of spontaneous integration

and wholeness of intention and action, week to week,
month to month, year to year, in such a way that we
can unequivocally say: “This individual is awake.” The
whole point is that unless the individual is willing to
own their own shadow, they are going to continue acting out of all those repressed impulses and continue
creating karma, which means acting out of ignorance
and unconsciousness in ways that cause suffering
to others. And the whole defi nition of enlightenment
is that, at least ideally, we are supposed to become
so conscious, so awake, that we don’t create karma
anymore. Until an individual can at least own a signifi cant portion of their own shadow, they can’t possibly
take responsibility for themselves and become a truly
autonomous, enlightened, integrated self who can
really take on the evolutionary process.
WILBER: That’s for sure!
COHEN: Honestly, when you look at the kind of spiritual

energy and passion that an individual would need
to own all these different parts of the self, to truly
endeavor to take responsibility for them and then to
transcend them—this is a rare soul. In terms of the
real love for God necessary to truly become whole,
it has to be said that it’s a rare individual who cares
that much, who would be willing to do that. In the end
I really believe that in fact it is only those who awaken
to a larger purpose, a purpose bigger than their own
wholeness, salvation, or even enlightenment, who will
actually find the energy and the resources to begin
to own these darker and more unconscious parts of
themselves and really change in ways that make all
the difference in the world.
WILBER: Rare indeed. Thank you, my friend.
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THE TOP 5 misconceptions

by integirl

Ken Wilber has often said that what makes an integral philosophy and framework possible is the
recognition that “nobody is smart enough to be wrong one hundred percent of the time.” In other
words, every theory or technique or approach to human growth and knowledge—be it quantum
mechanics, Zen meditation, kung fu, or biopsychology—has something valuable to contribute to the
world, however partial it may be in the overall scheme of things. But this popular integral maxim also
raises an interesting question: If “everybody is right,” does that apply to Wilber’s critics as well?

about ken wilber

Enter Jana Espiritu Santo, a.k.a. “Integirl,” defender of all things integral in the greater Los Angeles
area. As the young leader of Santa Monica’s Ken Wilber Meetup Group, winner of IntegralNaked.com’s
“most integral” contest, and an artist and musician promoting creative integral collaborations, she is
steeped in the ways of Wilber’s theory and seemed like just the right person to ask what she thinks
are the biggest criticisms and misconceptions people have about him and his work. Is there any
degree of truth to them? Read on for Integirl’s insightful, and truly integral, analysis . . .
– T.H.

1

Ken Wilber’s integral theory is
complicated and useless (like
philosophy in general).

The word is not the thing, and the map is not
the territory. Walking the territory is really
what matters, and Wilber knows this. He
understands that adequate and accurate maps
can exponentially increase the efficiency and
joy of our evolutionary “walk” up the spiral of
development. Integral theory can seem rather
cognitively laborious with its terminology and
concepts, as it is first an education, and then a
practice, and finally an actual living perspective
(1st-, 2nd-, and 3rd-person; see through all,
attach to none). This can give people the
erroneous impression that integral is about
“being stuck in your head,” especially with the
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mental masturbation by intellectual elitists
going on in some of the so-called integral circles.
The more recent models from Integral Institute
have prioritized simplicity, clarity, and elegance
in communication to help “spread the word.”
We are beginning to understand that we must
move the bulk of humanity up the spiral; that
until the center of gravity of the average mode
of consciousness moves upward, very little
that is truly integral content can be stably and
adequately “held” by, and arise in, the supporting
cultural structure. The cutting edge is fun; the
center is life and death.
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2

Wilber may be bright, maybe even a genius,
but where is his heart? Where’s the love in
Wilber? Don’t the truly spiritual teachers
impart a feeling of love?

It seems that love and spirituality are often loaded
words, and we attach “meaning baggage” to them
from our perspective (or self-system center of gravity,
our own unique psychograph). When I ask myself that
question, “Where is the love?” (Motown group backup
vocals notwithstanding), I think of two lines/streams:
1) intellectual/cognitive, and 2) astral/emotional.
Intellectually, I “feel” love and tenderness in the way
Wilber so carefully and delicately “teases apart the
threads” of complex subject matter, grounding his
perspectives, models, and language every step of the
way, so as not to mislead, while candidly admitting the
evolution of his perspective (i.e., “Wilber 1 through
Wilber 5”) where a more truly integral view has
emerged. Emotionally, I resonate with the beautiful
poetic verse he tosses in every once in a while, and with
the passionate love expressed in his novel Boomeritis and
in real life (read his very moving book Grace and Grit, a
personal account of his wife’s battle with cancer). His
love shows in the care with which he makes his maps,
but his true love is the actual territory itself.

3

Every developmental line is, in a sense, its own
context, and so we perceive “love” contextually from our
embeddedness at whatever stage or state we happen
to occupy along that particular line, when making that
judgment/discernment (walks like a duck, talks like
a duck, but is it love?). For example, we feel psychosocially loved when our friends include us in group
activities, value us and our input, listen to us (really
listen), pick us up, take us out and treat us, etc.
People’s emotional/sentimental criticisms of Wilber
often reveal their own shadow work that needs to be
done. We must also remember that Wilber himself is an
evolving human being.
Ultimately, Wilber understands that lasting change
only comes with stage evolution, not merely peak states,
although adding some nice content can be delightful
and make one feel good momentarily. The structural
perspective’s “big picture” being genealogically
understood helps this to occur efficiently and stably.

Is “integral” a religion, or
in conflict with religion?
Some people are afraid that their religion, like Christianity for
example, won’t fit into integral. The book Integral Spirituality
will clear that up nicely, upon its imminent release. The
postmodernists have shown us that we cannot intelligently
examine and understand content without also understanding the
context that set the stage for that content’s emergence. To use
our example, the point is to get closer to Christ’s consciousness
(by following the methodologies and injunctions of the particular
wisdom tradition in question, in this case, Christianity), not to
become his top media/PR boy and myth distributor.
What would Jesus want?
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5

Is integral theory just another perspective or belief
system? I met someone who said that they knew integral
theory, but they were a horrible obnoxious asshole.
In misconception #2, we found that people unconsciously
throw their dissociated content/baggage onto Wilber,
but people can also use integral theory as the content to
accompany their own 1st-tier structure of development
(i.e., as a 2nd-tier map in the hands of a 1st-tier center
of gravity). Integral theory becomes something witty to
talk about at parties, feeding the contracted self-sense
and causing more embeddedness, in a universe-sized
gilded cage, which surprisingly is just barely large enough
to contain the ego that inhabits it. Integral theory can be
(and often is) used for narcissistic delight: “I know integral
theory. It’s amazing. I’m amazing! And you’re amazingly
lucky to know me!” But integral is about more than the link
between content and context, form and emptiness; it’s
to have a beautiful and healthy content emerge through
a beautiful and healthy structure, to free egoic stuckness
and liberate one from selective blindness. It’s about the
ability to elegantly move from one perspective to another,
freed from a 1st-tier sense of right VERSUS wrong (digital
thinking: ones and zeroes) and aware of the expansiveness
of functional fit, efficiency, and appropriateness (analog
thinking: the infinitely multidimensional and subtle full
spectrum) that is NOT merely situational ethics and

contracted pragmatism.
People always play the magician’s game, “Look here,
and don’t look there.” They say, “You cannot find an error
in this content I present.” Objective facts are selected
by subjective perspectives, and don’t forget it unless
you don’t mind being referred to as “the victim”! Bad
philosophers and good used-car salesmen know that NO
AMOUNT of objective facts can move a stuck subjective
perspective. The “error” or center-of-contraction is
not to be found in the content; it is hiding “in between
the walls” of the structure of consciousness that holds
it. This differentiation/integration needs to be made
for authentic spiritual growth and carries the highest
price tag of all: self-awareness. Once again we come to
the interesting fact that psychographs (standardized,
comparative line/level evaluations) are “all over the
place,” and we are witness to the horrific beauty of free
will, enacted. But take heart! Just as the Value Memes
of Spiral Dynamics all have a good and bad side, so too
does “integral”! Some people are, and/or can be, kind
AND intelligent AND spiritual, with health in every
quadrant, including the lower left (interpersonal).
Besides, assholes can be found anywhere.

