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letters

Issue 33
June–August 2006

WHEN APES SEE THE LIGHT OF SPIRIT
Ever since ReVision folded, I have found 
your magazine an excellent substitute. I 
must admit that my stuffy shorts get in 
a bind when I read the “celebrity” inter-
views. Sometimes amusing (Ragnar), 
sometimes discouraging (Dzongsar 
Rinpoche—a fan of Rajneesh?), and 
sometimes illuminating (Rabbi Michael 
Lerner’s lonely voice against narcis-
sism), I suppose it’s good to know how 
the perennial philosophy is currently 
being viewed through the prism of 
Western popular culture. But Andrew 
Cohen and Ken Wilber are remarkable, 
and the force of ideas they generate is 
stunning. I can’t always tell if they’re 
walking in lockstep or if their differ-
ences are too subtle for me to pick up 
on, but who cares! It is good reading.

Many years ago, reading Wilber’s 
The Atman Project, I struggled with 
the weight of the concepts and was, 
at best, in partial agreement most of 
the way through. Then, at the exact 
moment I fi nished the last sentence 
of the last page, I saw it, the way I 
hear mathematicians can see entire 

formulae in a glance. My mind was no 
longer fi lled with a jumbled jigsaw of 
ideas, possibilities, and hypotheses. 
Instead, I “saw” a beautiful, seamless 
realization. Keeping a fi rm grip on 
my well-trained empirical-agnostic 
skepticism, I realized that I had not 
simply found some profound truth 
that I could keep when I settled back 
into the world of rationalizations. 
Instead, I had taken a small step for-
ward toward the unreachable “event 
horizon” of truth—and the universe 
smiles with you when you take even 
the clumsiest step forward. I still think 
the simple beauty behind Wilber’s 
ponderous work is one of his greatest 
achievements.

On more than one occasion, the 
ideas put forth in WIE have made 
my jumble of ideas and my personal 
pet projections of Atman a little more 
transparent. Reality has grown a bit 
brighter thanks to you all, and your 
magazine accurately refl ects the bois-
terous, preposterous, chaotic, pro-
found, and beautiful process that has 
to happen when a bunch of apes fi rst 
see the light of the spirit. 
Chris Welch
Berkeley, CA

GIVING THE WORD “GOD” BACK
WIE has had many issues that I have 
found wonderful, but for me, “God’s 
Next Move” was stunning. I fi rst 
discovered both Andrew Cohen and 
Ken Wilber about ten years ago, but I 
have been waiting those ten years for 
Ken to speak out, strongly and clearly, 
on integral spirituality. For the past 
fi ve years, I have been struggling to 
put this together, specifi cally with 
Buddhism. I got the fi rst and third 
faces of God—the I AM and the Web of 
Life—but the second face was what 
I needed, almost desperately. I read 
and reread this issue, almost with 
tears running down my face, because 
my intuition had always told me there 
had to be something more. What am I 
bowing to? If it’s only I AM or Kosmic 

evolution, then there’s nothing to get 
on my knees to. If that were true, I 
would be still stuck with this ego. I 
want the word “God” back. Thank you. 
Thank both of you.
Ron Shafer 
Decatur, Illinois

GOD IS GREATER
The dialogue between Ken Wilber and 
Andrew Cohen about integral spiritu-
ality, and especially the three faces of 
God, made me completely excited. I’d 
like to agree with all the analysis of the 
stages and states, and I want to tell 
you that this opening to God as THOU 
is a great step forward to an integral 
understanding of reality.

When Wilber says that no tradi-
tion has ever put together the three 
faces of God, he’s missing the Srimad 
Bhagavatam, the most important 
book of Indian spirituality. Andrew and 
Ken only know the Advaita Vedanta 
of the Vedic tradition, but that is not 
the only Vedic tradition. There is the 
very ancient and extremely complete 
system of Bhaktivedanta philosophy, 
of the Gaudiya Vaisnavas, who fol-
low the truth of “acintya bhedabheda 
tattva,” the “simultaneous incompre-
hensible oneness and difference of 
the truth.” The truth is not only one, 
like Advaita Vedanta claims (a one-
dimensional understanding), but also 
simultaneously different, meaning 
there is a difference between God and 
me. God is greater than I—he is a YOU 
to whom the living entity can have a 
loving relation. This loving relation to 
God/Krishna is the original relation of 
the living entity that satisfi es the entity 
fully. As Andrew says, “We have to go 
to our knees.”

It is absolutely important and nec-
essary to transcend the monistic view 
of God because the danger pointed out 
by Andrew and Ken is a real one—the 
ego can get stronger and more stable 
by the Advaita approach, and “I am 
God” can become the ultimate hubris of 
men. Not to speak of the suspension
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letters continued
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of morality that is implicated by this, 
muddied by the weird idea that noth-
ing really exists and therefore no 
moral conduct is required (Ken men-
tions Charles Manson as an example). 
These concepts mix all categories up 
into a big soup and do not allow any 
reasonable distinctions to be made.

A spirituality for the twenty-fi rst 
century really must proceed to the 
multivalent, polycontextural logic of 
bhedabheda tattva as it is preserved 
in the ancient divine revelations of 
the Veda and reconstructed today by 
straight-to-the-edge thinkers like 
Ken Wilber and Andrew Cohen. I am 
very happy about their new explo-
rations. They really make a differ-
ence in the evolution of our spiritual 
understanding.
Ronald Engert
Editor in chief, 
Tattva Viveka magazine, (Germany)

A LITTLE LESS ABSTRACTION
As I read through the labyrinthine 
and self-absorbed complexity of Ken 
Wilber’s thought processes and over-
the-top editorial kudos, I wondered 
whether I was on the receiving end 
of an extended marketing pitch 
or participating in a surreal post-
graduate self-fl agellation. I genuinely 
enjoy deep intellectual journeys, 
but I respectfully request that WIE 
attempt to focus at least some articles 
in each issue toward those of us out 
here who operate in the business 
world, consciously seeking to offer 
positive contributions in our evolving 
universe. A little less abstraction and 
a little more modeling might also be 
helpful to us.
Laurence J. Pino
via email

WHERE CREDIT IS (NOT) DUE
Your series of articles on Ken Wilber, 
“The Birth of an Integral Spirituality,” 
is perhaps the best up-to-date 
overview of Wilber’s work anywhere. 
Good job! However, in the spirit of 

not giving credit where credit is 
not due, I think the statement that 
Ken “essentially inspired the entire 
fi eld of transpersonal psychology” 
is either an exaggeration or can 
easily be misinterpreted as such. 
As a quick look at wikipedia.org will 
show, transpersonal psychology as 
an independent fi eld was based on 
the work of Abraham Maslow and 
many others and has existed from at 
least the 1960s. So while it may be 
true that Ken gave inspiration to and 
perhaps revivifi ed the existing fi eld 
of transpersonal psychology (before 
disassociating himself from it), he 
certainly didn’t “inspire the entire 
fi eld.” Such a rewriting of history does 
injustice to Maslow, Grof, and many 
others who were creatively pushing 
transpersonal psychology forward 
before Ken was fi rst published in 1977.
Jordan Gruber
Enlightenment.com

ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS
I am surrendering to the realization 
that integral theory is an improbably 
clear and vast lens on existence. I 
remember when a friend fi rst began to 
loan me books written by Ken Wilber 
and how unusual it was that almost 
inevitably, a quarter to half of the 
pages were taken up with references. 
The author has not just stood, but 
weight-lifted, on the shoulders of 
giants. In his exhaustive efforts, he 
has been deferentially inclusive, and 
he has walked his talk (embraced and 
transcended) in arriving at his integral 
theory of everything. The majority of 
“ordinary” people going about their 
daily business in neighborly tolerance 
have perhaps glimpsed the possibility 
that “everyone is right” and then 
forged ahead quietly nonetheless, 
lacking any great confi dence in the 
wisdom of articulating this view before 
local power structures. In formalizing 
the integral perspective so expertly 
and impersonally while fallibly 
admitting it to be never quite fi nished, 

01_j34_TOC4.indd   12 7/19/06   3:53:27 PM



September-December  2006     13

For more information or to register, call 1-866-34-UNITY 
or e-mail us at retreats@spiritpathonline.org.

www.spiritpathonline.org/commonground/enlightenment

Embark on a weeklong expedition through fi ve major spiritual traditions:

Buddhism · Christianity · Hinduism · Islam · Judaism
During each day of the retreat, you will be immersed in the prayer, sacred 
writings, and music of a different school of religious thought. To culminate 
the week, a sacred celebration will embody elements of each tradition and 
broaden our awareness of our interconnectedness. 

Together we will come to a deeper understanding that no matter what path 
we choose to walk, we are all standing on common ground.

Different paths. 
Common ground.

COMMON GROUND: CELEBRATING
FIVE GREAT WORLD RELIGIONS

OCTOBER 14–20

Ken Wilber has done the world no 
small service.
Caroline Hurley 
Dublin, Ireland

GRAND PARADE OF THE “BEWILBERED”
One system of criteria used by realized 
Tibetan Buddhist lamas as a gauge to 
measure someone’s understanding 
of enlightenment has been to ask the 
practitioner to demonstrate siddhis 
(psychic gifts). Siddhis are a byproduct 
of realization and understanding, and 
while compassion and bodhicitta are, 
of course, more important, siddhis are 
a true way to measure one’s depth of 
realization. 

Mere words and fl ashy graphics 
have not convinced anyone I know that 
Ken Wilber has a deep understanding 
of enlightenment. He has the 
obscuration habit of thinking he can 
intellectually engineer enlightenment, 
and he lacks the substanceless 
light elements of Wisdom Mind. 
Furthermore, I wonder if he has ever 
even had a sambhogakaya experience, 
never mind being able to demonstrate 
siddhis. The color-coded system of the 
Bewilbered is too gross, too narrow, 
too shallow, too inexperienced in the 
sambhogakaya, and too rigid to adapt 
to the vast, infi nite manifestations and 
diverse faculties among individual 
beings. You will never discover 
enlightenment by constructing color-
coded boxes framed by the limitations 
of mere intellectual knowledge. And 
without the siddhi of foresight, how do 
you know whether this limited system 
won’t be used by unscrupulous beings 
to further a form of spiritual fascism 
or a color-coded caste system? 

Therefore, devoting all this time 
and energy to the Grand Parade of 
the Bewilbered is a distraction to 
the path of enlightenment in actual 
time and space. To use an analogy, 
we don’t need inexperienced chefs 
gathering poisonous mushrooms 
when the mushrooms that are edible

continued on page 182 
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WHEN WE STARTED WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT?, 
back in 1991, I had no idea that it would become 
such an important vehicle for the promulgation of 
new thought. Originally, it began as a small journal 
focused primarily upon the evolution of my own 
teaching and distributed mainly to friends and sup-
porters. After about three years, though, I decided, 
along with a handful of my students, to take the 
plunge and put out a real magazine. The thrust and 
development of WIE has for the most part been based 
on my own ongoing inquiry into the meaning and 
signifi cance of the spiritual experience. 

Early on in my career as a spiritual teacher, I 
found out the hard way that while the mystical truth 
of existence discovered in the experience of revelation 
is ultimately simple, living that simplicity amid the 
complexity and hard-core reality of human life is 
truly the ultimate challenge. Indeed, it was through 
endeavoring to make deep sense out of my own life 
and the lives of my students in light of that simplicity 
that the ongoing inquiry behind WIE was born. 

I had always believed, as I had been taught, that 
the revelation of that simplicity itself was the answer 
to every question. But I found out that that wasn’t 
necessarily true. I had been born a baby boomer, in 
the middle of the twentieth century, a time of great 
upheaval and change. And like so many others of my 
generation, I grew up in a secular household, had no 
traditional religious training whatsoever, and was 
left to my own devices morally, philosophically, and 
ethically. A lost soul in my early twenties, I turned to 
Eastern mysticism and the promise of enlightenment 
for salvation. Inspired by a brief, powerful experience 
of higher consciousness a few years earlier, I knew 

that an answer actually existed. When I fi nally found 
it at the age of thirty, I thought it was all over.

Actually, it was just the beginning. 
Enlightenment is simple. It is the mind-shattering 
revelation that all is One and One is all, that 
everything is ultimately none other than that 
mystical and mysterious ground of Being—the 
Nothingness that is Everything. The direct 
experience of this ultimate of mysteries liberates the 
mind from time and frees the soul from fear. It sets 
the stage for human life to manifest its incredible 
creative potential in a way that is authentic and free. 
But what is the moral, philosophical, and ethical 
context in which that creative potential and authentic 
freedom will arise? Because we live in a time when 
so many of us have left the past and all its traditions 
behind, where are we to look for answers to life’s 
most basic and important questions? The revelation 
of nonduality—that all is One and One is all—in and 
of itself does not answer the question of how to live, 
how to make sense out of the human experience in 
the midst of a rapidly changing world—a world in 
which so many of us have left all guidelines behind.

As a young Jewish American teaching Eastern 
enlightenment in a postmodern Western context, 
I found myself in a challenging yet incredibly 
exciting position. I had found the ultimate answer—
nonduality—but like so many of my generation, I 
had no solid ethical, philosophical, or moral ground 
in which it could root itself. And because we were 
nearing the latter portion of the twentieth century, 
when the world I was living in was changing at a 
faster and faster rate, I knew I could no longer look to 
the past in order to fi nd out how to live a human life. 

editorial

A Revolution in Consciousness      
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I had to fi nd the answers for myself. And it was this very 
inquiry that led to the birth of What Is Enlightenment?

So for the last fi fteen years, I have spent many, 
many, many hours with a small group of students/
coconspirators—sitting around a table in a crowded 
offi ce, sweating bullets in a sauna, jammed in a van 
on the way to the airport, grooving in a rented villa 
in the south of France, huddled together in a café 
in Bangalore, Paris, or New York—in the incredibly 
precious, deeply focused, one-pointed practice of 
spiritual inquiry. And this inquiry always, sooner 
or later, brings those elusive gems of wisdom and 
understanding that, in this crazy time in which we 
fi nd ourselves, reveal how to live a human life in a 
way that makes the deepest sense.

What many people are astonished to discover is 
the simple fact that the evolution of the magazine 
has literally been the expression of the evolution of 
my, and my students’, understanding in real time. 
In other words, What Is Enlightenment?’s inquiry 
is a living inquiry. The questions that we have 
explored and will continue to explore are, for the 
most part, ones to which we don’t already know the 
answers. The questions we have asked are the big 
ones. Why? Because we want to know! We want to 
know how to make sense of the human experience 
in the context of authentic spiritual enlightenment 
in the twenty-fi rst century. Grounded in the 
revelation of nonduality, we want to know how to 
live in this unique time in history, informed by 
a passion for evolution and transformation. The 
results of a truly open-minded, passionate, and 
inspired inquiry are potentially revolutionary. 
And that revolution—a radical transformation of 

consciousness and culture—is what this endeavor 
is dedicated to.

A cultural revolution is a revolution in thinking. 
Profound change in the world only happens when 
thinking changes, and in What Is Enlightenment? 
magazine, we’re endeavoring to communicate 
with our growing body of readers in ways that are 
going to compel all of us to think more deeply. 
We seek out those individuals who challenge us 
to stretch beyond familiar mindsets in order to 
meet the overwhelming demands of our time. And 
as we learn from this ever-expanding network of 
leading thinkers, we simultaneously try to create 
an enlightened context in which their voices and 
visions will be amplifi ed. It is my fi rm conviction 
that through the practice of sincere inquiry, of 
honest dialogue together, we can discover new 
perspectives that will enable all of us to make much 
greater sense of our shared human experience.

It’s urgent that we begin to defi ne a new moral, 
philosophical, and spiritual context that will, in its 
depth and breadth of vision, be able to embrace the 
multidimensional nature of the human predicament 
in all its complexity at the beginning of the twenty-
fi rst century. And the most important part of this 
project, I feel, is actually being willing to transform 
ourselves, as individuals coming together for a higher 
purpose, so that more and more of us will be able to 
directly intuit the contours of this new context from 
the evolving edge of consciousness itself.

Andrew Cohen, Founder and Editor in Chief

    and Culture
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pulse catching the buzz from global leaders, 
thinkers, teachers, and mystics

One Minute to Transform the World
If millions of people around the globe meditated 
together for one minute every hour, would it 
change the world? The Brahma Kumaris think 
so. This seventy-year-old Indian spiritual organi-
zation, with close to a million followers in a 
hundred countries, is launching a new “just-a-
minute” campaign (just-a-minute.org) calling 
everyone “from stressed city executives to busy 
mums” to insert a one-minute period of silence 
into each hour of their lives. It’s a perfect pro-
gram for this fast-growing organization, which in 
recent years has been deepening relationships 
with the business world and developing quite an 
infl uence behind the scenes among social and 
political movers and shakers—exactly the kind of 
people who often fi nd themselves hard-pressed 
to make the time for spiritual practice.

For a campaign of silence, they’re kick-
ing things off with quite a loud bang: a show at 

Dadi JankiDadi PrakashmaniDadi Gulzar

London’s Wembley Arena in September, featur-
ing Robin Gibb of the Bee Gees, Michael Timothy 
(formerly of Massive Attack), Bliss, Ulfah 
Collective, and others from the UK entertain-
ment scene. The highlight of the afternoon will 
be when the Brahma Kumaris’ powerful spiritual 
leaders, Dadi Prakashmani, Dadi Janki, and Dadi 
Gulzar, take the stage. These three elderly Indian 
holy women, who speak no English and have 
little formal education, have set new standards 
for women in leadership, stirring the explosive 
growth of this dynamic movement through a deep 
understanding of how to penetrate the Western 
mindset. What’s their secret? Between them, the 
three matriarchs share “the combined power of 
200 years of spiritual study and meditation”—liv-
ing proof of the power of stillness and silence in 
the world of action.

by Igal Moria and Ross Robertson
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American Idol . . . 
with a Mystical Twist
Stuart Davis, the Integral Institute’s resident bard and 
its only traveling musical ambassador, wants to tour 
the country shopping for enlightenment, document the 
trip, and make it into a reality TV show. “It’s a travel-
ogue about a rock ’n roll seeker who travels around 
America,” Davis says, “and each week I’ll become a 
‘student’ of a different lineage, another tradition. It’s 
called Spirit of America, except we’ll be discovering 
more esoteric or contemplative dimensions of our 
religions we didn’t even know were here. Not off in the 
East, not fi nding enlightenment in India, but right here 
in New York, in Los Angeles, in Minneapolis, there are 
saints and sages among us. I’ll be their guinea pig.” 
Davis is currently pitching his idea to the major net-
works, and we wish him the best of luck. We just have 
one story suggestion, a twist on American Idol: How 
about letting the viewing audience vote at the end of the 
season to decide which spiritual teacher, community, 
or tradition Davis should surrender his life to?  

C r e a t i v e
S p i r i t u a l i t y

Compassion as a 
Subversive Activity
Illness, Community, and

the Gospel of Mark
David K. Urion

1-56101-279-3    $14.95

Take God to Work
Gary L. Moreau

1-56101-277-7     $13.95

Cowley
Publications
1-800-225-1534
www.cowley.org
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pulse

Dance Like a Dervish 
Sting Like a Bee 
Muhammad Ali’s legacy as one of the greatest 
athletes of the twentieth century is well estab-
lished, but with the recent unveiling of the new 
Muhammad Ali Center in his boyhood home of 
Louisville, Kentucky, fans from around the world 
will now have the chance to discover the Champ’s 
lesser-known spiritual side. This eighty-million-
dollar, 93,000-square-foot museum dedicated to 
Ali’s life and boxing career was designed to moti-
vate “current and future generations to achieve a 
higher sense of self and purpose while nurturing 
a respect for others.” And it features an entire 
pavilion dedicated to Ali’s spiritual journey, trac-
ing the boxer’s footsteps from his early member-
ship in the fi ery Nation of Islam to his eventual 
embrace of a more tolerant and inclusive Muslim 
identity and his many humanitarian efforts for 
hunger and poverty relief around the globe.

“For many years,” says Ali, “I have dreamed 
of creating a place to share, teach, and inspire 
people.” Having lived with Parkinson’s disease 

since the early eighties, he’s an inspiration 
himself, still traveling over two hundred days 
a year in order to lend his name to the cause of 
peace and social responsibility. Where do his 
strength and dedication to public service come 
from? “He reads constantly,” says his daughter 
Hana Yasmeen Ali. “His life is like a prayer. God 
is constantly on his mind.” According to her, 
the Champ’s favorite author is none other than 
renowned Sufi  master Hazrat Inayat Khan, one 
of the great spiritual luminaries of the last cen-
tury and the father of another great Sufi  teacher, 
Pir Vilayat Inayat Khan. Ali’s collection of 
Hazrat Inayat Khan’s writings is “old and yellow 
and the pages are torn,” she says. “He always 
says they’re the best books in the world.”
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Watch out, Stonehenge—a group of 
Cornish New Agers is about to give you 
a serious run for your money. They call 
themselves the Tree of Life Research 
Foundation, and they’re planning a sev-
enty-acre theme park shaped like the 
kabbalistic Tree of Life: “the only sym-
bol that is found in all civilized cultures, 
the one emblem that unites every reli-
gion and race.” Ten one-acre circular 
gardens, each representing a different 
aspect of ancient esoteric knowledge, 
will be linked by 200-meter-long 
pathways made of . . . you guessed 
it, crystals. Lots of crystals. Recycled 
crystals, in this case, salvaged from 
old mine tailings and now put to use to 
conduct pulses of sound and light (“the 
living energies of the world”) to and fro 
between the ten gardens.

Though physically located on the 
rocky moors of southwest England, 
the Tree of Life complex promises to 
transport visitors on “an extraordi-

nary sensory voyage exploring the 
formidable powers that created our 
universe.” It will also be a renew-
able energy demonstration project 
and research center, complete with 
solar energy systems and hydrogen-
powered buses. So if you like your 
esoteric spiritual journeys boosted 
by a healthy dose of modern technol-
ogy, come relive the “age-old ritual 
of the Holy Grail,” get a snapshot of 
your body’s electromagnetic fi eld, 
and write your loved ones’ names on 
Tibetan rice paper prayer fl ags and 
bury them for good luck in the Garden 
of Mercury. And all you neo-pagans 
out there take note: with upwards of 
a million people visiting Stonehenge 
every year and 20,000 Druids, 
Wiccans, and Goddess worshippers 
showing up on Midsummer Eve alone 
to ring in the solstice, it may soon be 
time to spread the wealth a little and 
give Cornwall a try. 

New Age Disneyworld

On June 3, What Is Enlightenment? founder and editor in 
chief Andrew Cohen received the seventh annual Kashi 
Humanitarian Award in honor of his twenty years of work for 
the evolution of consciousness and culture. Established by 
Ma Jaya Sati Bhagavati, a world-renowned spiritual teacher, 
human rights activist, and trustee of the Parliament of the 
World’s Religions, the Kashi Humanitarian Award is pre-
sented to individuals who have made major contributions to 
humanity “through service, education, social action, or fos-
tering global consciousness.”

Describing why she chose Cohen for this honor, Ma Jaya 
said: “Andrew’s passion is illuminating consciousness in 
people. Through his teachings, he is a catalyst in helping to 
elevate humanity in our responsibility to a collective con-
science.” In receiving this year’s award, Cohen joins past 
recipients such as Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, leader 
of the Jewish renewal movement; Rev. Lawrence Carter, 
dean of Morehouse College; Dr. Jean Houston, founder of the 

A Different Kind 
of Humanitarian

Mystery School and the Foundation for Mind Research; Bibiji 
Inderjit Kaur, chief religious minister of Sikh Dharma of the 
Western Hemisphere; Rev. Father Centurio Olaboro, director 
of the Uganda Martyrs Orphans’ Project; and Dadi Janki, one 
of the spiritual leaders of the Brahma Kumaris.

Edu@Adizes.com
AdizesGraduateSchool.org

PULSE

For the full story, including a 3-minute video of the ceremony 
highlights, go to andrewcohen.org/kashiaward
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With the confl ict between Israelis and 
Palestinians seemingly more intense 
than ever, all kinds of peacemaking 
techniques are being tried by 
governments and civilians alike. The 
latest attempt to bridge this age-old 
divide, and perhaps one of the more 
unusual, was made by American 
spiritual teacher Byron Katie in a 
recent teaching in Tel Aviv. There, 
Katie applied her patented “four 
questions”—a sort of radical therapy 
for overcoming personal blocks and 
freeing oneself from limiting ideas—to 
the Arab-Israeli political situation.

The audience was mostly Israelis, 
with a few Palestinians from the 
occupied territories (they were granted 
special permission to attend), and Katie 
began by asking each side to state what 
makes them most angry about their 
neighbors. First up was a Palestinian 
man who said that the occupation is 

Who would you be if you 
weren’t attached to that Temple?

The four questions 
that are the foundation 
of what Katie calls
“The Work.”

Take a belief and 
ask yourself:

1. Is it true? 

2. Can you absolutely know 
that it’s true?

3. How do you react when 
you believe that thought?

4. Who would you be 
without the thought?

the worst thing in his life, that his life 
conditions are horrible, that there is 
no freedom, and that he has to obey 
orders all the time or he’ll be shot. 
“Which is worse?” Katie is reported 
to have asked him after going through 
some of her questions, “the occupation 
or thoughts about the occupation?” 

PULSE

“The occupation!” exclaimed the 
Palestinian gentleman.

Katie was undeterred. “You know, 
I was also under occupation. I had an 
unhappy marriage.” 

Needless to say, Katie’s equation 
of her marriage troubles with the 
Arab-Israeli confl ict didn’t go over 
so well in the Holy Land, neither with 
the audience nor with the press who 
were in attendance. Now, to wade into 
such intractable violence and distrust 
takes courage, and it’s hard not to 
applaud Katie’s good intentions. But it’s 
one thing to teach spoiled Americans 
with comparatively little real-world 
suffering to stop being victims. 
Getting Arabs and Israelis to come 
to terms with years of struggle and 
recrimination is a moral, philosophical, 
and spiritual challenge of a whole 
different magnitude. We may need 
more than four questions for that. 
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In a world fi lled with talk about 
genetic manipulation, bioengineer-
ing, and nanotechnology, we don’t 
hear much about robots these days. 
Nevertheless, their use in human 
activities is exploding. Just look at the 
war in Iraq. Over ten thousand robots 
are currently deployed in the Middle 
East, from bomb-sniffi ng ground 
robots to the deadly fl ying drones we 
hear about on the news. But task-
specifi c computerized robots are 
one thing; building truly intelligent 
machines, robots that equal or even 
surpass human intelligence, is a chal-
lenge of another magnitude.

Building Gods, an unsettling new 
documentary by young Gen-Y fi lm-
maker Ken Gumbs, explores exactly 
that challenge with some of today’s 
leading researchers in the fi eld of 
artifi cial intelligence. And according to 
prominent scientist Dr. Hugo de Garis 
and others featured in the documen-
tary, we will soon be surrounded by 
robots whose intellectual and percep-
tual capacities far outstrip our own. 
Even more amazing, these “artilects” 
(artifi cial intellects), as their creators 
call them, will not only be highly intel-
ligent, they will actually be evolvable—
able to independently create better 
and better versions of themselves—at 
a rate closer to the growth of bacteria 
than that of mammals. Talk about con-
scious evolution!

Or so Building Gods would have 
us believe. But the bold predictions 
outlined in the fi lm are still highly con-
troversial in the scientifi c community 
at large. And some depend on conclu-
sions that are not just scientifi c but 
spill over into philosophical, moral, 
and even spiritual territory. Indeed, 
what does it mean to be intelligent and 

self-aware, anyway? As theologian 
Dr. Anne Foerst, who is interviewed 
in the fi lm, explained to WIE, “Even 
though the scientists in the lab might 
all call themselves atheists, if you 
build humanoid robots, you can’t help 
but touch on spiritual issues.”

So where does our future lie? Total 
Recall or The Terminator? The Matrix 
or The Jetsons? Well, genuine AI is 
still a tremendous challenge, and 
no one knows for certain where it is 
headed. But according to Foerst, who 
has collaborated with AI specialists at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
the challenge of “building gods” is also 

having a surprising side effect on 
the scientists themselves: humility.

“If you try to build even an ant, 
your appreciation for the complex-
ity of creation grows,” she explains. 
“Every ant is much smarter, much 
better equipped to interact with the 
world than even the most sophisti-
cated robots ever built. And when 
you really try to build something 
as complex as a human, you learn 
how fantastic the human system 
is. There is an underlying spiritual 
quest here that is extremely power-
ful. I would never have expected it to 
be there.”

Resistance is Futile

PULSE
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(with sales of twenty-fi ve million 
albums and counting). It’s just the 
latest effort in a nonstop whirlwind of 
artistic, spiritual, and social activism 
for this Pakistani idol who has been 
called the “Bono of the Muslim 
world.” His next project: writing the 
soundtrack for Deepak Chopra’s 
upcoming movie How to Know God.

From the Archives: the Human 
Potential Movement
Your search is over. At least that’s 
what the fl oating banner says when 
you log in to essentialtv.com, Esalen 
Institute’s new online TV station. 
Designed as a sort of virtual spiritual 
supermarket, this DVD-quality 
broadcast service currently hosts four 
hundred programs on various topics 
from self-improvement to weight loss 
and from meditation techniques to 
spiritual teachers and sacred sites. 
And the organizers are hard at work 
digitizing thousands upon thousands 
of videotapes from Esalen’s forty-
year history, including footage of 
such luminaries as Abraham Maslow, 
Aldous Huxley, and B.F. Skinner.

Seen on the Web

A Cosmic Journey That Will Change 
the Way You Think 
Goose bumps—that’s what we got 
when we watched Brian Swimme’s 
Flash-animated video presentations at 
global-mindshift.org, a site devoted to 
promoting “an expanded view of what 
it means to be human based on knowl-
edge of our evolutionary journey.” It’s 
easy to get lost here exploring what 
can only be described as an inspired 
visual, auditory, and informational 
feast of life, evolution, and conscious-
ness. To meet the overwhelming 
demands of our time, Global MindShift 
says we need a new and bigger per-
spective, and it’s hard to think of a bet-
ter place to get one than on this site.

Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, 
Meet Led Zeppelin
Take a few heaping spoonfuls of 
traditional Sufi  music, mix with half 
a cup of classic rock, spice with 
information on Sufi  philosophy and 
practice, and garnish with the latest 
video and audio clips. What do you get?
iSufi Rock.com, the new website of 
Salman Ahmad, lead guitarist of south 
Asia’s most popular rock band, Junoon 

Edu@Adizes.com
AdizesGraduateSchool.org
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Corrections to the 
June–August 2006 issue:

In the article called “From MySpace to 
OurWorld,” we mistakenly referred to a 
social networking website as LifeJournal. 
The correct name is LiveJournal. 