Ken Wilber’s just another elitist,
know-it-all intellectual.
Many who have met him have commented
that while he may have seemed dry, aloof, and
somewhat less than personable in print, upon
meeting him, they were struck by his “regular
guy” humanity, laughing, cracking jokes, enjoying
wine or a beer. The neuro-linguistic programming
practitioners and adepts share with us that
there’s an incredibly low (less than thirty!)
percentage of meaning communicated through
words. Without the natural meta-message (the

intonation, eye movement, and body language
that reveal process, not content), we must
attempt to adequately decrypt the interior
intentional transmission through these crude
exterior correlates. You could be right or wrong,
totally depending on whether or not you “know
this grapevine” (a reference to the film Johnny
Dangerously,” LOL!). People who know him seem
to genuinely like, admire, and respect him.

Jana Espiritu Santo, a.k.a. “Integirl,” is an integral artist working in
collage, photography, jewelry, crafts, and writing. She is also an avid
astrologer and an accomplished musician/keyboard player.
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NARCISSISM

Every day, around the world, thousands
of children are born. They will all grow up
suffering from the same disease. Please,
think of the children. Help us nd a cure.

Narcissism has been af icting human beings for millennia, trapping them in an endless hall of self-re ective mirrors.
But it doesn’t have to be this way. To transcend the psychic disease of ego-infatuation, all it takes is the pure intention
to evolve. By uniting with others in the commitment to create a better future—a saner future—you can become the
change that humanity so desperately needs.
Visit us online at theblackribbon.org. Together, we can nd a cure.

mergeproject.com
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Any emerging worldview
always faces a number of
challenges and dangers, from
within and without, as it comes
to prominence in society. Will
it survive? Will it flourish amid
controversy and critique? Will
its essential message remain
coherent and intact, even as
more and more individuals take
up the banner?
What do you foresee as the
major challenges and dangers
that an integral spirituality will
face over the coming years as
it becomes more commonly
accepted, in both theory and
practice, in our postmodern
culture? How will it need
to evolve to weather those
storms?
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Keep in mind that there is one very interesting thing that integral
spirituality has going for it. If developmental studies are correct, then
an integral consciousness itself is not an idea, not an approach, not
a belief, but an actual level or stage of development. A stage is, by
definition, something that everybody passes through as development
continues. This means that an integral awareness is not dependent
upon me or any particular writer or researcher, but is something that
individuals at large will inhabit as evolution continues. There are
other factors that make up a specifically integral spirituality, but the
central one is that it stems from turquoise or higher altitudes [see
diagram on p. 72], and because these are levels that everybody will
pass through if development continues, then an integral future is
everybody’s birthright.
Right now, it is estimated that approximately five percent of the
population are at integral waves (teal or higher), with about twenty
percent at the postmodern-green wave, forty percent at the modernorange wave, and thirty percent at the traditional-amber wave. As
the “center of gravity” of our culture continues to move up, that
five percent will continue to increase, and thus integral approaches
to various disciplines—from spirituality to medicine to politics to
education—can be expected to increase.
Of course, this doesn’t mean that my particular version of
integral spirituality will be among those that survive. Other versions
may come along that show more truth, goodness, and beauty, and
if so, I hope to be the first to adopt them. But any specific approach
will face all the standard difficulties of any new approach, foremost
among which is animosity from existing approaches. Since existing
approaches have the power, the following, and the finances, new or
emergent approaches face stiff resistance and often persecution.
New truth is always attacked.
Of course, once any new approach becomes more widely
accepted, it faces an entirely new set of obstacles, mostly coming from
itself: how not to become routine, fixed, boring, preventing new truths,
fixated to its own truth or dharma, stuck in its own past. All I can say is,
I hope to live long enough to see those problems!
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In Integral Spirituality, you make
the striking statement that in light
of an integral spiritual framework,
“it becomes apparent how wellmeaning but still meaningless
virtually everything being written
about spirituality is.” Could you
explain what you mean by that?

KW

One of the basic messages of the book is that spirituality
and metaphysics must be brought into the modern and
postmodern world. Simply condemning the modern and
postmodern world is extremely unfortunate, especially since
the major insights of the great wisdom traditions can, in
fact, be made compatible with the modern and postmodern
discoveries, and then add their own extraordinarily important
truths. As it is now, in trashing the modern and postmodern
approaches to knowledge, the great traditions have consigned
themselves to the philosophical dustbin, which is extremely
unfortunate.
The modern and postmodern worldviews, however much
they may otherwise differ, are united in the conclusion that
any sort of spiritual realities, or metaphysical realities, are
caught in a series of epistemological illusions, the most
common of which is called “the myth of the given” [defined
and discussed in the guru-pandit dialogue on p. 68]. Integral
Spirituality shows that we can take that advice to heart—and
we can avoid the myth of the given—and yet still embrace
virtually every major truth of the great traditions, and we can
do so using an integral framework. But if we don’t do that,
then, at least in the eyes of the modern and postmodern world,
everything that is being written about spirituality continues
to be shot through with the myth of the given and with deep
illusions about truth and reality. And I think they are right.
So I attempt to show how we can avoid the myth of the given
(and other related problems) and yet still get across a deeply
spiritual message.

108

What Is Enlightenment?

006_j33_JanaKen.indd 108

www.wie.org

5/4/06 11:47:32 AM

THE BIRTH OF AN INTEGRAL SPIRITUALITY

Integral spirituality calls
us to develop across many
different aspects of our
humanity—what you call
the “lines of development”—
such as moral, cognitive,
emotional, interpersonal,
spiritual, self, values, etc.
What aspect of ourselves
is most instrumental in
initiating and driving higher
development and higher
integration?
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The capacity of the self to take other perspectives. The
capacity to take the role of others, to see perspectives
different from our own, to put ourselves in others’
shoes—these are all ways that consciousness stretches
and grows. Secondary contributors to growth include
a capacity for awareness training (such as found in
meditation) and the capacity to tolerate ambiguity. But
those take a distant back seat to the capacity to take
perspectives other than one’s own.
Part of the problem is that the capacity to put oneself
in another’s shoes and see the world through another’s
eyes is a mental or cognitive operation. You can’t see the
other’s view by using your feelings or your emotions or
your sensations. Rather, putting yourself in another’s
shoes is a mental operation. Once you have cognitively
taken another’s view, then you can empathize with that
view and expand your feelings to include it, love it, care
for it, and so on. But the capacity for compassion, love,
and care for another person all rests on being able to
see the world as they see it, or else you’re just loving an
extension of yourself and your feelings. Unfortunately
there is a huge anti-intellectual mood in too many
spiritual movements in this country. This is not transrational but anti-rational and even pre-rational, and
this is incredibly unfortunate, in my opinion. But I am
optimistic that many of the alternative approaches to
spirituality are slowly overcoming this prejudice.
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In the book, you refer to four major states of awareness
that are available to human consciousness—gross,
subtle, causal, and nondual [see the Wilber-Combs
Lattice, p. 78]. Gross is associated with waking
consciousness, subtle with dream states, and causal
with formless states and dreamless sleep; nondual is
referred to as the “ever-present ground of all states.” You
also give a historical context for the spiritual emergence
and mastery of at least the last two of these states of
consciousness, pointing out that causal-level realizations
emerged in the Axial period of human history (around
2,500 years ago) and nondual realizations almost a
millennium later.
Could we be witnessing the emergence over the
last century of a new formation, a new kind of state
of consciousness? At What Is Enlightenment? we
have been tracking the development of a new form
of evolutionary spirituality that also seems to have a
corresponding state experience that is quite distinct.
It is an experience of radical nondual awareness and
enlightened consciousness that is nonseparate from a
powerful, creative surge of evolutionary passion and
potential. In the first half of the twentieth century,
Christian author Teilhard de Chardin described exactly
this kind of experience, as did Indian sage Sri Aurobindo.
More recently, various evolutionary thinkers have also
written about peak experiences that sound remarkably
similar to the states of consciousness recounted by these
two pioneers. WIE founder Andrew Cohen refers to this
new consciousness as the realization and/or experience
of the “authentic self.” So could this newly emerging
state of nondual, evolutionary consciousness qualify as
evidence of the existence of yet another “state-stage”
in the integral model, a new and more inclusive state of
consciousness now available to human awareness?
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I think the authentic self that Andrew describes is a combination of
a nondual state and a third-tier stage (indigo or higher). It is in part
a state because individuals at several different stages have access
to it. But it is not just a state, because states of consciousness are
exclusive. You cannot be drunk and sober at the same time; you
cannot be in the dream state and formless state at the same time;
and so on. States don’t usually show development, which is why they
are fragmentary, no matter how “whole” they might feel at the time.
Structures or stages, on the other hand, are inclusionary. Like all
developmental holons, they transcend and include their predecessors
(e.g., cells transcend and include molecules, which transcend and
include atoms; likewise, orange transcends and includes amber,
which transcends and includes red, etc.).
This is why I think the authentic self experience is a combination
of both. At its fullest, it is a nondual state (because subject and object
are one), and yet it is not really genuine until at least an integral or
turquoise stage is reached, and doesn’t really blossom until third
tier. The “evolutionary” component is simply the aspect that comes
from the turquoise (or higher) stage components, because only at
those stages does holarchical evolution enter the picture in terms of
consciousness understanding.
So, in my opinion, it is neither a state nor a stage, but what is
experienced when, at the turquoise stage (or higher), one is also
in a nondual state. The combination is experienced as: being one
with the manifest world, and grounded in nondual Emptiness, one is
also deeply moved and ecstatically driven to be part of evolution by
directly contributing to it.
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Finally, we’d like to ask you to let your
imagination run wild. Please describe,
in a stream of consciousness, an
unabashedly utopian vision of a
truly enlightened future . . . a world
theocracy in which the nondual God
becomes the organizing principle.
Picture the year 2316 . . .

KW

Right, but my imagination jams at the beginning on the word “theocracy”
because in the past that has meant mythic-theocracy, which is what we don’t
want now. Go to Iran if that is what you want. But a truly enlightened future,
in my opinion, would be one in which the center of gravity of the culture is
at violet or higher, and states of consciousness are navigated at will, which
would almost certainly be accompanied by brain/computer interfacing.
Virtually all material wants will have been vanquished by nanotech (I’m with
Ray Kurzweil on that), and the environmental crisis is long ended. The main
concern for such a society is how to help individuals move up the great spiral
of development and spectrum of consciousness because all exterior goods
and needs have long ago been met. So what’s a poor culture to do?
Interior growth alone will answer that call. And interior growth demands
structures and stages, which—unlike states—cannot be induced by drugs,
meditation, or brain/mind machines. Addressing this need for interior
growth will be the call of tomorrow’s integral culture.
Once that challenge is met, and I believe it will be, the second major
problem will be the simple fact that, even in an ultraviolet culture, everybody
is still born at square one, at infrared, and must begin their evolution and
development from there. Even in today’s society, whose center of gravity is
orange/green, everybody is born at square one, which is why we still have
pockets of red culture (in street gangs, for example) and amber culture (in
all of Kansas, it seems). But those types of problems will not disappear in any
conceivable future, so they will need to be addressed creatively.
Then, the extraordinary states and stages available today only to
those who work incredibly hard (via meditation, therapy, yoga, etc.) will be
commonplace to all. The very Ground of All Being will be as obvious as one’s
original face, as vast Emptiness announces both Freedom and Fullness for all
souls, an ecstatic release and quiet riot of spiritual radiance drenching each
and all, as eternity falls in love with the productions of time all over again, so
that looking deep within, one can find only the entire Kosmos, with galaxies
swirling where you thought your heart was and supernovas exploding in the
middle of what used to be your mind, and spirit itself as simple and obvious
as the sound of the rainfall on what is left of the old and forlorn world, long
gone in time, never found in space, this simple and ever-present feeling of
Being, now and now and endlessly now.
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“You go in a warrior mode [and] you’re ready for anything.
I’m so focused I can’t hear the wave when I’m riding it. It
feels like riding in an elevator when the cables break—all
of a sudden you’re falling and screaming, and then the
cable re-engages and you slow down and step off and try
to recover. . . . To be that close to that much energy being
released can be humbling.”
DAVE KALAMA

A SURFER’S RELENTLESS DEDICATION TO HIS SPORT IS A

puzzling thing for those of us who haven’t ever hung ten on
a surfboard. What value, we may ask ourselves, does it have
beyond personal pleasure? What drives so many surfers to
shrug off conventional notions of adulthood in exchange for
the promise of the ultimate “stoke”? And why does this single
ambition so often produce the kind of UV-induced superficiality
that has become the surfer’s archetype, parodied by dozens of
Hollywood films, from Endless Summer to Point Break?
No wonder it’s difficult to believe that surfing has much
spiritual currency beyond its notoriously insular subculture.
But ask surfers themselves, or any of the other multitudes of
“extreme sports” participants, and they’ll likely say something
entirely different. Indeed, after riding thirty-foot waves or
running marathons in the desert, climbing cliff faces without
ropes or dropping out of helicopters to snowboard remote
mountain peaks, people often claim that they’ve experienced
nothing less than the timeless transcendent dimension of life.
And this raises an interesting question: Are extreme sports
merely satisfying a junkie’s need for adrenaline, as many of
us are apt to think, or have they become a kind of modern-day
crucible of the sacred?
One hypothesis is that of French “body anthropologist”
David Le Breton, who believes that the “physical limit has come
to replace the moral limit that present-day society no longer
provides.” On this subject, Le Breton writes, “In a society
where reference points are both countless and contradictory
and where values are in crisis, people are seeking, through a
radical one-to-one contest, to test their strength of character,
their courage, and their personal resources.” The result, he
concludes, is that today, it is in the realm of extreme physical
pursuits that “sacred experiences . . . are abundant.”
If this theory is accurate, it supports what big wave surfers
have been saying for over fifty years: that in going beyond limits

to conquer the Goliaths of the ocean—waves of indescribable
proportions in unimaginable breaks far from the shores we
normally inhabit—they uncover the spiritual dimension of
life. In fact, explains thirty-five-year-old big wave surfer Dave
Kalama, those moments when you step over the edge of what
you think is possible are among life’s most profound “because
they are the times when you call upon or you experience the
deepest sense of who you are. . . . There is something about
riding a sixty-foot wave that draws something out of you. The
wave commands so much focus and so much attention that it’s
the only thing that matters. It’s very purifying, because as far
as you’re concerned, nothing else exists.” The history of big
wave surfing is filled with stories of people who live for those
experiences, who look for them in the “unridden realm”—a
place where death is a powerful reality and survival redefines
what we know to be humanly possible.
Consider the story of Greg Noll. In 1957, Noll was twenty
years old and pioneering a life of surfing on the beaches of
Hawaii. In March of that year, he stood at the shore of an
infamously dangerous beach called Waimea Bay on Oahu’s
North Shore and watched the approaching waves. No one had
ever risked riding its ferocious surf. As Noll told fi lmmaker
Stacey Peralta in the surfing documentary Riding Giants,
“People really believed that if you paddled out at Waimea, there
was going to be this vortex and there would go all the haoles*
flushed down the toilet.” Accompanied by a small group of
comrades—fellow surfers who were responsible for forging
what would soon develop into a new American subculture—
Noll entered the bay and successfully caught a wave, becoming
the first person ever to do so.
Noll’s greatest feat, however—what he himself describes
as the most significant day of his life and the ride that would
secure his place as the grandfather of big wave surfing—would
* In Hawaii, it is a term used to refer to a nonnative white person.
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come many years later in the winter of 1969. That was the year
that one of the greatest swells of the twentieth century slammed
into Hawaii, the result of three massive storms converging
in the Pacific Ocean. As hundreds of people evacuated their
homes in fear of the colossal waves that battered the coastline,
Noll entered the water armed with a surf board at Makaha
beach on the North Shore. He spent two hours just sitting in
the water absorbing the mind-blowing spectacle, four- and
five-story-high walls of water rising up one after the other
before exploding down in front of him. Finally, he paddled
into a gigantic thirty-five-foot behemoth, riding its face to the
bottom before being forced to jump off his board as the mass
of water seemed to detonate around him. He had managed to
survive the largest wave ever ridden, a record that would not be
beaten for two decades. Thereafter, Noll retired from surfi ng
completely. “That day at big Makaha was like looking over the
goddamn edge at a big, black pit,” he said. “After that, there
wasn’t a hell of a lot more I could do.”