The article “Even Great Philosophers 
Can Be Misunderstood” was mistakenly 
credited solely to Jana Espiritu Santo. The 
piece was coauthored with Eliot Bissey. 
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Last spring, actor Jeff Bridges fl ew out from LA for the weekend 
to help support Roshi Bernie Glassman’s new Center for the Arts 
at his Maezumi Institute in Montague, Massachusetts (named for 
Glassman’s Zen teacher Maezumi Roshi). Public events included the 
Massachusetts premiere of Bridges’ new fi lm The Amateurs and a 
daylong workshop on enlightened fi lm. “His profession may be in the 
arts,” says Glassman, “but he is passionate about spirituality and 
social action.” Bridges met Glassman fi ve years ago at a dinner party 
for Ram Dass, and they’ve been friends ever since. As for us here at 
WIE, we couldn’t pass up the chance to meet the man who played one 
of our all-time favorite anti-heroes, Jeffrey Lebowski (a.k.a. The 
Dude in the Coen brothers’ comic masterpiece The Big Lebowski), and 
ask him a question or two . . .
 
WIE: The Dude is obviously a deeply spiritual character.

Jeff Bridges: Yeah, I approached him with a lot of, you know, spirit! 
(laughter)

WIE: Have your spiritual interests affected your acting?

Bridges: Well, I remember being in John Frankenheimer’s fi lm The 
Iceman Cometh, based on the great American play by Eugene O’Neill. 
Most of my scenes were with the actor Robert Ryan. One day, we’re 
just sitting at a table waiting for a scene to start and I see him lift up 
his hands and there’re two big puddles there. And I say, “Bob, gee, 
after all these years, you’re nervous like that? You’re frightened?” 
And he says, “I’d really be frightened if I wasn’t frightened.” And 
that was an important lesson for me about fear and anxiety and how 
you think the good guys don’t have that. Even the top guys have that. 
You don’t want to drop the ball, you know? And you think, “If only I 
didn’t fear dropping the ball, then I might not drop it.” But that’s not 
really the case. It’s with me all the time, and I think that’s part of the 
spiritual path. You kind of have to become friends with that fear.

WIE: Hollywood has seen a recent surge in spiritual movies, from What 
the Bleep Do We Know!? to Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ 
to The Celestine Prophecy to Way of the Peaceful Warrior. Are you 
interested in that genre?

Bridges: Sure, yeah. I don’t really make a clear differentiation. 
I mean, I’d be attracted to those movies, but I’m not necessarily 
looking for them. I see the spirit in just about any story.

The Dude Abides

PULSE
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certainly vary in quality, but more 
signifi cantly, they transcend the 
sound-bite structures of television, 
and one comes away informed and 
provoked rather than manipulated 
and spun.

Healey’s extraordinary story and sub-
sequent transformation into a passion-
ate peace activist is sure to turn some 
heads and, hopefully, inspire more than 
a few to turn toward the spirit.

From the Blogosphere

awakeningofafootsoldier.
blogspot.com
While New Age wisdom would have 
us believe that peace, silence, and 
release of tension are what we need 
in order to hear the call of the spirit, 
there are other more dramatic paths 
to awakening. For example, the life-
and-death intensity of war can have 
all kinds of catalytic effects on the 
psyche. Case in point: John Healey, a 
veteran soldier who was working as 
a military contractor in Iraq, one day 
while protecting a convoy on a danger-
ous road to Baghdad, found himself 
accidentally pointing the crosshairs of 
his rifl e at a car transporting children. 
He says he suddenly heard a snap 
inside and “literally time stopped. . . . I 
saw nothing, no one, there was only a 
vision of formlessness.” That experi-
ence marked a turning point that is 
detailed on the new blog “Awakening 
of a Foot Soldier,” as well as in a forth-
coming book of the same name. And 
while only time will tell if Healey’s 
awakening has conferred wisdom as 
well as grace, this one-time military 
man says that he has gone from being 
a soldier in the “army of ego” to fi ghting 
in the “army of God.” With public opin-
ion turning strongly against the war, 

bloggingheads.tv
Are you tired of the stale formulas and 
endless partisan rancor of cable news? 
Do you fi nd yourself wishing for a little 
more originality and context when it 
comes to politics than left, right, and 
center? Welcome to bloggingheads.tv,
the newest attempt to bring real depth 
and authentic dialogue to current 
events and geopolitical analysis. Okay, 
it’s not your normal blog, but it may 
just be the future of political punditry. 
The brainchild of author Mickey Kaus 
and evolutionary thinker Robert 
Wright, bloggingheads.tv uses a 
simple formula—short video dialogues 
between two contemporary thinkers 
on current events. Initially, Wright and 
Kaus were the main protagonists of the 
experiment, but the site has expanded 
to include all manner of interesting 
commentators—journalists, authors, 
political theorists, and others—chosen, 
thankfully, not for their affi liation but 
for their insight. The discussions can 

onecosmos.blogspot.com
Dubbing himself an extreme seeker 
and off-road spiritual aspirant, Robert 
Godwin has a way with words, and 
his words have a way of describing 
the spirit. Trained as a clinical 
psychologist, Godwin has a free-
ranging pen and his blog covers a lot 
of territory, but he particularly shines 
when his mind roams over the nature 
of evolution—both cosmic and cultural. 
Inspired by Whitehead, Wilber, 
Teilhard de Chardin, Aurobindo, and 
others, Godwin’s revelatory “adventure 
in consciousness” is lighthearted even 
as he reveals how humans refl ect the 
cosmos they live in and why to know 
ourselves is to peer into the structure 
of this mysterious universe. Some 
might take issue with his politics (he 
eviscerates the left and calls liberals 
adolescents), but there is plenty here to 
keep your mind on higher matters and 
your spirit aloft.
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Beatles’ guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 
was never one for small ideas. A few 
years back, the man who introduced 
Transcendental Meditation to millions 
of Westerners declared the creation of 
his “Global Country of World Peace,” 
complete with its own king and its own 
currency. (This enlightened kingdom 
is currently located not on terra fi rma 
but in consciousness, in case you were 
having trouble fi nding it on MapQuest.) 
And the latest word has this atypical 
nation announcing plans to construct 
2,400 marble-decked peace palaces in 
250 cities throughout the U.S.

Mind you, many of Maharishi’s 
grandiose architectural visions 
never end up being built, but they do 
generate a lot of publicity. Case in 
point: not one, not two, but twelve of 
these embassies of heaven on earth 
are slated for a small town smack dab 
in the Kansas heartland (Name: Smith 
Center; population: 1,800, mainly older 
folk, many less than amused at the 
prospect). “Some people call them a 
cult,” said one town member in a story 
reported by USA Today, “and some 
little old ladies are locking their doors. 
You’re in the Bible Belt, and this is a 
Hindu-based religion. People don’t like 
that idea.”

Not that Maharishi cares. He 
has a score to settle with Christian 
evangelists, who foiled his attempts 

Hindu Palaces in the Bible Belt?

PEACE PALACE

Put it all together...

• Pursue your Masters or Ph.D. online

• 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!

Edu@Adizes.com

to introduce TM into the New Jersey 
school system in the late seventies. 
And he’s not stopping at Kansas. 
Backed by the big names (and deep 
pockets) of movie director David 
Lynch and fl ower power comeback 
singer Donovan, he’s now awarding 

scholarships for TM courses to 
elementary- through college-aged 
students all across America. You 
never know—the next time your child 
comes home from kindergarten, it just 
might be with a mantra in hand.

PULSE
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From humble beginnings to 
award-winning international 
success, What Is Enlightenment? 
has spent a decade and a half bringing 
our readers a multidimensional exploration 
of contemporary spirituality. ■ Always pursuing 
the leading edge of spirit’s ongoing evolution, the 
magazine is tracking the changes in consciousness 
and culture that are paving the new pathways of the 
third millennium. ■ For this special retrospective 
issue, the editors paused for a moment of self-refl ection 
and asked: ■ Which articles from the last fi fteen years 
best represent the spirit of What Is Enlightenment? 
and why? ■ The following pages contain seven 
different answers to that question, the editors’ picks 
for this special edition of the magazine named for 
the remarkable inquiry that has inspired us all. 
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An interview with 
Archimandrite Dionysios

THE
ENEMY 

WITHIN

Associate editor Ross Robertson takes a look 
back at the interview that proved to him that 
old-fashioned concepts like sin, repentance, 
and ego death are just as relevant to the would-
be spiritual revolutionaries of tomorrow as 
they are to the traditional Orthodox Christian 
masters of today.
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RESTLESS, JUST OUT OF COLLEGE, 
skipping from state to state and 
job to job, I fell in love with What Is 
Enlightenment? at fi rst sight. Like most 
of my friends, I was educated but disil-
lusioned, getting along comfortably yet 
sleeping with a spiritual hunger, driven 
toward higher answers and simultane-
ously baffl ed by where to fi nd them. 
The twentieth century was coming 
to an end, and we were living out our 
late-Gen-X version of the classic story 
of rebellious youth, bold in our rejec-
tion of the status quo yet perhaps 
more uninspired than any genera-
tion before us by even the best of the 
known alternatives. Bold but aimless. 
In a world of calamities piling one on 
top of the other, it was easy to see that 
things had gotten so bad it was going 
to take something unthinkably heroic 
to turn the tide. Deep down, we wanted 
to be heroes if we could be, but none of 
us actually thought it was possible.

That was before WIE.
Championing not just the pos-

sibility but the necessity of radical 
change with a kind of boldness I’d 
scarcely considered before, WIE was 
to the spiritual world as Earth First! 
was to the Sierra Club—idealistic, 
uncompromising, and totally cool. 
Most magazines either put me to 
sleep or further anchored me in the 

safe harbors of established patterns 
of thought; this one was more like a 
cold bucket of water or a storm that 
tore my tethers free, leading me to 
seas far more turbulent and far more 
thrilling. For our fi fteenth anniversa-
ry issue, I give you my all-time favor-
ite case in point: the interview WIE did 
in 2000 with the Greek Orthodox elder 
Archimandrite Dionysios.

The name still gives me goose 
bumps. What other contemporary 
spiritual magazine would get any-
where near a man like this, an 
old-school master with a love for 
asceticism and a passion for ego death 
that are as rare in today’s feel-good 
spiritual marketplace as they were 
commonplace in the monasteries of 
old? Except WIE wasn’t on a religious 
mission, at least not a conventional 
one, nor was it mere journalism. This 
was sophisticated spiritual activism, 
upholding the solemn wisdom of the 
past not out of nostalgia for an age 
gone by but for the sake of a future 
we had yet to create, a twenty-fi rst-
century revolution that ironically 
depended on exactly the kind of self-
transcendence represented by tradi-
tional holy men like Father Dionysios. 
In short, it was a call to transform, and 
it punctured the veils of cynicism that 
were a Gen-X’er’s birthright.

Editors’ pick no. 1

INTRODUCTION
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Of all the spiritual cannonballs 
that WIE lobbed at self-infatuated 
narcissists everywhere, none was 
more deadly than Father Dionysios. 
“We need surgery,” he proclaimed. 
“We need an operation; we need 
something to be cut in our heart.” I 
was hooked. For a twenty-something 
like me, with a vague sense that the 
problems in the world were not just 
with the world but with myself, Father 
Dionysios confi rmed feelings that had 
been categorically rejected by the 
prevailing culture of self-acceptance 
and the ethos that whispers: Be gentle 
with yourself, you’re doing the best 
you can. To him, that was nonsense. 
Don’t coddle your sensitive self, he 
advised—annihilate it: “This ego may 
seem like a diamond. It has a shine 
like gold. But whatever is shining is not 
gold. The ego is just like a fi re without 
light, a fi re without warmth, a fi re 
without life. It seems that it has many 
sides and many possibilities—but what 
is this possibility? What is ego? Only 
the means by which I protect myself 
as if I were in a battle, as if every other 
person is my enemy, and the only thing 
I care about is winning the victory.”

In his original introduction to 
the interview, editor Craig Hamilton 
explained that this kind of unqualifi ed 
hostility toward egotism—the subtle, 

cunning force of pride, arrogance, 
and inertia that has traditionally been 
known as the great nemesis of spiritual 
life—is the hallmark of Christian 
Orthodoxy and the war cry of its two 
thousand–year lineage of illumined 
saints. As the fourth-century desert 
father St. John Cassian writes in The 
Philokalia, perhaps the most celebrated 
of all Orthodox sacred texts, “[The ego] 
is diffi cult to fi ght against, because it 
has many forms and appears in all our 
activities. . . . When it cannot seduce a 
man with extravagant clothes, it tries 
to tempt him by means of shabby ones. 
When it cannot fl atter him with honor, 
it infl ates him by causing him to endure 
what seems to be dishonor. When it 
cannot persuade him to feel proud of 
his display of eloquence, it entices him 
through silence into thinking he has 
achieved stillness. . . . In short, every 
task, every activity, gives this malicious 
demon a chance for battle.” To 
overthrow this relentless enemy within, 
Hamilton went on, Orthodox monks 
down through the ages wielded the 
twin swords of prayer and renunciation 
with zealous enthusiasm, fasting for 
somewhere in the neighborhood of 
two hundred days a year, sleeping only 
one or two hours per night, and even 
withdrawing to live alone for decades at 
a time in windswept caves overlooking 

the Aegean Sea. To these celibate 
renunciates, extreme self-denial was 
less a punishing hardship than a joyful 
privilege, a royal road to a supreme 
and kingly goal—the chance to become 
pure vessels through which the 
brilliance of God might shine on earth 
in human form.

Father Dionysios, it turns out, 
was a living exemplar of this ancient 
tradition, an archimandrite (superior 
abbot) in the Greek Orthodox Church 
in whom the fi res of devotion had 
always burned with uncommon 
intensity. Born to a religious family 
in a small town in northern Greece, 
he left home at seventeen for the 
famous monastery of Great Meteoron 
and later made his way to the holy 
mountain of Athos, an isolated, steep-
sided peninsula entirely dedicated 
to the monastic life. There, he went 
to war with the temptations of pride 
and selfi shness in his own heart and 
returned to the world bearing the 
banner of victory, his mind and soul 
afi re with divine love and tireless 
generosity. What would a man like 
this have to say about walking the 
spiritual path in the twenty-fi rst 
century, WIE’s editors wondered. 
Having seen so deeply into the 
insidious human tendency toward 
self-satisfaction, what would he 
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consider to be the most effective 
weapon in the fi ght to overcome it?

Father Dionysios answered 
that question with a single word: 
“Repentance.”

It was a haunting and unforgettable 
statement. Repentance? I remember 
thinking at fi rst. Repentance for what? 
Isn’t it a wee bit extreme to drag that 
old moth-eaten language of shame 
and sin down from the musty attic of 
yesteryear? Seriously. We’re on the 
cusp of a whole new millennium, man; 
this is the kind of thing you aren’t 
supposed to say anymore. Yet here 
he was saying it, and here WIE was 
publishing it with a straight face . . . 
It was strangely cool. And the more I 
thought about it, the cooler it became. 
Somehow, Father Dionysios had taken 
a word that had always sounded like 
some dangerous leftover from our 
stifl ing religious past and made it 
seem new again—uplifting even. Dude, 
it suddenly occurred to me, that is 
awesome! I was amazed, and I feel the 
same way now as I sit here refl ecting 
on the interview, delighted by the 
chance to dust the cobwebs off and put 
it out there once again.