Nearly thirty years later, Texan-born surfer Ken Bradshaw
would share a similar experience. Having already become
the fi rst man to ride a forty-foot wave, on January 28, 1998,
he eclipsed all previous big wave records at an outer reef off
Oahu called Outside Log Cabins. During the height of an El
Niño storm, on what is now called Biggest Wednesday, he
was towed into a wave that was acknowledged by all who saw
it as measuring eighty feet from trough to crest.* He flew
down the vertical face of the wave at death-defying speeds of
forty-five miles per hour. “The gods were smiling on him,”
said a stunned friend who watched the spectacle from shore.
Yet shortly after the ride that was to become the stuff of
legend, Bradshaw fell into a deep existential depression. At

*Developed in 1992 by Laird Hamilton and Brock Little, tow-in surfing is
a technique in which surfers are pulled into a wave by a jet ski instead of
paddling with their arms, enabling surfers to ride bigger waves by giving
them the requisite speed needed to catch those waves.
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forty-five years of age, he had fi nally lived the dream that
had defi ned his life’s purpose. What was he supposed to do
now? It was only later, when he discovered new frontiers (in
the form of even more challenging breaks), that he began
surfi ng again.
Three years after Biggest Wednesday, Laird Hamilton,
the originator of tow-in surfi ng and perhaps the greatest big
wave surfer alive today, would find himself at just such a new
frontier. In 2001, Hamilton traveled to Tahiti to surf a unique
cyclone-shaped wave called Teahupoo (pronounced cho-pu),
which translates into English as “broken skulls.” Indeed, the
elements at Teahupoo seem almost designed for death. Just
under the surface of the ocean, razor-sharp shallow reefs
extend from the beach and then dramatically drop off to a
depth of three hundred feet. When an approaching swell hits
this reef wall a third of a mile offshore, it creates a tubular wave
so powerful that it has been called a “freak of hydrodynamics.”
As ex–pro surfer and writer Matt Warshaw observes, “Waves
as small as three feet can be ridden at Teahupoo, and at six
feet it still has a reasonable shape and demeanor. Above eight

“Until someone figures out how to ride
sound or light, surfing will remain the
only way to ride energy.”
feet, however, Teahupoo gets exponentially stronger, thicker,
rounder, and more malevolent: each ride begins with a vertical
entry; each wave transforms into a thick-walled cavern, which
in turn collapses with enough force to send shock waves
running through the still water of a nearby channel.” Just four
months before Hamilton arrived at Teahupoo, local pro surfer
Briece Taerea was slammed into the underwater reef while
riding a fifteen-foot wave. He broke his neck and back in three
places, went into a coma, and died two days later.
Within seconds, the first wave that Hamilton was towed
into grew to mammoth proportions. One photographer who
witnessed the scene could only describe the monstrously thick
wall of water, measuring eighteen feet tall, as “liquid napalm.”
In the middle of his ride, in which he had to drag his right hand
against the inner surface of the wave just to avoid being sucked
upwards by hydraulic forces, Hamilton disappeared into the
wave’s hollow spinning core as the tube began to shut down on
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itself, ejecting an explosion of whitewater mist. Seconds later,
he suddenly reemerged . . . alive. Footage from that day shows
Hamilton sitting in a boat afterwards, weeping from the power
of the experience. “I felt honored,” he would later say, “to be
awarded with something so magnificent.”
It’s no wonder that, as Drew Kampion wrote in his book
Waves: Form and Beauty on the Ocean, surfing’s most captivating
challenge has always been riding big waves and “in a real way,
the men who were able to ride them were accorded a kind of godlike respect within the society of their peers.” Though the grace
of its masters can make it look effortless, surfing is amazingly
difficult. Just paddling into the lineup, the area beyond the surf
zone where surfers wait for advancing waves, is exhausting and
quickly humbling work. Actually catching a wave requires that
the board be moving at the same velocity as the oncoming swell,
and it demands a simultaneous combination of spontaneity,
speed, balance, and stamina. And that’s just for a wave four
feet high. Try for a moment to imagine being in the path of a
fifteen-foot wave. In essence, it is a force of energy perhaps ten
feet taller than you and moving through the water at a speed
of twenty miles per hour. Riding a wave this size—the general
height qualification for big wave status—requires a level of skill
and experience difficult to comprehend.
Big waves are actually quite rare. Eighty percent of all ocean
waves are less than twelve feet high, and forty-five percent are
smaller than four feet. The largest waves, those measuring over
thirty-five feet, require anywhere from six to nine hundred miles
of unobstructed ocean, or “fetch,” to reach full size. By the time
such an anomaly encounters a reef break or shore incline, it has
become a powerful rolling mass of wind-born energy moving
through the water at speeds of thirty to fifty knots per hour and
capable of exerting forces of more than three tons (that’s six
thousand pounds of pressure per square foot) as it finally curls
up over itself and breaks. In an attempt to elucidate just why the
experience of riding a wave is so unique, author Daniel Duane
writes in Caught Inside: A Surfer’s Year on the California Coast,
“The climber never quite penetrates the mountain, the hiker
remains trapped in the visual prison, but the surfer physically
penetrates the heart of the ocean’s energy—and this is in no
sense sentimentality—stands wet in its substance, pushed by
its drive inside the kinetic vortex. Even riding a river, one rides
a medium itself moved by gravity, likewise with a sailboard or
on skis. Until someone figures out how to ride sound or light,
surfing will remain the only way to ride energy.”
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For those driven to put themselves in the center of the
“kinetic vortex” of big waves, the risk is incredible. Being
caught in the falling lip of a wave can send surfers underwater
so deep and so fast that they suffer decompression sickness,
otherwise known as “the bends.” Dismemberment, fractures,

“The men who were able to ride big waves
were accorded a kind of god-like respect
within the society of their peers.”
or broken bones from contact with the ocean floor or from
the seething force of whitewater are so common that Laird
Hamilton stopped counting his stitches after a thousand. Both
of his feet are disfigured from broken arches, but he claims
that they may now be “stronger than before.” Derrik Doerner,
another pioneer of tow-in surfing and the man who launched
Hamilton into the infamous wave at Teahupoo with a jet ski,
was once hit in the face by a surf board underwater. Just before
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he went unconscious, he felt his cheek. “My hand went in, like,
two inches,” he says. “The next thing I knew, I was waking up
in a helicopter. I had a broken jaw, broken cheekbone. I needed
123 stitches in all.”
Even more horrifying is native Hawaiian big wave surfer
Titus Kinimaka’s experience riding Waimea Bay in 1989, one
day before the famous Eddie Aikau surf contest. At dawn, he
paddled out into the eighteen-foot swells and spent several
hours surfi ng. While riding his fi nal wave, however, the lip
collapsed on top of him and his surf board “chopped” into
his right leg. “I dove under and got tumbled around again,”
he says, “and when I fi nally came up there was something
hitting me on the side of my cheek, back by my right ear.
I was kind of dazed, wondering, ‘What is this thing?’ and I
grabbed it and was looking at it, and then I realized it was
the bottom of my foot.” Suffering from a snapped femur, the
fi rst thing Kinimaka asked when given the bad news was if
he would still make the contest the next day. “What was I
thinkin’?” he mused during an interview a year later. “I was
possessed.” Indeed, after a steel rod was inserted through his
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right hip and he spent four months in bed healing himself,
the fi rst thing Kinimaka did was go out and surf ten-foot
waves at Hanalei Bay.
What could possibly motivate big wave surfers to risk so
much? In regard to his ride at Makaha in 1969, Greg Noll
writes, “Some of my friends have said it was a death-wish wave.
I didn’t think so at the time, but in retrospect I realize it was
probably bordering on the edge.” In fact, it seems to be that
very edge, the one between life and death, that surfers fi nd so
gripping. Perhaps this is because, in the words of mountain
climber Lionel Terray, it is only “after treading the delicate
path on the frontiers of Death for a long time [that] we can
fully hug Life in our arms again.” Dave Kalama has said that
surfing big waves “goes from being the scariest experience of
your life to being the best experience of your life, all in a matter
of seconds. And, fortunately—or unfortunately—that feeling
is one of the most addictive things in life, like air or water. To
keep your sanity, you have to ride waves, and some of them
need to be big. . . . The closer you get to total annihilation, the
more real everything becomes.”

Derrik Doerner says of his experience in the water, “It’s
meditation to me. I get back on land, I stub my toe, I trip.
Whereas out there, it’s just . . . perfect. All the elements come
together, and there is no fear.” And as the famous bodysurfer
Mark Cunningham explains, “It’s not just riding the waves,
it’s swimming through them, it’s diving under them, opening
your eyes underwater as you watch this thing impact right in
front of you. And you just knife right through there, between
the bottom and where those whitewater fi ngers are tryin’ to
grab you. Just the whole dance out there. You’re like a piece of
the ocean. I mean, what is the human body made of? Water.
The physical makeup of the bodily fluids and ocean is very
similar. And now you’ve found each other.” While recalling
his own mythical eighty-foot wave, Ken Bradshaw told an
interviewer, “I guess it’s an addiction. I have no idea, but it
must be like being on drugs. Because when you’re not doing
it, it torments and eats away at you. When it is happening . . . I
guess it’s like looking at life itself. For a moment, you’ve got it
all. It’s yours. You’ve gone to the very epitome of what you can
do. How many people can say that in this world?”
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SPOOK
Science Tackles the Afterlife
by Mary Roach
(W.W. Norton, 2005, hardcover $24.95)

Mediums star in prime-time television
dramas, Barbara Walters explores
the nature of heaven, near-death
researchers grace the covers of popular magazines. Given pop culture’s
current fascination with the afterlife,
it should be no surprise that a popular
author would decide to write a book
for the masses exploring the subject.
And Mary Roach, author of the bestselling Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human
Cadavers, is an obvious choice. Stiff
chronicled the strange and grisly life
of dead bodies as they journey from
the morgue to the graveyard, proving
that Roach can bring a journalistic
fl air to the more morbid dimensions
of existence. In her new book, Spook:
Science Tackles the Afterlife, she turns
from the corporeal to the immaterial
and sets out to explore all of the many
ways science has tried to find out what
becomes of the human being after the
flesh reaches the end of its earthly
sojourn. Having recently researched
a long feature article on reincarnation and the afterlife (WIE, March–May
2006, “Death, Rebirth, and Everything

in Between”), I was especially curious
to see how a popular author with a
mass audience might treat such a controversial and complex subject.
Roach begins her inquiry by
acknowledging that science has been
largely skeptical of a postmortem existence. “For the most part,” she writes,
“science has this to say: Yeah, right. If
there were a soul, an etheric disembodied you that can live on, independent of your brain, we scientists would
know about it.” And she goes on to state
her primary intention for the book:
“What I’m after is proof. Or evidence,
anyway—evidence that some form of
disembodied consciousness persists
when the body closes up shop.”
With that established, Roach
embarks on her journey. She travels
to India to observe researchers who
are investigating young children’s
past-life memories; she delves into
the scientific basis of the legend that
the human soul weighs twenty-one
grams; she spars with University of
Arizona researcher Gary Schwartz
over the legitimacy of his controversial

www.wie.org

4/26/06 2:00:49 AM

NATURAL SELECTION

Kriya Yoga

Books • Seminars
Meditation Retreats

Roy Eugene Davis
A direct disciple of
Paramahansa Yogananda

Request Our FREE
Literature Packet
With a sample issue of
Truth Journal magazine,
book list, and meditation
retreat schedules.

Center for
Spiritual Awareness
P.O. Box 7
Lakemont, Georgia 30552
Tel: 706-782-4723
Fax: 706-782-4560
csainc@csa-davis.org
www.csa-davis.org
Habitual identi cation with
modi ed mental states and
objective phenomena causes
and sustains the illusion of
separate existence. When
this error in perception is
corrected, our awareness is
immediately restored to its
original, pure wholeness.
– Roy Eugene Davis

128

What Is Enlightenment?

006_j33_NewPgs_test.indd 128

experiments with popular mediums;
and she visits near-death researchers
in Virginia who are putting monitors on
emergency room ceilings hoping that
temporarily disembodied patients will
later be able to accurately remember
what the monitors show. And that’s
just scratching the surface of her
unconventional but fascinating narrative. Roach is an incredibly thorough
researcher, and it sometimes seems
that no obscure historical fact is too
small for inclusion, occasionally
causing the book to get bogged down
in detail. But some of the details are
fun, even morbidly funny, as when
she describes the efforts of earlytwentieth-century surgeon Dr. Duncan
MacDougall to determine the weight
of the human soul by hoisting dying
men onto the right kind of scales and
then waiting for the exact moment
of death. Roach’s clever style comes
especially alive when she gets into the
more bizarre forms of afterlife science, like the course she takes on the
“Fundamentals of Mediumship” or her
research trip to test the potential of
EVP (Electronic Voice Phenomena),
where erstwhile tape-recording amateurs try to pick up stray voices of disembodied spirits on Sony Walkmans.
While Roach’s book finds its
strength in the breadth and depth of her
research and travels, and in the enjoyable banter of her sharp and clever pen,
it falls short in its attempt to bring light
to the empirical research currently
being conducted on the afterlife. For
example, Roach does not make enough
effort to distinguish serious scholars
doing highly reputable work from the
more dubious inhabitants of the field.
She tends to simply mix it all together
in one big soup and let her readers sort
it out for themselves. And this exacer-

bates what is perhaps the most disappointing aspect of Spook—the book’s
failure to achieve its stated mission
of serious inquiry into the existence
of an afterlife. Indeed, it becomes
clear fairly quickly that the ironic, hip,
middle-of-the-road position that Roach
expresses in the opening pages—she
wants to believe, but she finds it difficult—is exactly where she will end up.
Roach claims to have been changed by
the journey, but the impact is hard to
discern. She doesn’t grow substantially
more doubtful when she encounters the
many crackpot researchers in the field
or more convinced when she comes
across evidence that seems almost
impossible to explain conventionally.
And more importantly, some of the
most serious and careful research
being done today on the afterlife (like
Ian Stevenson’s extensive investigations
of children who remember past lives)
gets short shrift, while obscure histories of more unconventional topics get
all kinds of airtime.
Overall, Spook is enjoyable and
informative, and Roach certainly has
put together an extraordinary sweep
of interesting material. The book is
easy to recommend on that count
alone. But readers should be wary of
its aspirations to be an authoritative
account. In the end, Roach is more
concerned with writing a fun, informative, and entertaining narrative. There
is nothing wrong with that in and of
itself, except that the book falls short
of its own intentions and, in doing so,
fails to shed much light on one of life’s
greatest mysteries.
Carter Phipps
Go deeper into the hidden realms
and uncharted worlds that lie
between life and death at

wie.org/reincarnation
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BOWING
TO VENUS
THE SINGULARITY IS NEAR
When Humans Transcend Biology
by Ray Kurzweil
(Viking Adult, 2005, hardcover $29.95)
From faster computers to the latest
video iPods, from cloning experiments
to pioneering genetic therapies, most
of us cannot help but notice how our
lives are impacted by new technologies. Far fewer of us, claims futurist
Ray Kurzweil, realize that the rate of
technological progress itself appears
to be accelerating at an exponential
pace. Unabated, this trend will eventually lead us to a period of such rapid
technological development that we
will see near-instantaneous, nearinfinite—yes, infinite—development
in the cyber-material universe. If you
find that impossible to imagine, then
welcome to the “Singularity,” Ray
Kurzweil style.
As a pioneering technologist and
visionary philosopher of the material domain, Kurzweil has made it his
business to chart technology growth.
His enduring insight—that the “pace of
change of our human-created technology” is increasing exponentially and
shows no signs of slowing—is the key
to understanding his conception of an
imminent Singularity. And he begins
his exposition by amply illustrating
such growth over varying time scales,
using examples from biological evolution and technological developments
in areas as diverse as microprocessor
performance, DNA sequencing, and the
decreasing size of mechanical devices.