In naming the enemy within so 
unequivocally, Father Dionysios names 
the reality of freedom as well, the real 

possibility of profound transformation 
in our own lives that means that 
lasting change in the world doesn’t 
have to be a distant fantasy. And that’s 
not just the hallmark of Christian 
Orthodoxy—it’s the hallmark of WIE. 
For a generation like mine that sees 
all too clearly the growing roster of 
global problems we’ve inherited yet 
fi nds itself at sea when it comes to 
addressing the deeper source of those 
problems in ourselves, that message 
will never go out of style. I can see 
now that my friends and I were rightly 
suspicious of old-style religious belief 
structures but wrongly suspicious of 
old-style religious heroism—the kind 
of heroism that comes not from the 
power to dominate and control others 
but from the power “just to see the 
truth about ourselves,” to use Father 
Dionysios’ words. “It is possible to be 
free of the ego,” he says. “It has to be. 
It’s necessary.” Thanks to WIE, a whole 
new audience now has the opportunity 
to take those words to heart—perhaps 
even falling in love, like I did, not just 
with a magazine but with their own 
highest potential.
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ARCHIMANDRITE DIONYSIOS: When Satan, who was the fi rst 
and highest angel, looked away from God and turned his 
attention to himself, there we had the fi rst seed of ego. He 
took his spiritual eyes from the view of the Holy Trinity, the 
view of the Lord, and he looked at himself and started to think 
about himself. And he said, “I want to put my throne in the 
highest place, and to be like Him.” That moment started the 
history, the reality and the existence of ego—which is not in 
fact a reality, but the refusal of reality. Ego is the fl ower that 
comes out from the death of love. When we kill love, the result 
is the ego.

WIE: What is the character of the ego? How does it manifest within 
a human being?

DIONYSIOS: When we don’t trust. Ego is born when we don’t 
trust others. When we’re afraid of others, when we need guns 
against others, then we need to have an ego because we are in 
the wrong way of life. We think only of ourselves, and we see 
only our ego. But when we see each other, when we trust each 
other, there is no need for ego, no reason for ego, no possibility 
for ego.

WIE: So in the way you’re speaking about it then, ego is the 
insistence on our separation, our independence?

DIONYSIOS: Yes, on our solitude. Our need to be alone, to have 
our own way of thinking that satisfi es us and preserves our 
personality in the wrong way.

WIE: Putting ourselves fi rst and foremost?

DIONYSIOS: Yes. And Christ said, “The last is the fi rst.” 
Because when you want to be the last and you choose the 
last seat, only then may you call the others friends of yours.

WIE: The ego, this sense of self-importance you’ve been speaking 
about, is often described in The Philokalia and other writings 
of the Christian mystics as the primary enemy with which the 
spiritual aspirant must wrestle in their quest for union with God. 
Why is the ego considered to be such a formidable adversary on 
the path?

DIONYSIOS: It is such a powerful enemy because it is the 
enemy within us. We are enemies to ourselves, like Adam and 
Eve in paradise. Of course, the snake talked to Eve. But she 
could have avoided him. The snake said to her, “The Lord lied 

Archimandrite Dionysios

 WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT: 

What is the ego?

THE ENEMY WITHIN

What is ego? Only the means by 
which I protect myself as if I 

      were in a battle, as if every other
  person is my enemy, and the only thing 
I care about is winning the victory.
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to you,” but if she would have trusted the Lord, she would not 
have started to talk to the snake. And Adam, too, lost his 

communication with the Lord and stayed with his ego. 
And the two egos worked together, Adam and Eve.

The real enemy is the ego. It is the enemy because it 
is against love. When I look at myself, I don’t love others. 

When I want to occupy for myself what is yours, I become 
the killer of my brother, like Cain killed Abel. When I want 

to satisfy myself, this satisfaction is gained through sacrifi cing 
the freedom of the other. Then my ego becomes my lord, my 
god, and there is no stronger temptation than this. Because to 
us, this ego may seem like a diamond. It has a shine like gold. 
But whatever is shining is not gold. The ego is just like a fi re 
without light, a fi re without warmth, a fi re without life. It seems 
that it has many sides and many possibilities—but what is this 
possibility? What is ego? Only the means by which I protect 
myself as if I were in a battle, as if every other person is my 
enemy, and the only thing I care about is winning the victory.

WIE: It has been said by some of the greatest spiritual luminaries 
that when one takes up the spiritual path in earnest, one often 
comes face-to-face with the ego in a way that one never could have 
imagined previously. In describing their encounters with the ego, 
many saints have characterized it as an almost diabolical force 
within that does not want the spiritual life, that does not want God, 
but that wants to do everything it can to obstruct our illumination, 
to undermine our fi rm resolve to stay on the path.

DIONYSIOS: Saint Paul writes beautifully about this event, this 
struggle inside the human heart. He says, “There is another 
law inside me telling me to refuse the will of God, to do things 
against Him, to refuse the grace. It tries to keep me in my past, 
in my old life, to take me far away from the Lord, to prevent me 
from following the Lord.” This is why I said that the biggest 
problem in mankind is in each person, not outside of him. 
For this we need spiritual fathers. For this we need spiritual 
doctors. We need surgery; we need an operation; we need 
something to be cut in our heart.

We don’t understand that this enemy that we have inside us 
is not our self; it’s not our personality. It’s only a temptation. This 
is the seed of the problem of the ego. We unite our personality, 
which is a priceless event, with our faults. We confuse our 
personality with our sin; we marry these two things, and we have 
a wrong impression of what we are. We don’t know what we are, 
and we need someone to show us who we are; we need someone 
to open our eyes so that we can at least see our darkness.

There’s a mystic, the greatest of the mystics, Saint Gregory 
Palamas. For thirty years, he was praying only this prayer: 
“Enlighten my darkness. Enlighten my darkness.” He did not 
name the Lord because he did not feel worthy to name him. 
He did not address it to anyone, but he said this prayer day and 
night, more than he was breathing. Because all he knew in 
himself was his darkness. And he was talking to someone—to 
whom else?—to Christ, who said, “I am the Light.” But he said 
only, “Enlighten my darkness.”

Andrew Cohen 
Issue 1

I have found and continue to fi nd that there is so much 
confusion, misunderstanding and misinformation as 
to what Enlightenment actually is and what it really 
means. That is why I have encouraged my students to 
start this publication as a vehicle to present our ongoing 
investigation into this question, and to share our 
discoveries with those who are also interested in this 
vast and most subtle subject.
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WIE: Show me my faults?

DIONYSIOS: Or come to my darkness and burn it. Make fi re 
in it and make light in it. The greatest thing we can do in our 
lives is to discover that by ourselves we are nothing. We are 
darkness. We are dust.

WIE: The ego is often characterized in the spiritual literature as 
a cunning and opportunistic adversary, capable of turning any 
situation to its advantage in its attempt to obstruct our spiritual 
progress. What do you feel is the most important quality within the 
individual that can help us to win the fi ght against the clever and 
ever-changing ego?

DIONYSIOS: Repentance. Recognizing our mistakes and our 
sins, this is the highest thing that we can do. And not to rec-
ognize our sins in order to succeed at something else, but just 
to see the truth about ourselves. Saint Isaac, the great mystic of 
the Church, says that one who accepts, who understands, who 
recognizes his sin in front of the Lord, in reality, he is the high-
est. He is greater than one who has gained all the world, who 
feeds all the people, who makes miracles, who resurrects the 
dead. This man, the fi rst one, is bigger because he can never 
fall down. He has a stability, a level, a place where he can talk 
to the Lord. He has a place where he can invite the Lord with 
his tears, with his repentance, with the understanding that he 
has done wrong. And straightaway he becomes clear. The light 

comes from him. He becomes a spiritual doctor, a teacher or 
father, because he’s not afraid to recognize sins. It is not a prob-
lem for him to say, “Excuse me, it was my fault.” This is the key 
to escape from all the drops of the devil.

WIE: Would it be accurate to characterize this quality you’re 
describing—this willingness to face oneself honestly—as humility?

DIONYSIOS: Not humility. Humility is the result. It would be 
better to say “wisdom.” We press ourselves to be humble. But to 
recognize my faults—what does that have to do with humility? 
I have to be humble in order to recognize my faults? No. I have 
to see them. It’s an emergency. It’s my way to exist for the next 
second. How can I exist with my faults for one second? In front 
of whom? In front of myself—how can I be with my faults, 
with my sins? I have to say, “I did it!”
 Dostoyevsky expresses this so beautifully in Crime and 
Punishment. The main character, Raskolnikov, kills someone, 
and almost immediately he understands what he did. He doesn’t 
recognize it by himself, but with the help of the strict hard words 
of a prostitute, Sonya, who says to him, “Look what you did.” She 
guides him to go into the middle of the plaza, in front of all the 
people, to say what he did. And he does it. He confesses. He says 
that otherwise he could not exist, that he would have to commit 
more and more and more crimes. And he accepts the sentence 
of the court to go for at least twenty years to the hardest prison. 
And he goes, and there he feels the medicine of his heart. And 
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“Death of a Zen Student or How Do You Manifest Buddha Nature 

While Observing a Butterfl y?” Issue 3

Twenty or thirty black-robed fi gures . . . race up the hill 
to the sanzen waiting room for the dreaded meeting with 
the Roshi. In the waiting room I hear yells and screams 
coming from the sanzen room. Then inevitably, my 
turn comes. . . . He looks awesome, his round, red face 
smiling ominously, smacking a large, gnarled stick into 
the palm of his free hand.

This enemy that we have inside us 
is not our self; it’s not our   

     personality. It’s only a temptation.
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he takes this medicine. We have problems in life because we 
don’t want to accept or recognize our sins. And this is the key. 
What else do we have to offer to each other? Gold, money, lust, 
food? Long life? No. Only to recognize our sins and straightaway 
we have a new world.

WIE: You seem to be speaking about a kind of deep conscience that 
stirs when we face ourselves.

DIONYSIOS: It’s love. Love is more than conscience. Conscience 
is something that says to you, “You do this, you do this, you 
do this.” It’s like we’re under our own personal court. But love 
is something much more. Love makes us ready to pay for the 
sins of others. It’s a much higher step. Not only to recognize 

our sins but also to be able to pay for sins for which we are not 
responsible, as Christ did. This is love.

WIE: The writings of the Christian fathers speak of the goal of the 
spiritual journey as a transfi guration of the human being into an 
entirely different order of human existence—one in which the ego 
is killed and we are, in a sense, reborn. What does it mean for the 
ego to die? And in what sense are we reborn?

DIONYSIOS: The Lord calls us to transform. He wants to give us 
our reality, our real self, which we have lost. And in spiritual life, 
especially in the monastic life, this ego really can transform, just 
as when the disciples, having followed Christ to the top of Mount 
Tabor, witnessed his body transformed into light. Many fathers 
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used to explain that the transfi guration didn’t actually happen 
to the body of Christ but to the eyes of his students. Because at 
that moment, their eyes transformed and they could see what 
Christ had always been—shining, full of light. Through their 
humility, through following Christ, they were brought to the top 
of this mountain to enjoy this reality. And every one of us can 
receive this blessing. Our nature can be transformed.

This transfi guration is our real progress, our real growth. It’s 
not a matter of using our spiritual life in Christ to become bet-
ter, to become more clever, to know more things, to have more 
friends, to infl uence others, to have authority and power, to have 
money, good health, a good name, and a good face. It’s only a 
matter of what’s inside our heart. The important thing is that in 
daily practice there cannot be any seed of ego in the fi eld of our 
heart. Because when temptation comes, it can destroy the quality 
of life and of the relationships between people. The Lord taught 
us to be awake all the time and to pray to him, to say, “Protect 
us and don’t let us enter into temptation.” Through this protec-
tion from temptation, we can come to see very clearly into our 
hearts. And by following the simplest, normal life, we can purify 
ourselves, our spirit and our mind. It’s very easy after that for 
the Holy Spirit to come. It’s like in the Eucharist, we are ready 
all together in the church with the bread and the wine. We pray, 
and the Holy Spirit comes and makes the bread and the wine 
into the body and blood of Christ. In the same way, we can purify 
ourselves, and the Holy Spirit comes and transforms us in all 
the ways we have read about in books and brings us many more 
experiences that all the books of the world cannot contain.

WIE: In the Orthodox tradition there has been a long-standing 
lineage of illumined spiritual fathers, great individuals who have 

demonstrated with their own lives the possibility of destroying the 
ego and discovering a new life in God. What are the marks of one 
who has won the spiritual battle? How does the expression of the 
personality change in one who has truly gone beyond the ego?

DIONYSIOS: He’s ready for everything always. He never is or 
says or feels that he’s tired. He has joy. He’s always ready to 
give. He exists only for others. He’s ready to serve everybody. 
He does not judge anybody, including the deepest sinner. 
He’s there as a child, but as a child of a king. Who can touch 
the son of a king? Who can touch a newborn lion knowing 
that the mother lion is nearby? Being this way, you’re like a 
small lamb among the wolves, but you’re not afraid. You’re 
there offering, receiving everybody, loving, serving, praying 
for everybody and being ready to die in each moment, and in 
that, you’re totally and completely free. All these are fruits 
of love because we become the source of love. So is a man 
without ego. This is the transformation. It’s like we are a 
wild old tree and we need something to come into us and 
transform this tree into a good fruitful tree. A man without 
ego is a man with God, is a man with the Holy Spirit.

When you are ready to die for everybody in each moment, 
when you love, when you respect, when you prostrate to the 
other, it’s like you prepare him to be ready for an operation; 
but it’s not that you judge the other or feel that he needs 
something from you. When you are perfect before Him—
and we can be perfect; in fact, we have to be perfect; it’s the 
principal need—then right away people need it, know it, 
understand it. Very quickly everybody comes to take a seat 
in front of such a person, in front of a spiritual son or a 
spiritual father.

The Editors
  Issue 5

It is a strange phenomenon in the modern spiritual 
world, just how much seems to be accepted or rejected 
unquestioningly by so many. All manner of ideas and 
beliefs about ourselves and about the nature of reality are 
all too often never seriously examined to fi nd out to what 
degree, if any, they refl ect actuality. Yet such inquiry is 
crucial for the person who genuinely seeks enlightened 
understanding and real emancipation.
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WIE: Is it also your experience that a spiritual father who has 
truly gone beyond the ego not only inspires people to reach for their 
highest potential but also presents the ultimate challenge to the ego 
of those who come to see him?

DIONYSIOS: Absolutely. In fact, in the presence of such a 
person, the devil comes out straightaway. And you can see 
very clearly how the devil makes people crazy or angry or 
disrespectful when you haven’t even said anything. Just 
because you are there, they explode. And you can see terrible 
things in people where otherwise you would see only kind 
people with ties and gold jewelry. When someone appears 
who embodies the spirit of God, there you can see what you 
could see when Jesus was walking in the streets. The devils 
who were in the people said, “Whoa, who are you? You came 
here to put us in trouble.” Some were scandalized by him, 
others were thinking about how to kill him, and still others 
were thinking things against him. He was speaking not to 
what they said but to what they were thinking. And the same 
Holy Spirit exists in the spiritual fathers, and it can also 
create this kind of confrontation. This happens because the 
other person understands that he cannot play with this man. 
He cannot hide from this man.

WIE: In Christian writings, the enemy of the spiritual path is 
often referred to in dramatic terms as Satan, Lucifer, the devil. Is 
Satan simply a metaphor for the human ego? Or is it something 
independent of us?