Thus, Kurzweil defines the Singularity
as “a future period during which the
pace of technological change will be so
rapid, its impact so deep, that human
life will be irreversibly transformed.”
He even predicts that this moment
will arrive sometime around the midtwenty-first century, because by then,
he writes, “the [non-biological] intelligence created per year . . . will be
about one billion times more powerful
than all human intelligence today. That
will indeed represent . . . a profound
and disruptive transformation in
human capability.”
To illustrate just how profound
this metamorphosis is likely to be,
Kurzweil takes us on a breathtaking
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and detail-packed tour of his vision
of the future, basing his predictions
on the current state of technologies and allowing for exponential
growth. He maintains that human
intelligence can be replicated with
suffi ciently advanced computing
power—and then massively surpassed. He describes “three overlapping revolutions” of the twenty-fi rst
century—genetics, nanotechnology,
and robotics—which will enable us to
fully understand the operating principles of the human brain and thus
engineer human-like intelligent processes into nonbiological circuitry.
Furthermore, they will allow us to
redesign most of our biological systems at the molecular level, enhance
our brains with unlimited artifi cial
intelligence, and eventually live as
long as we choose—biologically or
virtually. In fact, our lives will be permeated from within and without by
superintelligence, and as we gradually learn to harness the optimal
computing capacity of matter, our
intelligence will spread through the
universe at (or exceeding) the speed
of light, eventually leading to a sublime, universe-wide awakening.
Offering more than just a mindbending trip to the future, the latter
chapters of the book address some
of the commonly voiced philosophical and moral concerns about our
expanding technological prowess.
Should we restrict technology for our
own safety, even though millions may
die of potentially curable diseases?
Can a superintelligent machine ever
really be conscious? How will we protect ourselves against malicious or
accidental nanobot replication? And
could the AIs take over? While the
breadth of this coverage is impressive and fair-minded, it leaves important dimensions of the discussion
unresolved. Technological evolution

will undoubtedly solve many of our
material problems, but what about
the age-old human failings with
which they are associated, such as
egotism and greed? Are they likely to
be affected? We may understand, as
Kurzweil suggests, that “intelligence
is inherently impossible to control,”
and thus strive to imbue our robots
with “human ethics and values.”
The question remains, however, of
whether or not those values are suffi ciently developed within us to ensure
that an intelligence spawned from
ours would choose to abide by them
when we ourselves often do not.
Nonetheless, Kurzweil excels as a
technological visionary with a proven
track record of success, clearly
believing in the potential power of
technology to improve human life.
And to his credit, he is willing to
comment openly on the dangers
involved. See, for example, his ongoing dialogue with Sun Microsystems
cofounder and techno-pessimist
Bill Joy, with whom he coauthored a
New York Times op-ed piece last year
arguing that the genetic code of the
1918 flu virus should never have been
published on the internet.
The Singularity Is Near may not
have all the answers to the human
implications of our date with technological destiny. However, this highly
enjoyable and considered work is
sure to make even the most hardened
Luddite more than a little curious
about its anticipated rupture in the
fabric of our lives, looming on the
not-too-distant horizon.
Ravi Agarwal
Explore the ideas and inspiration
behind this renowned inventor and
futurist at wie.org/kurzweil
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CALL ME THE SEEKER
Listening to Religion in Popular Music
edited by Michael J. Gilmour
(Continuum International Publishing
Group, 2005, paperback $24.95)
I’LL TAKE YOU THERE
Pop Music and the Urge for
Transcendence
by Bill Friskics-Warren
(Continuum International Publishing
Group, 2005, hardcover $24.95)
Outside of gospel music and a recent
surge in Christian rock, religion and
pop music rarely intersect. Yet sixteen academics argue differently. In a
new book entitled Call Me the Seeker:
Listening to Religion in Popular Music,
they say that just beneath the surface
of our favorite pop tunes there are, in
fact, countless religious references and
impulses at work. Many of the various
hypotheses in Call Me the Seeker are
indeed intriguing: Does each song on
Bob Dylan’s album Infidels actually represent one of Kabbalah’s ten sefirot, as
scholar Daniel Maoz says they do? Does
contemporary country music reveal our
cultural relationship to Jesus and “the
constraints of salvific love” as Maxine
L. Grossman proposes? Editor Michael
J. Gilmour concedes that pop music is
not a traditional subject for scholars to
turn their attention to, but he believes
that “a ‘deep’ reading of serious artists
can prove rewarding, even pointing us
beyond the music itself to something
we might call ‘Sublime.’”
Unfortunately, this book is

affl icted with a common syndrome
found in many contemporary academic texts: impenetrable writing.
Take, for instance, a chapter called
“Metallica and the God That Failed:
An Unfinished Tragedy in Three
Acts,” in which the author writes,
“As the ensuing essay methodologically examines the development of
Metallica’s lyrical corpus, recognizing and deconstructing tendencies
toward artificial generalizations on
this level are fundamentally important to opening the way for letting
their lyrics speak for themselves,
on their own terms, within their own
context.” This overly cerebral and
often arid writing saps the power
of the subject matter so completely
that many music lovers will feel little
incentive to bear with the authors’
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academic musings, or their findings of
the religious in contemporary music,
for very long.
Luckily, another recently published book covering similar territory proves to be a compelling
read, succeeding where Call Me the
Seeker falters. Entitled I’ll Take You
There: Pop Music and the Urge for
Transcendence, it examines the deep
spiritual and religious impulses in
the work of musicians from Johnny
Cash, Bruce Springsteen, Al Green,
and Jimmy Cliff to Public Enemy, the
Four Tops, and Sleater-Kinney. Its
author, Bill Friskics-Warren, argues
that although popular music is often
dismissed “as ephemeral,” it has

given creative expression to the quest
for transcendence since its very
beginnings. Friskics-Warren’s talent
and originality as an author are not to
be found in scholarly objectivity but
in his deep love for the material that
expresses itself through the creativity of his writing.
Here, for example, is what
Friskics-Warren writes about the
music of Van Morrison: “On those
occasions when Morrison exhausts
a lyric, he avails himself of a more
elemental brogue, a glossolalia
through which he moans, stammers,
and wrestles wordlessly, locked in
a groove until he finds and awakens what in one staggering track he

refers to as the lion inside him.” With
extensive biographical research,
Friskics-Warren shows how the lives
and historical context of pop musicians such as Morrison illustrate the
perennial quest for the sublime and
how their music plays an inherent and
crucial part in this search. Music is the
medium, he writes, that “coaxes the
eternal from the now.”
Ultimately, whereas Call Me the
Seeker seems to be saying that religion is everywhere in pop music and
you just need to brush up on the past
fifty years of academic theory from
Heidegger to Derrida to understand
how, I’ll Take You There more accurately and interestingly points out that
the connection between religion and
pop music is that great numbers of
people today unconsciously listen to
music for the type of transcendence
that religion used to provide us with.
And as Friskics-Warren points out,
“It’s this hunger to participate in
something greater and more lasting
than what we have or know . . . [that]
defines us as spiritual beings.”
Maura O’Connor

ILLUSTRATION CREDITS: pp. 7, 52, 54,
59, Ken Wilber, courtesy of Ken Wilber;
pp. 7, 116, Laird Hamilton surfs Teahupoo
2001, ©tim-mckenna.com; pp. 8, 25, photo
of plant admixture of ayahuasca, ©Blue
Morpho Tours, www.bluemorphotours.
com; pp. 8, 26, Al Gore at “Environment for
the MDGs, photo: Sara Jaye Weiss/Abaca;
pp. 8, 28, 29, photos of monks of the Carthusian Order at the Grand Chartreuse,
©2005 Philip Groening/VG Bild Kunst; p.
21, Clinton receiving donation check from
Swami Ramakrishnananda, courtesy of Mata
Amritanandamayi Math; p. 21, photo of over
two million people meditating in Bangalore,
India, ©The Art of Living Foundation; p. 22,
photo of Rwandan Refugees Suffer in Biaro,
Zaire, Getty Images: photo by Stephen
Ferry/Liaison.
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A NEW AMERICA
An Awakened Future on Our Horizon
by Alexander S. Kochkin and
Patricia M. Van Camp
(Global Awakening Press, 2005,
paperback $34.95)
Would you believe that farmers in Iowa,
musicians in LA, oil workers in Texas,
and academics in Boston all share the
same values? Well, they don’t entirely,
but the results of a recent research
study show that Americans are not as
ethically divergent as you might think.
A New America: An Awakened Future on
Our Horizon is a beautifully produced,
richly illustrated book that presents the
findings of an extensive nationwide values survey. These findings are almost
shockingly positive—eighty percent
of Americans agree that the earth is a
whole living system, ninety-one percent want to be more involved in creating a better world, ninety-six percent
are committed to spiritual growth—and
the list goes on. The picture revealed is
of a population that, despite its differences, shares a wealth of moral values,
values that if actively cultivated could
become the basis on which to build a
better future.
The authors have analyzed their
research meticulously and have generated a complex social model of
America. They firmly believe that our
shared values are the key to the future,
and they propose a decadelong project
aimed at elevating consciousness. They
want to engage Americans in a national
discussion of our highest ideals and
unify people in their desire to improve
human life. By bringing this discus-