DIONYSIOS: Satan is the teacher. And the ego is the means by 
which we fulfi ll his theory. Living from our ego is like burning 

incense to him. When he smells it, he comes. It is familiar to 
him; it’s his relative, his tongue, his dialect. He likes it. So he 
comes, and then he starts to open company with our ego. Then 
he starts to be related to us.

WIE: So would you say that Satan exists in this sense as an 
impersonal force of evil that operates within each of us as the ego? 
Or would it be more accurate to say that the ego is already there in 
us and Satan is the voice of temptation to which the ego listens?

DIONYSIOS: The second. He doesn’t have the authority to work 
through our ego. We’re free all the time to decide.

WIE: There are many spiritual authorities in the modern West who 
are attempting to bring the ideas of Western psychology to bear on 
the spiritual path. In fact, it is now commonly held that in order 
to withstand the diffi culties of the spiritual path, one has to fi rst 

The Editors 
Issue 8

Love for and commitment to something 
as unlimited as enlightenment is always 
a risky affair. Where it may lead, we 
cannot say. Yet it is precisely this risky 
and uncertain quality that makes this 
investigation so thrilling.
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develop a strong ego, a strong sense of self. One statement that has 
become almost a credo in many spiritual circles is: “You have to 
become somebody before you can be nobody.” What do you think 
of this idea?

DIONYSIOS: That’s like saying, “We fi rst have to be the head of 
the Mafi a and then we can become president.” Or, “I will fi rst 
work together with the devil; I shall make common company 
with him so that he will give me whatever I need, but because I 
am more clever than he is, I will then use my power for good.”

It’s good to send children out to study, to learn to sing, to 
learn athletics, to be well educated, to have an economic basis 
from which to start their life. But how often do we see that 
the dreams of all the rich men and their children are broken? 
The Bible says that “if the builders are working very hard to 
build a tower that the Lord does not bless, they have worked 
for nothing.”

This ego is the modern god of the twentieth century and 
the twenty-fi rst century. And the idea you referred to in your 
question is the modern religion. But we know this temptation. 
Ego means, “I don’t believe in the existence of the Holy Spirit; 
the Holy Spirit does not exist.” But this is a lie. The Holy Spirit 
guides the world and blessed are they who want it, who see it, 
who breathe in it, who move in it, who inspire through it, who 
love it, who are uniting with it.

WIE: There are also many spiritual authorities today who insist 
that the ego is an inherent and irreversible fact of our humanity 
and that any attempt to give up the ego, to transcend our lower 
nature in pursuit of perfection, is itself an expression of the greatest 
hubris. Jungian psychologist Marion Woodman goes so far as to 
say that the very notion of perfection “rapes the soul.” How would 
you respond to those who assert that we are, by nature, fl awed and 
incapable of reaching perfection?
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DIONYSIOS: Christ said, “Be perfect. Become perfect. And when 
you will be and you will do everything perfectly, saying within 
yourself and believing that you are miserable, terrible lost 
sinners, servants, there you will fi nd humility and glory.” It’s 
possible to be perfect because He is perfect, because He received 
our nature. So if He did this, we can do it; we can be with Him. 
It’s possible to be perfect because of this gift. And it’s possible to 
not be perfect because we have the authority to refuse the gift, 
to refuse the love. And when we refuse it, then we need theology, 
then we need philosophy, then we need to create new books and 
new theories that say that the ego cannot be transcended.

It is possible to be free of the ego. It has to be. It’s necessary. 
It’s only because people don’t know of this possibility, don’t 
want this possibility, and don’t permit this possibility to exist 
that they need to create all these ideas. But they know that 
they are speaking lies. This is the craziest thing we can hear. 
What doctor says to a sick man, “Look, sickness is a part of 
our nature. We have to be with it. So we don’t have to cut our 

nails. We don’t need to wash our face, because we shall be dead 
tomorrow anyway”? What kind of teaching is this? Yes, it is 
possible to be free of the ego, but it’s a mystery.

WIE: The ascetic practices of Orthodoxy place a strong emphasis 
on the need to suppress our instinctual drives. Impulses like lust, 
hunger, thirst, and even the desire for sleep are often held at bay for 
long periods in extreme acts of renunciation. What is the role of 
ascetic practice in attaining freedom from the ego?

DIONYSIOS: Asceticism is a means to get where we want to 
go. It is a railway on which the train can run. Many people 
feel that asceticism means following a set of rules, but it’s 
not a law that is imposed on us. In football, for example, it’s 
not that the rules of the game are hard, but that they help the 
game to come out perfectly. And so it is with ascetic life. The 
special periods and rules of fasting, vigil, and prayer serve as 
mystical ways or means. We follow these mystery ways, these 

MOUNT ATHOS

THE ENEMY WITHIN
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divine commitments, these divine orders. And outside of the 
general rules, there are also personal rules that are given in 
the communication between spiritual father and son, special 
vocations for each individual. We see saints who spend much 
time in the caves or in the forest or in the desert. And they 
don’t go there with plans to come back; when they go there, 
they go forever. And the Lord guides them then.

When Christ went to the desert after his baptism, he went 
to face the devil. He didn’t think in his mind, “After forty days 
I will return.” He just went there. He came out of the Jordan 
River, baptized by Saint John the Baptist, and he went to the 
desert. From one point of view, he lost time being alone there. 
He didn’t go to his people to give them food, to bless them, 
to guide them, to give the Holy Spirit to them. No. He went 
to the desert. And he said to the devil, “My friend, look, until 
now you were playing with the people. You started with Eve in 

paradise, and now you are fi nishing with me. I am here alone. 
I’m not eating. I’m not drinking. And the cold in my bones 
in the night in the desert is terrible. I suffer. But I don’t play 
games. I’m here. Alone. And you come to me and you tell me 
to turn stones into bread. You tell me to prostrate to you. You? 
To give you the authority of my people? Go now. We have seen 
each other. I know who you are and you know who I am.” And 
in that moment the devil gave up everything.

So the ascetic life is necessary. To be ready in each moment 
to die, in front of everybody for everything—this is the desert, 
this is the ascetic life. And it brings the Holy Spirit. And if we 
go, the Lord will guide us. 

Interview by Craig Hamilton

Learn more about the spiritual roots of modern 
Christianity at:  wie.org/christianity

We see saints who spend much time in the caves or in 
the forest or in the desert. They don’t go there 

      with plans to come back; when they go, they go forever. 
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REVOLUTION
Associate editor Maura R. O’Connor 
explains how an essay by an Indian 
sage and activist whose burning 
conviction that only spiritual 
awakening can save the world 
rescued O’Connor from the throes of 
her post-college existential despair.

by Vimala ThakarEnlightenment & the World Crisis
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very young age, whether instinctively 
or factually, that ours is a world in a 
state of unfolding crisis? 

In this context, the question of what 
to do and how to respond to the times 
we live in is rife with complexities. The 
old guideline of the American Dream 
feels heartbreakingly moot. What does 
having the right to the pursuit of hap-
piness mean when genocide, starva-
tion, and environmental breakdown 
are facts of life all over the planet? 
How do we contribute to society when 
we sense its corruption of values and 
commodifi cation of culture? How do we 
carry on an existence of meaning and 
dignity when these words have become 
arbitrary and encrusted in cynicism for 
the postmodern world? In response 
to these issues, many parents of Gen-
Y’ers became protesters, activists, or 
spiritual seekers. But where, I asked 
myself, is the lasting evidence of this 
idealistic revolution in the world today? 

These were the questions that 
plagued me on April 27, 2001. There 
I sat behind an oversized desk at the 
Bank of Scotland, a sleeping computer 
and silent telephone in front of me. It 
was casual Friday, the day of the week 
when everyone returned from lunch 
slightly intoxicated, and from some-
where within the humid, airless room I 
could hear the sound of a bee trapped 
inside and beating against a window. I 
wanted to scream. Luckily, that morn-
ing I had visited the post offi ce to fi nd 
a copy of WIE in my mailbox, sent to 

me as a gift, and I now eagerly opened 
it in an attempt to escape my sur-
roundings. Randomly, I began to read 
an article called “Awakening to Total 
Revolution: Enlightenment and the 
World Crisis” by the social activist and 
spiritual teacher Vimala Thakar. 

Vimala Thakar was born in cen-
tral India in 1920 to a middle-class 
Brahmin family. From an early age she 
seemed to possess an almost preter-
natural spiritual passion, and when 
she was as young as fi ve years old, her 
father encouraged this interest. As 
a teenager she visited ashrams and 
studied the scriptures; at nineteen she 
spent a year living in a cave dedicating 
herself to meditation. Shortly there-
after, she began to work as an activist 
in the land redistribution movement 
(which was infl uenced by the work and 
philosophy of Gandhi and his spiritual 
successor Vinoba Bhave), traveling the 
Indian countryside for eight years. 

In 1960, Thakar was invited to hear 
the legendary J. Krishnamurti speak 
in Varanasi, and after the lecture, 
she was able to meet him in person. 
She later wrote of the experience, 
“Something within has been let loose. 
. . . The invasion of a new awareness, 
irresistible and uncontrollable . . . has 
swept away everything.” Within a year, 
Krishnamurti was encouraging her 
to teach, saying that Thakar should 
“go out and set them on fi re!” Thakar 
left the land reform movement and 
began traveling the world as a spiri-

EVEN THOUGH IT WAS FIVE YEARS 
ago, I can remember the fi rst time I 
read What Is Enlightenment? magazine 
as if it were yesterday. I was nineteen 
years old and working as a temp agent 
in Dublin, Ireland. As a recent college
graduate, I had moved across the 
Atlantic eager to embark on the life 
journey of great meaning and purpose 
I had always envisioned for myself. 
Granted, I was a little vague about 
what exactly this would look like, but 
there was no doubt about it: with my 
heart afl ame and a top-class educa-
tion under my belt, I felt I was ready to 
accomplish glorious, important things. 

“Things” did not go according to 
plan. For those who have never tried it, 
I can tell you that working as a temp is 
arguably the most pointless, banal job 
the modern world has to offer. I soon 
realized that making a living at it while 
sustaining my ambitions was going to 
be extraordinarily diffi cult. And indeed 
it was; before long a sense of profound 
defeat and aimlessness descended 
upon me. After a mere six months, I 
found myself teetering on the edge of 
what I can only call existential despair.

I have often noticed that people 
my age seem to have a predisposi-
tion for this state. The single most 
difficult question I see my friends 
struggling with over and over is that 
of what to do with their lives. There 
is an acute lack of conviction among 
us in regard to this issue. Could this 
be a result of understanding from a 

Editors’ pick no. 2
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tual teacher. Upon her departure, she 
wrote to her colleagues, “My associa-
tion with the movement is over. Today 
it strikes me that the true problem 
is the internal problem of complete 
freedom! . . . The only salvation for 
mankind appears to be in a religious 
revolution of the individual.” 

Yet in 1979, Thakar returned to 
activism and rededicated herself to 
its objectives of aiding the poor and 
disenfranchised, environmental sus-
tainability, and social justice. When 
American meditation teacher Jack 
Kornfi eld asked Thakar why she had 
gone back to this work, she answered 
him by saying, “Sir, I am a lover of 
life, and as a lover of life, I cannot 
keep out of any activity of life. If peo-
ple are hungry for food, my response 
is to help feed them. If people are 
hungry for truth, my response is to 
help them discover it. I make no dis-
tinction between serving people who 
are starving and have no dignity in 
their physical lives and serving peo-
ple who are fearful and closed and 
have no dignity in their mental lives. I 
love all life.” 

“Awakening to Total Revolution,” 
an excerpt from Thakar’s 1984 book 
Spirituality and Social Action, expands 
on this essential philosophical posi-
tion. In it she passionately explains 
the necessity of moving beyond the 
dualistic compartments through 
which modern individuals see the 
world: inner and outer, social and indi-

vidual, you and me. For Thakar, these 
delineations are constructs that enable 
us to constantly absolve ourselves of 
responsibility for the way the world 
is. “A new challenge awaits us at the 
beginning of the twenty-fi rst century: 
to go beyond fragmentation, to go 
beyond the incompatible sets of values 
held even by serious-minded people, to 
mature beyond the self-righteousness 
of one’s accepted approaches and be 
open to total living and total revolu-
tion.” In this vision of complete whole-
ness and supreme interconnectivity, 
spiritual enlightenment becomes a 
social responsibility; the aim of inner 
awakening is not to experience peace 
or happiness but a moral imperative 
that must be acted upon in order to 
save the world from degradation 
and collapse. 

It would be diffi cult to overestimate 
the effect reading this article had on 
me that one spring day. This woman’s 
incredible conviction and the truth of 
her words seemed to bypass my mind 
completely and resonate in an infi -
nitely deeper place; once there, they 
stirred something in me that I hadn’t 
even known was asleep. The experi-
ence felt alchemical, earthshattering, 
impossibly inspiring. Whereas hours 
before I had doubted that solutions or 
answers to my questions even existed, 
I now had proof that there was a pur-
pose in life greater than I could have 
imagined. Hiding my face behind the 
computer, I began to cry with some-

thing like profound relief. 
Later, another book by Thakar 

would put this unforgettable experi-
ence into perspective for me. “The 
essence of religion,” she writes in 
The Eloquence of Living (1989), “is the 
personal discovery of the meaning of 
life, the meaning of truth. Religion is 
related to the unconditional, total free-
dom that truth confers on us.” On that 
day at the bank, one could say that I 
tasted truth and something of religion 
for the fi rst time. And once I tasted it, 
everything changed. Within weeks I 
had packed my bags and moved back 
to the United States, a decision that 
would eventually lead me to work at 
the very magazine that changed the 
direction of my life. 

When I was asked to choose my 
favorite article for WIE’s fi fteenth 
anniversary, I didn’t need to think 
twice. “Awakening to Revolution” was 
a signifi cant milestone in my own 
development. But it also exemplifi es a 
fundamental belief and working prin-
ciple of this magazine and the people 
who create it—that it is urgent, as 
Thakar says, “for concerned people to 
awaken, to rise to revolution” because 
the future of the world rests com-
pletely and undeniably on our shoul-
ders. It’s a message that we need to 
hear now more than ever. 

by Maura R. O’Connor

AWAKENING TO TOTAL REVOLUTION
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In a time when the survival of the human race is in ques-
tion, to continue with the status quo is to cooperate with 
insanity, to contribute to chaos. When darkness engulfs 

the spirit of the people, it is urgent for concerned people to 
awaken, to rise to revolution.

The cleverness of the human mind has led us to the com-
plex, horrifying, and all-encompassing crisis that we now face. 
The familiar solutions, based on a limited view of what a human 
being is, continue to fail, to be pathetically inadequate. Yet we 
pour vast resources into these tired solutions and feel that if we 
achieve a grand enough scale, the old solutions will meet the 
new challenges. Do we have the courage to see failures as fail-
ures and leave them to the past? Do we have the vitality to go 
beyond narrow, one-sided views of human life and to open our-
selves to totality and wholeness? The call of the hour is to move 
beyond the fragmentary, to awaken to total revolution.

The call is not to one of the revolutionary formulas of the 
past; they have failed—why drag them out again even in new 
regalia? The challenge now is to create an entirely new, vital rev-
olution that takes the whole of life into its sphere. We have never 
dared embrace the whole of life in all its awesome beauty; we’ve 
been content to perpetuate fragments, invent corners where we 
feel conceptually secure and emotionally safe. We could have 

our safe little nooks and niches were it not for the terrible mess 
we have made by attempting to break the cosmic wholeness into 
bite-size bits. It’s an ugly chaos we have created, and we try to 
remedy the complicated situation with the most superfi cial of 
patched-together cures.