sion to the political arena, they intend
to elect public officials who will make
bold and forward-thinking changes
to public policy. With unbridled optimism, the book outlines a remedy for
the treacherously deteriorating social
and spiritual underpinnings on which
humanity currently rests.
Make no mistake, this is a serious research study, and although it is
handsomely presented, the book can
at times be technical and information-laden. You may also disagree
with some of the conclusions and
recommendations that the authors
have come to. At the same time, if
you’re interested in creating a better
world (and ninety-one percent of us
are), you will find a compelling, scientifically founded manifesto for the
creation of a positive future that will
engender hope in even the most skeptical of hearts.
Jeff Carreira
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ILLUSION
Written and Directed
by Michael Goorjian
(Awakened Media, 2006,
www.illusionthemovie.com)
Two new independent film festivals
hit the scene last year, both of them
rallying points for the up-and-coming
trend known as “spiritual cinema” (see
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Love Life Again
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“God Goes to the Movies,” WIE, June–
August 2005). Promising nothing less
than inspiration and transformation
through popular film, each festival
picked the same movie as the winner
of its 2005 “best feature” prize.
Festivalgoers voted for the same one
as well, honoring it with both “audience
choice” awards. Called Illusion, it
made such a splash in its debut at
both the Inspiration Film Festival and
the Spiritual Cinema Festival-at-Sea,
we could hardly wait to get a look at
it ourselves. In an emerging spiritual
niche market that has so far been
noticeably thicker on sentimentality
than it has been on substance, we
wondered: Could this unanimous
favorite finally be the breakthrough
picture we’ve been waiting for?
Unfortunately, no—but it’s a solid
film in its own right. Based on L’Illusion
Comique, a play by seventeenth-century
French dramatist Pierre Corneille,
Illusion stars Kirk Douglas as a dying
movie director who is magically spirited
away in his final hours to an oldfashioned movie house in the sky. In this
otherworldly venue, he is shown three
“films” from the life of his illegitimate
son, whom he never acknowledged,
and is given one last chance to alter
the course of the boy’s fate. This
entertaining tragicomedy follows a dual
storyline: the father’s half is a study of
his grief and regret over rejecting his
only child; the son’s, a tale of uncertain
idealism and star-crossed love. For a
spiritual twist, the old movie theater
with its endless halls of film reels
represents the Akashic Records, a sort
of karmic library housed on the astral
plane and said to contain accounts
of all of the important events of our
lives. This idea, which dates back to
nineteenth-century Theosophy, is
still popular among the New Age set.

Here, it provides the mystical window
through which the old man observes
the life of the son he never knew, and
it sets up the film’s central question:
Are we doomed to repeat the same
mistakes over and over again, or can
we break the pattern and make our
own destinies?
Flirting with but ultimately
steering clear of spiritual cinema’s
characteristic schmaltz factor, Illusion
ends up being a quirky, heartfelt,
and oddly compelling examination of
failed love and second chances. It’s
Douglas’s eighty-seventh film, and
even at age eighty-nine, he shows
his legendary mastery, turning in
a poignant and gutsy performance
that grounds things and keeps them
from spinning off course. Goorjian’s
award-winning screenplay verges on
the overly theatrical (not a surprise,
given that it’s adapted from a classic
French tragedy), but it manages to
turn that potential weakness into a
strength by conjuring a mood that is all
the more powerful for its slight edge of
melodrama. The only thing missing, in
light of Illusion’s recent acclaim as the
finest of spiritual cinema, is that there’s
nothing particularly spiritual about
it—no context larger than personal
relationships, and little purpose or
meaning above seeking happiness
and doing right by those you love.
Not that there’s anything wrong with
these things, and Illusion does them
well. It just happens to find itself in the
unfortunate position of having been
chosen to stand for genuine spiritual
depth in a culture that is perhaps more
clueless than ever about the real thing.
A significant step up for “spiritual
cinema,” it nevertheless reminds one
just how far away we are from where
we need to go.
Ross Robertson
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letters

continued from page 13

MEDITATION VS. CHOCOLATE CAKE

I enjoyed Andrew Cohen’s interview
with Dzongsar Rinpoche and found
Dzongsar’s willingness to speak of the
complexities of taking the role of a spiritual teacher refreshing and informative.
I wish to comment on Dzongsar’s statements that “practicing dharma [has]
nothing to do with being happy” and
“enlightenment has nothing to do with
happiness or unhappiness,” upon which
both he and Cohen seem to agree.
Though it seems clear that the
experience of enlightenment is beyond
the categories of pleasure or happiness,
we cannot escape the fact that the
human body/brain is designed to notice
and seek them both. To say that this part
of ourselves is irrelevant to spiritual
growth, or that the path of spiritual
growth involves rendering it inert, sends
a confusing message. Pleasurable
sensations and emotions exist along a
quasi-continuum of what we could call
“spiritual subtlety.” The pleasures of
peaceful meditation, compassionate
empathy, and contemplative onemindedness have a certain subtlety
that the pleasures of raucous casual
sex, buying a Corvette, winning a
tennis match, and revenge against
a despised enemy do not have. And I
believe that there is a draw (a metapleasure?) in orienting toward the
more subtle pleasures; that helping
the old lady cross the street actually
feels more deeply pleasurable than
eating the chocolate cake. Thus, the
ethical impulse and the impulse toward
spiritual growth are built right into the
bodily functions of sensation and feeling.
Of course, we experience numerous conflicting impulses, and how we
interpret them rests on our awareness,
discernment, and wisdom. The problem
with pleasure is not in being drawn to it,
but in how one understands and reacts
to a variety of needs, pleasures, and
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pains. That’s why I think a more differentiated treatment of the concepts
of pleasure and happiness will better
serve a dialogue about spiritual growth.
Then again, simple, direct claims, even
if ambiguous, can have provocative as
well as informative power. Thanks for
provoking me to respond!
Tom Murray
via email
HURRYING THE UNIVERSE

Discussing the challenge of helping
people sustain higher levels of consciousness (“Guru & Pandit Dialogue XI:
Laying the Tracks for a Moving Train”),
Ken Wilber asks: “If there is only God,
how come people don’t get it?” I couldn’t
agree more, but I also wonder if people
may just not be ready yet. What if this
is all a natural, evolving process that is
meant to unfold this way? Are Wilber,
Cohen, and the rest of us who are
actively pursuing the path of enlightenment looking for a shortcut to a place
where we’re already heading anyway?
Are we trying to hurry the universe?
If we are all One and manifestations of God, then although much of our
human experience seems unpleasant,
maybe God or the universe wants to go
through it in order to experience everything possible there is to experience.
Until this thought occurred to me, I was
focused on striving to attain higher
levels of consciousness and remain at
those levels more permanently, and
wondering how I could help others on
the way. But could Cohen’s statement,
“I often find that when I lead retreats,
something miraculous occurs that has
nothing to do with anyone making any
effort,” be interpreted to apply to all of
life? Will we get where we are going in
due time regardless of the efforts
we make?
Iren Kleppe
Cherry Valley, IL

SPIRITUALITY OR SNOBBERY?