Today, with the scars of our past failures marring our exis-
tence and the fears of the future weighing heavily on our spirits, 
we can no longer go on with this dangerous game of fragmenta-
tion. We can no longer escape the fact that we are all bonded, 
equal in wholeness. Science and technology have brought each 
of us into intimate relationship with all others. We are truly a 
global human family. Yet as a family, we have not learned how to 
live together in peace, to live without violence and exploitation. 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, Bertrand Russell 
wrote: “Man knows how to fl y in the air like a bird, he knows 
how to swim in water like the fi sh, but how to live among other 
human beings, he does not know.”

PENETRATING TO THE ROOTS OF CONFLICT
Even though our very survival is in question, we tend to look 
at the crisis superfi cially, emotionally, sentimentally. We have 

AWAKENING TO 
TOTAL REVOLUTION

Underneath their defensiveness, 
do women have a deeper fear of 
nonexistence, a deeper existential 
insecurity or fear of emptiness, 
than men do?

Shanti Adams  
“The Challenge of Emptiness,” Issue  10
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inevitably lead to aggression, exploitation, and war. We have 
accepted aggression as a way of living. We create and entrench 
ourselves in structures which culminate in wars. Retaining 
the structures and avoiding wars is not possible. You and I as 
individuals have to realize how we are responsible, how we 

cooperate with the systems and thereby participate in the vio-
lence and wars. And then we must begin to inquire whether 
we can discontinue cooperating with the systems, whether we 
can stop participating in wars, and explore alternative ways of 
living for ourselves.
 We must go to the roots of the problem, to the core of the 
human psyche, recognizing that collective social action begins 
with action in individual life. We cannot separate the indi-
vidual and the society. We each contain the society when we 
accept the value structure of society, when we accept the priori-

tried in subtle ways to absolve ourselves of any deep responsibil-
ity for the condition of the human family. We perceive ourselves, 
or our small identity groups, as truly sincere and peace-loving, 
and we ascribe to outsiders, to those apart, to power-hungry vil-
lains, responsibility for aggression and wars.
 Yet as members of societies that are prepared for war, how 
can we set ourselves apart as peace-loving and the others as 
violent? This is, however, what we attempt to do. We see on the 
television or hear on the radio news about massacres and wars 
taking place in different countries, and we feel how stupid it 
is to wage war and wonder why the politicians and the states-
men don’t have the wisdom to stop all this nonsense. This is 
the reaction perhaps of every sensitive citizen of the world. But 
who wages war? Where are the roots of war? Are they in the 
minds of a handful of individuals ruling over their respective 
countries? Or are the roots of war in the systems that we have 
created and have been living by for centuries—the economic, 
the political, the administrative, the industrial systems? If we 
are not romantic and sentimental, and do not feel gratifi ed just 
by reacting emotionally, by expressing how bad the wars are, 
but rather go deep, won’t we fi nd the roots of war in the sys-
tems and structures that we have accepted?
 We will discover that there are systems and structures that 

We have tried to absolve ourselves 
of any deep responsibility for the 
condition of the human family.

One of the most fundamental 
commandments of the spiritual status 
quo of the time we are living in is “Thou 
shalt not judge,” which is really only a 
fear of making important distinctions.

Andrew Cohen 

“The Modern Spiritual Predicament,” Issue 12
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ties worked out for us by governments and the states and the 
political parties. We are expressions of the collective, repeating 
the pattern created for us, and we feel happy because we are 
given physical security, economic security, comfort, leisure, 
entertainment. We have been trained to be obsessed with the 
idea of security; the idea of tomorrow haunts us much more 
than the responsibility for today.

GOING BEYOND FRAGMENTATION
If there is a willingness to face these unpleasant facts, and 
be with these facts, then we can proceed. If we enter into 
self-pity and depression, then negativity may lead to cyni-
cism and bitterness against others and bitterness against the 
system. And releasing such negative energy does not help 
solve the problems. We have to stick with the facts as they 
are. Whether we like it or not, we are responsible participants 
in what is happening in the world.
 If we sanction violence in our hearts, we are going to coop-
erate with whomever is waging war. We are participants because 
psychologically we sanction violence. If we really want to put an 

end to warfare, we need to explore deep into the human psyche 
where the roots of violence have a stronghold. Unless we fi nd 
the roots of violence, ambition, and jealousy, we will not fi nd our 
way out of chaos. Failure to eliminate their roots will doom us 
to endless miserable repetitions of the failures of the past. We 
must see that the inner and the outer are delicately intertwined 
in a totality and that we cannot deal with the one successfully 
without the other. The structures and systems condition the 
inner consciousness, and the conditionings of the conscious-
ness create the structures and systems. We cannot carve out one 
part of the relationship, make it bright and beautiful, and ignore 
the rest. The forces of human societal conditionings are power-
fully entrenched; they will not be ignored.
 Traditionally, there have been two separate approaches. 

One approach takes us toward the social, the economic, the 
political problems, and says, “Look here, unless the economic 
and political problems are solved, there will be no happi-
ness and no peace, there will be no end to suffering. It is the 
responsibility of every individual to engage in solving these 
problems according to some ideology. Turning toward the 
inner life, the imbalances and impurities of the inner life, 
that is not so important, that can be taken care of later on, for 
it is a self-centered, egoistic activity. But the responsibility is 
toward the society, toward the human race, so keep aside all 
those problems of meditation and silence, inner sophistica-
tion, transformation for inner revolution—keep all that aside. 
First turn toward this.” And the other approach says, “The 
political and economic problems cannot be solved unless the 
individual is transformed totally. Be concerned with your 
psychological mutation, the inner, radical revolution. The 
political, the economic, the social problems can wait.”
 People have generally followed one or the other of these 
two conventional approaches: religious groups concerned 
with inner growth and inner revolution, and social activist 
groups concerned with social service. Traditionally we have 
created boundaries, and exploration beyond our home ter-
ritories has been only superfi cial. The social activists have 
staked out their territory, the outer life—the socioeconomic, 
political structures—and the spiritual people have staked out 
theirs—the inner world of higher dimensions of conscious-
ness, transcendental experiences, and meditation. The two 
groups, throughout history, have been contemptuous of each 
other. The social activists consider the spiritual inquirers to 
be self-indulgent, and the inquirers consider the activists to 
be caught in a race of activity, denying the essence of living. 
Traditional spiritual leaders have divided life into worldly and 
spiritual, and have insisted that the world is illusion. They 
said, “This world is maya, is an illusion. So whatever action 
you take should be in relation to the absolute truth and not 
in relation to maya.” Thus a religious person sitting in medi-
tation for ten hours a day need not mind the tyranny or the 
exploitation or the cruelties surrounding him. He would say, 
“That’s not my responsibility. It’s God’s responsibility. God 
has created the world. He or She will take care of it.”
 There have been superfi cial blendings, as spiritual groups 
take up social service work and social activists join religious 
organizations, but a real integration of social action and spiri-
tuality at a deep, innovative level has not yet happened to any 
signifi cant degree. The history of human development has been 

A real integration of social action 
and spirituality at a deep, innovative 
level has not yet happened.

04_Vimala_5.indd   58 7/19/06   1:50:03 AM



September-December  2006     59

fragmentary, and the majority of people have been content with 
the fragmentation. It has the sanction of society. Each fragment 
of society has its own set of values. Among many social activists, 
anger, hatred, violence, bitterness, and cynicism are accepted 
norms, even though the effectiveness of these motivations for 
peaceful living has been seriously put in doubt. And indiffer-
ence to the needs of the poor has had shocking acceptance 
among generations of spiritual people who considered higher 
states of consciousness much more signifi cant than the misery 
of the starving millions.
 A new challenge awaits us at the beginning of the twenty-
fi rst century: to go beyond fragmentation, to go beyond the 
incompatible sets of values held even by serious-minded peo-

ple, to mature beyond the self-righteousness of one’s accepted 
approaches and be open to total living and total revolution. In 
this era, to become a spiritual inquirer without social con-
sciousness is a luxury that we can ill afford, and to be a social 
activist without a scientifi c understanding of the inner work-
ings of the mind is the worst folly. Neither approach in isola-
tion has had any signifi cant success. There is no question 
now that an inquirer will have to make an effort to be socially 
conscious or that an activist will have to be persuaded of the 
moral crisis in the human psyche, the signifi cance of being 
attentive to the inner life. The challenge awaiting us is to go 
much deeper as human beings, to abandon superfi cial preju-
dices and preferences, to expand understanding to a global 

AWAKENING TO TOTAL REVOLUTION
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scale, integrating the totality of living, and to become aware 
of the wholeness of which we are a manifestation.
 As we deepen in understanding, the arbitrary divisions 
between inner and outer disappear. The essence of life, the 
beauty and grandeur of life, is its wholeness. Life in reality 
cannot be divided into the inner and the outer, the individual 
and social. We may make arbitrary divisions for the conve-
nience of collective life, for analysis, but essentially any divi-
sion between inner and outer has no reality, no meaning.
 We have accepted the watertight compartments of soci-
ety, the fragmentation of living as factual and necessary. We 
live in relationship to these fragments and accept the inter-
nalized divisions—the various roles we play, the contradic-
tory value systems, the opposing motives and priorities—as 
reality. We are at odds with ourselves internally; we believe 
that the inner is fundamentally different from the outer, that 
what is me is quite separate from the not-me, that divisions 
among people and nations are necessary, and yet we wonder 

why there are tensions, confl icts, wars in the world. The con-
fl icts begin with minds that believe in fragmentation and are 
ignorant of wholeness.
 A holistic approach is a recognition of the homogeneity 
and wholeness of life. Life is not fragmented; it is not divided. 
It cannot be divided into spiritual and material, individual and 
collective. We cannot create compartments in life—political, 
economic, social, environmental. Whatever we do or don’t do 
affects and touches the wholeness, the homogeneity. We are 
forever organically related to wholeness. We are wholeness, and 
we move in wholeness. The awareness of oneness refuses to 
recognize separateness. So the holistic approach de-recognizes 
all the fragmentation in the name of religion or spirituality, all 
the compartmentalization in the name of social sciences, all 
the division in the name of politics, all the separation in the 
name of ideologies. When we understand the truth, we won’t 
cling to the false. As soon as we recognize the false as the false, 
we no longer give any value to it. We de-recognize it in daily liv-
ing. A psychic and psychological de-recognition of all manner 
of fragmentation is the beginning of positive social action.

 When awareness of the totality, of wholeness, dawns 
upon the heart, and there is awareness of the relationship of 
every being to every other, then there is no longer any possi-
bility of taking an exclusive approach to a fragment and get-
ting stuck there. As soon as there is awareness of wholeness, 
every moment becomes sacred, every movement is sacred. 
The sense of oneness is no longer an intellectual connec-
tion. We will in all our actions be whole, total, natural, with-
out effort. Every action or nonaction will have the perfume 
of wholeness.

INNER FREEDOM IS A SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Viewing the world as a large pieced-together collection of frag-
ments, some of which are labeled as friend and others as foe, 
begins internally. We map out our internal territories with the 
same positive or negative designations as we do external terri-
tories, and wars go on there as they do in the world. Internally, 
we are divided against ourselves; the emotions want one thing, 
the intellect another, the impulses of the body yet another, and 
a confl ict takes place which is no different in quality, although 
it is in scale, from that of the world wars. If we are not related 
to ourselves in wholeness, is it any surprise that we cannot 
perceive the wholeness of the world? If we believe ourselves 
each to be a patched-together, unmatched assortment of desir-
able and undesirable features, motives at odds with each other, 
undigested beliefs and prejudices, fears, and insecurities, will 
we not project all this on the world?
 Because the source of human confl ict, social injustice, 
and exploitation is in the human psyche, we must begin there 
to transform society. We investigate the mind, the human 
psyche, not as an end in itself, as a self-centered activity, but as 
an act of compassion for the whole human race. We must move 
deep to the source of decay in society so that the new struc-
tures and social systems we design will have a suffi ciently 
healthy root system that they will have an opportunity to fl our-
ish. The structures of society need to be transformed, but the 
hidden motivations and assumptions on which the structures 
rest need to be transformed as well. The individual and col-
lective values and motives that give sanction to the injustice 
and exploitation of modern society must become the focus of 
change as much as the socioeconomic and political structures. 
We no longer will be able to allow the motivations and values 
that underlie personal and collective behavior to remain hidden 

The inner life is not a private or personal 
thing; it s̓ very much a social issue.
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and unexamined. It serves no lasting purpose for us to change 
the surface structures and behaviors while the deep founda-
tions remain decadent and unsound.
 Those of us who have dedicated our lives to social action 
have considered our personal morality and ethics, our motives 
and habits, to be private territory. We not only want our personal 
motivations and habits cut off from public view, but from our 
own recognition as well. But in truth, the inner life is not a pri-
vate or personal thing; it’s very much a social issue. The mind 
is a result of collective human effort. There is not your mind 
and my mind; it’s a human mind. It’s a collective human mind, 
organized and standardized through centuries. The values, the 
norms, the criteria are patterns of behavior organized by collec-
tive groups. There is nothing personal or private about them. 
We may close the doors to our rooms and feel that nobody 
knows our thoughts, but what we do in so-called privacy affects 
the life around us. If we spend our days victimized by negative 
energies and negative thoughts, if we yield to depression, mel-
ancholia, and bitterness, these energies pollute the atmosphere. 
Where then is privacy? We need to learn, as a social responsibil-
ity, to look at the mind as something that has been created col-
lectively and to recognize that our individual expressions are 
expressions of the human mind.
 Inner freedom from the past, from the thought structure, 
from the organized, standardized collective mind, is abso-
lutely necessary if we are to meet one another without mistrust 
or distrust, without fear, to look at each other spontaneously, 

to listen to one another without any inhibition whatsoever. 
The study of mind and the exploration of inner freedom is 
not something utopian, is not something self-centered, 
but it is urgently necessary so that we as human beings can 
transcend the barriers that regimentation of thought has 
created between us. Then we will perceive ourselves, each 
as an unlabeled human being; not an Indian, an American, 
a capitalist, or a communist—but as a human being, a min-
iature wholeness. We have not yet learned to do that. We are 
together on this small planet, and yet we cannot live together. 
Physically we are near one another, and psychologically we 
are miles apart. Clearly the social responsibility for arriving 
at inner freedom is a very relevant issue. We study the mind 
because we want the harmony of peace to prevail, because 
we need the joy of love in our hearts, because we care about 
the quality of life our children will inherit. We do not under-
take such study because we want something new and esoteric 
for the ego, some transcendental experiences to enhance our 
self-image. We study the mind as a social responsibility; we 
recognize that the roots of violence, injustice, exploitation, 
and greed are in the human psyche, and we turn our clear, 
precise, objective attention there.
 We are related organically, and we have to live that relation-
ship. To be attentive to the dynamics of the inner being is not 
creating a network of escapes to avoid responsibility. It is not 
continuing a false superiority that I am sensitive and you are 
not. It is simply recognizing that our personal relationships and 

Most tantrists say there can be no enlightenment 
without sexual practice. Most celibates, on 
the other hand, say there is no chance of 
enlightenment without giving up sex altogether. 
Is sex really a path to enlightenment? Or is it 
essential to renounce our sexuality to attain the 
highest spiritual states?