I want to lend support to letter
writer P.J. Reece (“WIE’s War
Against Nondualism”) in expressing
disappointment at Tom Huston’s
cynical parody of books by current
spiritual teachers. My life and spiritual
practice have benefited from the
work of all three writers Huston
mentions, especially Eckhart Tolle. I
don’t particularly care if their books
might be found next to the Twinkies at
a convenience store. In fact, shouldn’t
we be celebrating the popular embrace
of spiritual perspectives broader than
the rigid, divisive dogmas of the past?
Despite attempts at being made to feel
like an intellectual K-Mart shopper
for appreciating these writers, I
can follow the dialogues between
Wilber and Cohen just fine. WIE is a
fantastic publication, but whatever
enlightenment is, I don’t feel snobbery
has a place in it.
Nancy Chaplin

Powhatan, VA
FAN MAIL

I would like to warmly compliment you
on your magazine. I enjoy your sense of
experimentation together with the air
of an emerging global religious culture
that is complementary with modern
science. Yet your greatest asset is the
articles that show a determination in
the search for truth but a tentativeness
in their conclusions. Bravo!
Damiaan Messing
The Netherlands

Living in the heart of Texas, it is
sometimes hard to fathom all the
changes in consciousness needed to
make a difference in this world. Your
magazine gives us hope.
Janet Crozier
via email
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health
WIE presents Peter Ragnar on Health

You’re Not Demented, Just Dehydrated
There were no interstates at the time.
Back in the 1940s, Route 66 was the
best way to California. My folks had just
bought a new tan English Ford, with a
crank handle that you stuck into the front of the
engine and turned to start the vehicle. I don’t know
why they wanted to drive it from New York to the
hot deserts of the American Southwest.
When a lone gas station owner urged Dad not
to drive across the desert without strapping four
canvas water bags onto the bumper, he listened.
The old man told Dad, “You know, it gets up to 140
degrees in the shade at noon. Now, if you break down,
you’re gonna get real thirsty. Soon, nausea comes on and
you’re feeling real sick. When you’ve lost ten percent of your
body’s water, you feel sort of giddy. Then your tongue swells
up like it don’t belong in your mouth. Now, you can’t close
your eyelids as the corners of your eyes dry up. Your skin
turns blue. Then come the hallucinations. You see, you go
crazy before you die.”
Dad bought the water bags, and I suddenly became aware
of how quickly life can dry up and blow away.
You don’t need to be stranded in a desert to feel the
effects of dehydration. Almost all the people you see and
meet on a daily basis are dehydrated. How many folks
complain of a lack of energy? It’s the number one complaint
in America. Insufficient energy is the first sign that the blood,
tissues, and organs are not getting enough water, and your
liver and brain are the least tolerant of a lack of water.
This has led some medical researchers to conclude
that Alzheimer’s disease is simply the result of long-term
dehydration of the brain. The same loss of brain function
that causes a lost and thirsty person to eat sand believing
it to be water causes your wife, husband, mother, or father
not to recognize you any longer. They are not demented,
only thirsty.
When you were born (depending on the drugs in your
mother’s body), you were ninety percent water. As you
become an adult, the hydration level begins to drop; it can
drop to as low as sixty-fi ve percent in men and fifty-two
percent in women. However, if hydration levels drop just fi ve
percent more, death occurs.
Both water intake and thirst sensation decline with age,
and so does mental function. When your pituitary gland
begins to dry up, vasopressin, a hormone it secretes, is
likewise handicapped. Vaso refers to the blood vessels,
and pressin refers to constriction or pressing. Vasopressin
regulates the flow of water to the cells and intracellular
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spaces in your body. When this hormone reaches a cell
membrane, it presses water through a filtration receptor so
that only water reaches and hydrates the cell. This is crucial
because vital organs begin to fail without proper hydration.
Consider this: when you take a coffee break, that ingested
caffeine limits the secretion of vasopressin and keeps it from
circulating. Thus, even though you are getting plenty of water
with the coffee, your cells are dehydrating. Alcohol has the
same effect, which is why drinkers are incredibly thirsty in
the morning after a bout of heavy drinking.
Bear in mind that the five quarts of blood coursing through
your body are ninety percent water, and the rest of your body
holds between fifty and eighty quarts of water. Your brain and
nerve tissues are eighty percent water or more.
Every time you move any body part, even a finger or toe,
water is required. That’s why dehydrated people have so
many aches and pains. It’s also why people look so old; their
dehydrated organs steal the water from their skin in order
to function. Remember, under ordinary circumstances, you
expel up to a gallon of water every twenty-four hours. What
do you think happens when you don’t replenish that supply?
Your body experiences a drought condition!
A mere two percent drop in hydration will make your
short-term memory so fuzzy that you’ll be unable to
remember your friends’ names, have trouble doing basic
math, and forget where you put your keys. Since seventyfi ve percent of Americans are chronically dehydrated, it’s no
wonder people are losing their minds.
Yet, the solution is so simple: cool, clean water. Drink
eight to ten eight-ounce glasses a day of pure distilled water,
and you’ll be amazed at how many ailments disappear. Don’t
worry; you’re not demented—just dehydrated!
Peter Ragnar is a natural life
scientist, modern-day Taoist
wizard, and self-master par
excellence. A martial arts
practitioner for over fifty years,
he is renowned for his teachings
on optimal health and longevity.
He is the author of twenty books,
including The Art and Science
of Physical Invincibility.
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for the twenty-first century

by
Andrew
Cohen

Divine Intervention
IF WE WANT TO CHANGE THE WORLD in a

significant way, if we’re serious about creating a better future for us all, then we have to face the fact that
the only way it’s going to happen is the only way it’s
ever happened: through the evolution of consciousness
itself. And for the universe to evolve at the level of consciousness, you and I have to be the ones to make sure
it happens. We have to be the ones to create the future.
What does that mean? Well, it means fi rst of all that we
have to wake up to the fact that there’s no one else who
is going to save us. Even in the twenty-fi rst century,
some of us still cling to the hope that there is someone
“up there” or “out there,” a kind of divine principle,
higher power, or Godhead that is directing the process
and is going to intervene and make sure that everything will turn out all right in the end. Of course, many
of us have long since outgrown such beliefs, and it may
seem utterly obvious to us that we need to save ourselves from self-annihilation. But I wonder how much
we have considered the deepest and most profound
implications of accepting ultimate responsibility for
the future.
To accept responsibility for the future means we
know without a doubt that it is on our own shoulders—
each and every one of us—to create that future
right now. And now means NOW. Those of us at the
leading edge have to stop waiting, stop hiding, and
stop pretending. We have to be the ones to take this
leap—because there literally isn’t anyone else to do it.
Yes, it is going to take divine intervention, but we have
to be the divine interveners. We literally have to choose
to be God—which I defi ne as the creative or evolutionary impulse itself. Billions of years ago, something
exploded out of nothing. And who but God could have
made such an audacious choice—to create an entire
universe? That powerful urge to become is now actually
beginning to wake up, through the unique capacity for
self-reflective awareness that is our human birthright.
Through us, God, or the energy and intelligence that is

driving this whole process, is just beginning to awaken
to itself. So becoming God in an evolving universe
means we have to be the ones to carry this process forward at the deepest and highest level, to consciously
evolve in the biggest way possible for our collective
salvation and transformation.
Spiritually, the enormous challenge for each and
every one of us is to look directly into what it actually
means to be the one who is going to do this. From the
absolute or nondual perspective that emerges in spiritual revelation, there is only ONE. There literally is
no other; there is only one without a second. To truly
understand conscious evolution, we have to grapple
with the profound implications of that absolute fact.
I believe we can only consciously evolve to the degree
that we have actually realized at the deepest level of
our being that we are that one without a second. Facing
into the truth of nonduality—that the many is the one
and that the one is ultimately who we always are—in an
evolutionary context forces a confrontation with any
relationship to the life process that is less than whole,
complete, and fully committed. To consciously evolve
is to surrender unconditionally to the truth that there
is no other and at the same time to accept responsibility for what that means in an evolving universe—a
cosmos that is slowly but surely becoming aware of
itself through you and me. That one without a second
is simultaneously awakening to itself as it develops, as
it evolves, and it is that one, as you and me, alone, that
can now begin to take responsibility for endeavoring
to consciously create its own future. That is enlightenment in an evolutionary context: the profound recognition that God is that singular energy and intelligence
that initiated the creative process and is just now awakening to itself as we awaken to it. In that revelation,
there literally is no other. And therefore, the only question is: Do we have the courage, audacity, and boldness
of spirit to be that one without a second, right now, in
this world? Our future literally depends on it.

Andrew Cohen, founder and editor in chief of What Is Enlightenment?, has been a spiritual teacher since 1986 and is the author of numerous books,
including Living Enlightenment and Embracing Heaven & Earth. For more information, visit andrewcohen.org
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