The Editors
“What is the Relationship between Sex and Spirituality?” 
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collective relationships are miserable affairs, and that these rela-
tionships stimulate fear and anxieties and throw us on the defen-
sive. However much we yearn for peace, emotionally we are not 
mature enough for peace, and our immaturity affects everything 
we do, every action we take, even the most worthy of actions.
 The elimination of inner disorder takes place in the lives of 
those who are interested in being truly creative, vital, and pas-
sionate whole human beings, and who recognize that inner anar-
chy and chaos drains energy and manifests in shabby, shoddy 
behavior in society. To be attentive requires tremendous love of 
living. It is not for those who choose to drift through life or for 
those who feel that charitable acts in society justify ugly inward 
ways of being. The total revolution we are examining is not for 
the timid or the self-righteous. It is for those who love truth more 
than pretense. It is for those who sincerely, humbly want to fi nd 
a way out of this mess that we, each one of us, have created out of 
indifference, carelessness, and lack of moral courage.

THE CHOICE IS OURS
Most of us are not aware of our motivations for living or our 
priorities for action. We drift with the tides of societal fashions, 
fl oating in and out of social concerns at the whim of societal 
dictates and on the basis of images created by the media or 
superfi cial, personal desires to be helpful, useful persons. 
We are used to living at the surface, afraid of the depths, and 
therefore our actions and concerns about humanity are shal-
low, fragile vessels easily damaged. Ultimately most of us 

are concerned chiefl y with our small lives, our collection of 
sensual pleasures, our personal salvation, and our anxiety 
about sickness and death, rather than the misery created by 
collective indifference and callousness.
 We have reached the point, however, where we no longer 
have the luxury to indulge in self-centered comfort and per-
sonal acquisition or to escape into religious pursuits at the cost 
of collective interests. For us there can be no escape, no with-
drawal, no private arena in which we can turn our backs on 
the sorrows of humanity, saying, “I am not responsible. Others 
have created a mess; let them mend it.” The writing on the 
world’s wall is plain: “Learn to live together or in separateness 
you die!” The choice is ours.
 The world today forces us to accept, at least intellectually, 
our oneness, our interrelatedness. And more and more people 
are awakening to the urgency of arresting the accelerating 
madness around us. As yet, however, our ways of responding 
are superfi cial, unequal to the complexities of the challenge. 
We do not take or even consider actions that threaten our 
security or alter our habitual ways of drifting through life. If 
we continue to live carelessly, indifferently, emphasizing pri-
vate gain and personal indulgence, we are essentially opting 
for the suicide of humanity.
 We can become involved in many acts of social service, 
according to our resources, without ever moving one inch from 
the center of our private interests; in fact, the very act of social 
service typically enhances self-image and self-centeredness. 
But we cannot become involved in true social action, which 
strikes at the roots of problems in the society and in the human 

   
         WIE
‘98 As I stumbled past the doorman and out into the 

bustling Bombay streets, my mind was reeling. How 
could it be, I asked myself as I made my way through 
the crowd, that an intelligent man like Ramesh 
Balsekar could really believe that everything is 
predestined, that before we are even born, our fate is 
already etched in a kind of ethereal granite?

Chris Parish  
“Close Encounters of the Advaita Kind,” Issue 14
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psyche, without moving away from ego-centered motivation. 
We must look deep into the network of personal motivations 
and discover what our priorities are. Our yearning for peace 
must be so urgent that we are willing to free ourselves from 
the immaturity of ego-centered action, willing to grow into 
the sane maturity required to face the complex challenges that 
affect our existence. If we are motivated by desire for accep-
tance either by the dominant culture or the counterculture, 
clarity of right action and passion of precise purpose will not 
be there. We may be praised for our contributions, but unless 
there is a deep awareness of the essence of our lives, a pen-
etrating clarity about the meaning of human existence, our 
contributions will not penetrate to the roots of human misery.
 To be ready for social responsibility, we will have to be 
mercilessly honest with ourselves. Wherever we are, we are 
responsible to resist injustice, to be willing to put our comforts, 

securities, our lives at stake in fearless noncooperation with 
injustice and exploitation. If we adopt all the habit patterns of 
the enslaved—the fear, the acceptance of tyranny, the intellec-

tual and emotional blindness to injustice—we deserve the inevi-
table consequences that are descending upon us in a dark storm 
cloud. If we are submissive, clinging to our small islands of 
security, naturally terror will reign. If we are willing to allow all 

Total revolution is not for the timid or 
self-righteous. It is for those who love 
truth more than pretense.
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others to perish—the peoples of other countries, races, castes, 
cultures, religions; the other creatures of the earth—so that we 
may fl ourish and endlessly increase our network of pleasures 
and comforts, obviously we are doomed to rot and decay. The 
callousness of letting others be abused so that our petty little 
lives will be undisturbed, so that all the comforts of a lovely 
home, pleasant meals, and good entertainment will not be 
threatened, portends doom for us all.
 When we come face-to-face with the actualities of human 
and planetary suffering, what does the powerful moment of 
truth do to us? Do we retreat into the comforts of theories and 
defense mechanisms, or are we awakened at the core of our 
being? Awareness of misery, without defense structures, will 
naturally lead to action. The heart cannot witness misery with-
out calling the being to action, without activating the force of 
love. We may not act on a global or national scale; it may be only 
on a community or neighborhood scale—but act, respond, we 

must. Social responsibility fl owers naturally when we perceive 
the world without the involvement of the ego-consciousness. 
When we relate directly to suffering, we are led to understand-
ing and spontaneous action—but when we perceive the world 
through the ego, we are cut off from direct relationship, from 
communion that stirs the deepest level of our being.

THE FORCE OF LOVE IS THE FORCE 
OF TOTAL REVOLUTION
A tender, loving concern for all living creatures will need to 
arise and reign in our hearts if any of us is to survive. And 
our lives will be truly blessed only when the misery of one is 
genuinely felt to be the misery of all. The force of love is the 
force of total revolution. It is the unreleased force, unknown 
and unexplored as a dynamic for change.

What to Expect

Engaging The Heart Of The Workplace
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rally, choicelessly moves us to worthy action. It has the force of 
intelligence, creativity, and the strength of love. Compassion 
cannot be cultivated; it derives neither from intellectual con-

viction nor from emotional reaction. It is simply there when 
the wholeness of life becomes a fact that is truly lived.
 Compassion does not manifest itself when we live on the 
surface of existence, when we try to piece together a comfortable

When we come face-to-face with the actualities 
of human and planetary suffering, what does 
the powerful moment of truth do to us? Are we 
awakened to the core of our being?

 We have moved very far away from love in our collective 
lives, dangerously near destruction, close to starvation. Perhaps 
we have the wisdom now, the awareness that love is as essen-
tial to human beings as the air we breathe, the water we 
drink, and the food we eat. Love is the beauty, the delicate 
mystery, the soul of life, the radiant unspoiled purity that 
brings spontaneous joy, songs of ecstasy, poems, paint-
ings, dances, dramas to celebrate its indescribable, never-
to-be-fully-captured bliss of being. Can we bring love into 
the marketplaces, into the homes, the schools, the places 
of business, and transform them completely? You may call 
it a utopian challenge, but it is the only one that will make 
a signifi cant difference or that is fully worthy of the poten-
tial of whole human beings.
 Compassion is a spontaneous movement of wholeness. It is 
not a studied decision to help the poor, to be kind to the unfor-
tunate. Compassion has a tremendous momentum that natu-

AWAKENING TO TOTAL REVOLUTION
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life out of easily available fragments. Compassion requires a 
plunge to the depths of life—where oneness is reality and divi-
sions merely an illusion. If we dwell at the superfi cial layers 
of being, we’ll be overly conscious of the apparent differences 
in human beings on the physical and mental level, and of the 
superfi cial difference in cultures and behavior. If we penetrate 

to the essentials, however, we will discover that there is nothing 
fundamental that differentiates any human being from another, 
or any human being from any other living creature. All are 
manifestations of life, created with the same life principles and 
nurtured by the same life-support systems. Oneness is absolute 
reality; differentiation has only transitory, relative reality.

 It is not suffi cient that a few in society penetrate to the 
depths of living and offer fascinating accounts about the one-
ness of all beings. What is necessary in these critical times 
is that all sensitive and caring people make a personal dis-
covery of the fact of oneness and allow compassion to fl ow 
in their lives. When compassion and realization of oneness 
becomes the dynamic of human relationship, then human-
kind will evolve.
    We are suffering throughout the world in the darkness of 
the misery we have created. By believing in the fragmentary 
and the superfi cial, we have failed to live together in peace 
and harmony, and so darkness looms very large on the hori-
zon. It’s in such darkness that common people such as you 
and I feel the urgency to go deeper, to abandon superfi cial 
approaches that are inadequate and to activate the creative 
forces available to each of us as expressions of wholeness. The 
vast intelligence that orders the cosmos is available to all. The 
beauty of life, the wonder of living, is that we share creativity, 
intelligence, and unlimited potential with the rest of the cos-
mos. If the universe is vast and mysterious, we are vast and 
mysterious. If it contains innumerable creative energies, we 
contain innumerable creative energies. If it has healing ener-
gies, we also have healing energies. To realize that we are not 
simply physical beings on a material planet, but that we are 
whole beings, each a miniature cosmos, each related to all of 
life in intimate, profound ways, should radically transform 
how we perceive ourselves, our environments, our social 
problems. Nothing can ever be isolated from wholeness.
 There is much unexplored potential in each human 
being. We are not just fl esh and bone or an amalgamation of 
conditionings. If this were so, our future on this planet would 
not be very bright. But there is infi nitely more to life, and 
each passionate being who dares to explore beyond the frag-
mentary and superfi cial into the mystery of totality helps all 
humanity perceive what it is to be fully human. Revolution, 
total revolution, implies experimenting with the impossible. 
And when an individual takes a step in the direction of the 
new, the impossible, the whole human race travels through 
that individual.  

If the universe is vast and mysterious, 
we are vast and mysterious.

Read more about the spiritual 
teachings of Vimala Thakar at: 
wie.org/women

The preceding article is excerpted from Vimala Thakar’s Spirituality and Social 
Action: A Holistic Approach (Berkeley: Vimala Programs California, 1984). 
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  the Universe Story

Senior editor Jessica 
Roemischer revisits the 
pivotal two-part interview 
with cosmologist Brian 
Swimme that helped open 
our eyes to the deep-time 
evolutionary context of 
human life.
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TWO CENTURIES AGO, the German 
idealist Georg Hegel wrote: “History 
as a whole is a progressive, gradu-
ally self-disclosing revelation of the 
Absolute.” A forerunner of evolution-
ary theory, Hegel’s philosophical proj-
ect was to reconcile the fundamental 
dualities of life into an all-encompass-
ing and evolving unity. Though he was 
addressing evolution in the context 
of human culture, two hundred years 
later, as a result of the recent discov-
eries of astrophysics and astronomy, 
evolution has been elevated to the 
cosmic realms of the galaxies. It is 
now commonly known that we live in 
a vast and evolving universe. While 
many of us are aware of this, accord-
ing to mathematical cosmologist Brian 
Swimme, our awakening to the truth 
of that fact may actually represent the 
most signifi cant shift in human con-
sciousness in two million years.

Swimme is a leading proponent of 
the “Universe Story,” the deep time 
developmental perspective that he 
brings forward in this two-part inter-
view on both his own work and that 
of French Jesuit priest, paleontolo-
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cosmos. And our conscious awareness 
of that places us in a far more impli-
cated relationship to ourselves, to the 
entire web of life on this planet, and to 
the future. 

For Brian Swimme, whose under-
standing has been deeply infl uenced 
by the work of Teilhard de Chardin 
(1881–1955), the interface between 
science and spirituality holds a par-
ticularly potent signifi cance. Teilhard 
believed that the evolving universe and 
the Divine are one. All dualities and 
traditional antipathies—between
science and religion, matter and spirit, 
the physical and the metaphysical, 
God and the universe—are ultimately 
reconciled and subsumed into the sci-
entifi cally verifi able reality of cosmic 
evolution. And that objective reality 
applies to us human beings as well. As 
Teilhard said, “I realized that my own 
poor trifl ing existence was one with 
the immensity of all that is and all that 
is in process of becoming.”

In this interview with Brian 
Swimme, and through the research 
undertaken for that issue of What Is 
Enlightenment?, our understanding of 

the deep time evolutionary perspec-
tive that Swimme espouses was pro-
foundly enriched and expanded. And 
that helped to shift the philosophical 
ground here at WIE. It became increas-
ingly apparent to us that the spiritu-
ality of the twenty-fi rst century has 
everything to do with the cosmic evo-
lutionary process that we are part and 
parcel of. Indeed, as we comprehend 
our place in a swirling, unfurling uni-
verse, it makes sense that the spiritual 
quest, the quest to understand who 
we are and why we are here, would be 
seen in an entirely new light. But what 
exactly is that new perspective? And 
how might it affect the way we relate 
to our own lives and to human life 
itself? Those were the questions driv-
ing us as we stepped into a fast-mov-
ing evolutionary current for Issue 19 
and began to peer a little more deeply 
into what the future of the spirit, and 
the spirit of the future, might hold.

gist, and visionary Pierre Teilhard de 
Chardin. The far-reaching signifi cance 
of this cosmological perspective is why 
I’ve selected the spring 2001 interview 
with Swimme for our fi fteenth anniver-
sary issue of What Is Enlightenment? 

A specialist in the evolutionary
dynamics of the cosmos, Brian 
Swimme is on a mission to make us 
aware of the miraculous fourteen-
billion-year evolutionary process of 
which we are a part. He is calling us to 
“reinvent” ourselves, to redefi ne what 
it means to be human in an emergent 
universe. The paradigm shift we must 
make, he believes, may be more chal-
lenging and more signifi cant than any 
that has occurred in the course of 
human history. Evoking the vast pan-
orama of cosmic becoming, he arcs 
back through deep time and then for-
ward again, dissolving everything we 
know as real and relatively permanent 
into a morphing, unfolding, infi nitely 
creative process. In that, he chal-
lenges us to cognize the fact that we 
are citizens not just of our communi-
ties or of our nations or even of planet 
earth. We are citizens of an evolving 

by Jessica Roemischer
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PART I : 

Comprehensive  Compassion

   
         WIE
’99 Jack LaLanne’s radiant health, as remarkable as it is for 

any man his age, is overshadowed by the sheer joy that 
emanates from every fi ber of his being. And his energy! 
“Either he’s enlightened or he’s crazy,” I thought to 
myself as LaLanne, sitting across from me in the living 
room of his southern California home, pounded the side 
of his chair, shouting “I’ve got to help the people!”

Andrew Cohen  
“Isn’t Life Just Great!” Issue 15
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mass extinction. We happen to be in that moment when the 
worst thing that’s happened to the earth in sixty-fi ve million 
years is happening now. That’s number one. Number two, we 
are causing it. Number three, we’re not aware of it. There’s 
only a little splinter of humanity that’s aware of it. The num-
bers are this: At the minimum, twenty-fi ve thousand species 
are going extinct every year. And if humans’ activity were 
otherwise, or if humans weren’t here, there would be one 
species going extinct every fi ve years. We’ve pushed up the 
natural extinction rate by the order of something like a hun-
dred to a thousand times.
 The point is that we haven’t been prepared to understand 
what an extinction event is. We’ve had all these great teach-
ers. We’ve had tremendously intelligent people, going back 
through time, but you can look, for example, through all 
the sutras or Plato’s dialogues, and they never talk about an 
extinction. As a matter of fact, I don’t think that Plato or the 
Buddha were even capable of imagining an extinction. First 
of all, at that time we weren’t aware of evolution. We weren’t 
aware of the whole process, so the idea of extinction didn’t 
make sense. When every now and then scientists or other 
humans would fi nd these bones, they would assume that 
these creatures were actually still in existence elsewhere, you 
know, on another part of the continent. So there wasn’t the 

BRIAN SWIMME: I think the fastest way to wake up to what is 
happening on the planet is to think in terms of mass extinc-
tion. Every now and then, the earth goes through a die-off 
of the diversity of life. Over the last half-billion years, there 
have been fi ve moments like this. We didn’t know about 
this two hundred years ago; we didn’t have the slightest idea 
that the earth did this. Now we’ve discovered that around 
every hundred million years, the earth went through these 
amazing cataclysms. And just within the last thirty to forty 
years, we’ve discovered that the last one, which eliminated 
all the dinosaurs and ammanoids and so many other species, 
was caused by an asteroid hitting the earth. This happened 
sixty-fi ve million years ago. There was no awareness of this 
any previous time in human history. You look through the 
Vedas, you look in the Bible—it’s nowhere. But at the same 
time as we’re discovering this, we’re discovering that we’re 
causing one right now. Two years ago, the American Museum 
of Natural History took a poll among biologists. They asked a 
simple question: Are we in the middle of a mass extinction? 
Seventy percent said yes. A mass extinction. You can’t open 
your eyes and see that. It’s a discovery that involves the whole. 
Our senses have evolved to deal with the near-at-hand, and this 
is a conclusion that involves the whole planet. 
 So now we’re just discovering that we’re in the middle of a 

What do you feel is the most pressing crisis facing 
humanity today? What are the planetary issues we most 
need to wake up to and address? 

WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT:

   
         WIE
’00 A tiny dark-skinned woman draped in a white sari beams as 

she totters down the aisle of loving devotees. Their outstretched 
hands are like feather plumes, waving, reaching to brush her as 
she leaves the crowded hall. Her face is placid, strong and fully 
alert, as it has been unwaveringly for the last fi ve hours, but her 
exhausted body can hardly balance. Mata Amritanandamayi 
has, since early this morning, without pause for food or even a 
sip of water, literally held one thousand people to her bosom . . .

Amy Edelstein  
“When You Go Beyond the Ego, You Become an Offering to the World,”  Issue 17

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

AWAKENING TO THE UNIVERSE STORY

September-December  2006     73

05_j34_Swimme2.indd   73 7/19/06   4:04:00 PM



74     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

conception of extinction. We’re only now having to deal with 
what it means to actually eliminate a form of life.
 I have a new idea for a way to help people understand 
this. Christians have been refl ecting upon Jesus’ crucifi xion 
for two thousand years. If you had happened to be around 
back then, for example, in Alexandria, it was a cosmopolitan 
world and they had news of what was going on, and you heard 
about some Jewish rabbi being killed—big deal. It wouldn’t 

really have had an impact on you. But then, for two thousand 
years afterwards, Christian theologians are thinking about 
it. So my latest thought is, maybe for the next million years, 
humans will be refl ecting on what it actually means for the 
earth to go through this extinction process. It may take us 
that long to fully take it in, with all of its ramifi cations. I 
don’t understand it. It’s vastly beyond my mind. I think that 
we’re not prepared to really understand what it means. Right 
now, just to get a glimpse of it is tremendous. That’s all I’m 
hoping for. If we just get a glimpse of it, we can begin to 
think at the level that’s required to deal with it effectively.

WIE: What do you believe is the solution to this crisis?

SWIMME: It would be to reinvent ourselves, at the species 
level, in a way that enables us to live with mutually enhanc-
ing relationships. Mutually enhancing relationships—not just 
with humans but with all beings—so that our activities actu-
ally enhance the world. At the present time, our interactions 
degrade everything.
 You see, the cartoon version of our civilization is that 
we’re all materialists, so we don’t have a sense of a larger 
signifi cance beyond us. In our materialistic Western culture, 
our fundamental concern is the individual. The individual, 
and accumulation—of whatever it might be. Is it fame? Is it 
money? We put that as the cornerstone of our civilization. 
That’s how we’ve organized things. Now there are mitigating 
factors, but I’m giving a cartoon version. What’s necessary is 
for us to understand that, really, at the root of things is com-
munity. At the deepest level, that’s the center of things. We 
come out of community. So how then can we organize our 
economics so that it’s based on community, not accumula-

tion? And how can we organize our religion to teach us about 
community? And when I say “community,” I mean the whole 
earth community. That’s the ultimate sacred domain—the 
earth community.
 These are the ways in which I think we will be moving. How 
do you organize your technology so that as you use the tech-
nology, the actual use of it enhances the community? That’s a 
tough one. So long as we have this worldview in which the earth 
itself is just stuff, empty material, and the individual is most 
important, then we’re set up to just use it in any way we like. So 
the idea is to move from thinking of the earth as a storehouse 
to seeing the earth as our matrix, our fundamental community. 
That’s one of the great things about Darwin. Darwin shows us 
that everything is kin. Talk about spiritual insight! Everything 
is kin at the level of genetic relatedness. Another simple way of 
saying this is: Let’s build a civilization that is based upon the 
reality of our relationships. If we think of the human as being 
the top of this huge pyramid, then everything beneath us is 
of no value, and we can use it however we want. In the past, 
it wasn’t noticed so much because our infl uence was smaller. 
But now, we’ve become a planetary power. And suddenly the 
defects of that attitude are made present to us through the con-
sequences of our actions.
 It’s amazing to realize that every species on the planet right 
now is going to be shaped primarily by its interaction with 
humans. It was never that way before. For three billion years, 
life evolved in a certain way; all of this evolution took place in 
the wilds. But now, it is the decisions of humans that are going 
to determine the way this planet functions and looks for hun-
dreds of millions of years in the future. Look at an oak tree, look 
at a wasp, look at a rhinoceros. The beauty of those forms came 
out through this whole system of natural selection in the past. 
But the way they’ll look in the future is going to be determined 
primarily by how they interact with us. Because we’re every-
where. We’ve become powerful. We are the planetary dynamic 
at this large-scale level. So can we wake up to this fact and 
then reinvent ourselves at the level of knowledge and wisdom 
that’s required? That’s the nature of our moment. Our power 
has gotten ahead of us, has gotten ahead of our consciousness. 
This is a challenge we’ve never faced before: to relearn to be 
human in a way that is actually enhancing to these other crea-
tures. If you want to be terrifi ed, just think of being in charge 
of how giraffes will look a million years from now. Or the 
Asian elephant. Biologists are convinced the Asian elephant 
will no longer exist in the wild. Even right now, the cheetah 
can’t exist in the wild. That means that the Asian elephants 
that will exist in the future will exist primarily in our zoos, 

I don’t think that Plato or the 
Buddha were even capable of 
imagining a mass extinction.
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likewise cheetahs. So the kinds of environments we make 
for them are going to shape their muscles and their skeletons 

and all the rest of it. I’m talking over millions of years. This 
is the challenge that is particular to this moment, because 
this is the moment the earth goes through this major phase 
change—the dynamics of the planet are beginning to unfurl 
through human consciousness.

That’s why I’m thrilled by your asking these questions. 
You see, I do think that waking up, enlightenment, can save 
our world, can save the planet. Because we’re doing things 
that none of us wants to see happen. And we’re doing it 
because we’re unaware. So if we can wake up and train all 
of our energies around this, then I have deep confi dence that 
tremendously beautiful, healing things will happen.

WIE: You often speak about the fact that we are at a unique junc-
ture in human history because we now have knowledge of the 
fourteen billion years of cosmological evolution that brought us to 
this point—and that this knowledge carries with it a responsibility 
that we never before imagined. Can you give a basic outline of the 
vast scope of this evolution?

SWIMME: It’s really simple. Here’s the whole story in one line. 
This is the greatest discovery of the scientifi c enterprise: You 
take hydrogen gas, and you leave it alone, and it turns into 
rosebushes, giraffes, and humans.

WIE:  That’s the short version.

SWIMME: That’s the short version. The reason I like that ver-
sion is that hydrogen gas is odorless and colorless, and in 
the prejudice of our Western civilization, we see it as just 
material stuff. There’s not much there. You just take hydro-
gen, leave it alone, and it turns into a human—that’s a pretty 
interesting bit of information. The point is that if humans 
are spiritual, then hydrogen’s spiritual. It’s an incredible 
opportunity to escape the traditional dualism—you know, 
spirit is up there; matter is down here. Actually, it’s differ-
ent. You have the matter all the way through, and so you 
have the spirit all the way through. So that’s why I love the 
short version.
 Okay, the longer version: Thirteen billion years ago, 
according to the most recent guess, the universe comes forth 
as elementary particles, screaming hot. It’s not only trillions 
of degrees hot, it’s also a million times denser than lead. So 
the universe doesn’t begin as fi re. It begins as this incredible 
dense, hot—we can’t even imagine it. We just know it as some 
numbers. And then it begins to expand. After three hundred 
thousand years, it cools enough to form atoms. Those are 
the hydrogen atoms. And as the matter continues to cool and 
expand, it also begins to draw itself together into these huge 
clouds that we call galaxies.
 When the universe is about a billion years old, the galax-
ies fl utter into existence, whoooshh, like snowfl akes falling—
one hundred billion galaxies. It was an incredible moment 
because that was the only time in the history of the universe 
when galaxies could form. Before that, it was way too dense 
and hot. After that, it’s too thin and spread out. Stephen 
Hawking discovered something incredible. If you look at the 

All of the elements of our body, 
every one of them, was forged 
out of a star.
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’00 There is a creeping spiritual malaise that is 

befogging contemporary spiritual culture, a 
seemingly undetectable virus that is sweeping 
meditation halls and yoga studios, bookstores 
and seminar centers. It’s the sensitive and 
multiple-perspective-embracing insight that 
“I have my truth and you have your truth.”
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“A Call to Mediocrity,”  Issue 18
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expansion of the universe, there’s all this energy, right? It’s 
just exploding out, and also, at the same time, you have this 
bonding force, gravity, that’s holding it together. You’ve got 
these two opposing forces. If the gravitational force would 
have been slightly stronger, it would have crushed the whole 
universe into a black hole within a million years. Or, if the 
gravitational force had been weaker, it would have exploded 
apart and it wouldn’t have formed galaxies. It’s an incred-
ible balance. The difference is one part in 1059—which is a 
trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of one percent. That’s 
how delicate it is. It’s more delicate than dancing on the 
edge of a knife.
 Later on, the galaxy is complexifi ed in that the stars 
themselves burn, and the stars, to burn, transform the ele-

ments in their core. So the hydrogen is transformed into 
helium. And later on, it gets a lot hotter, and the helium is 
transformed into carbon, and so forth. All of the elements 
are created in the middle of the star, which then explodes. So 
the next star that’s formed is formed out of these more com-
plex elements, and then you have the possibility of planets. 
All of the elements of our body, every one of them, was forged 
out of a star. Walt Whitman had an intuition about this when 
he said, “A leaf of grass is no less than the journeywork of the 
stars.” And you think, how did he come up with that? Well, 
that’s called self-knowledge. In other words, a star gave birth 
to the elements that then assembled themselves in the form 
of Walt Whitman. So you could say that Walt Whitman had a 
deep memory of where he came from.

This is the 
greatest discovery 
of the scientifi c 
enterprise: You 
take hydrogen 
gas, and you leave 
it alone, and it turns 
into rosebushes, 
giraffes, and 
humans.

Carter Phipps 
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As we began to read about the stark reality of our 
ecological crisis, we began to wonder if it wasn’t time 
to throw in the spiritual towel altogether. . . .  Are we 
quietly meditating on the upper decks of the Titanic, 
we wondered, debating fi ner points of spiritual 
insight while the ship founders around us? Fiddling 
with Nero while Rome burns?
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WIE: That’s an amazing intuition.

SWIMME: Isn’t that something? How could he write that down? 
Likewise, when Einstein discovered the general theory of rela-
tivity, he discovered it from within. There was no data on the 
expansion of the universe or anything else. He said he just went 
into his own visceral movements—a strange way of thinking 
about creativity—and he paid attention to what was going on 
within, and he gave birth to the gravitational equations we use 
now. This is what I think Whitman did. He penetrated the depth 
of his own bodily reality and had this intuition about stars. And 
we’ve now discovered the empirical details about this. I just love 
that—everybody comes out of the stars.
 So, to continue with our story—in certain planetary sys-
tems, life forms. That’s a huge transformation. Life begins 
around three and a half billion years ago, and then it begins 
to complexify around seven hundred million years ago. And 
then, one strange little lineage forms—the worms. The worms 
actually develop a backbone and a nervous system. We’re so 
impressed by brains. The worms created the brains. You see 
the theme I’m developing here? Hydrogen. It becomes us. All 
of matter is spiritual. And if the worms can create the brains, 
then creativity is everywhere!
 Then we have the advanced life-forms—more advanced 
in the sense of more complex. There are the various stages 
of humanity that we’ve gone through; our consciousness has 
developed. And then: We have this moment. Now we’re dis-
covering ourselves in the midst of this story. And you see, 
all that went before was necessary for us to actually discover 
ourselves in the universe right now—all of the development 
of mind and instrumentation and so forth.
 But the way I want to connect the story for you is to go 
back to the birth of the galaxies. There was one moment when 
the galaxies could form, not before or after. That’s like our 
moment right now, I think. See, this is the moment for the 
planet to awaken to itself through the human, so that the 
actual dynamics of evolution have an opportunity to awaken 
and to begin to function at that level. It couldn’t happen before, 
you know. And the amazing thing is, it probably won’t happen 
afterwards. If we don’t make this transition, most likely the 
creativity of the planet will be in such a degraded state that we 
won’t be able to make that move. The chilling thing is that, in 
the universe, the really creative places can lose their creativity. 
We talked about the birth of the galaxies. There are two funda-
mentally different forms of galaxies, spiral galaxies—galaxies 
with spiral arms—and elliptical galaxies, which can be larger 

or smaller, but which don’t have any internal structure. The 
galaxies that have spiral arms have the creativity to create 
new stars. So stars form. They create these elements. They 
disperse. Then they form another one, another star system, 
and it keeps going. But in elliptical galaxies, they can’t. In 
our current understanding, spiral galaxies have collided at 
certain times and have destroyed their own internal struc-
ture and become elliptical galaxies. Elliptical galaxies are 

just sitting there, and the stars go out one by one, and that’s 
it. So you can actually move off from the mainline sequence 
of creativity in the universe. 
 Now here we are in the middle of the Milky Way gal-
axy. There are two hundred billion stars. Lots of them have 
planets. Maybe a lot of them have intelligent life. There are 
approximately one hundred billion galaxies in the known 
universe. Obviously, lots of stars; most likely, lots of life. 
Who knows? But if you think of it in terms of the creativ-
ity of the universe, it may be that a lot of planets will go 
through the transition that we’re facing now. And if they 
don’t make it, they’ll die out—like the elliptical galaxies. 
So the challenge before us as humans is to see that what 
we think of as small is immense. The very form of our con-
sciousness has a cosmological signifi cance that we didn’t 
know about before. I’ve talked about it in an evolutionary 
sense, in terms of the animals and so forth, but it may go 
beyond that. It may have immense implications for the gal-
axy as a whole.
 So that would be a way of thinking about the past thirteen 
billion years of the story—to think of the challenge before us 
as being a cosmological challenge. We’ve gone through tran-
sitions in the past that could have gone the wrong way. Then 
our planet would maybe still be alive, but certainly not at the 
level of complexity we see about us today. I don’t want to sug-
gest in any way that what’s taking place is somehow engi-
neered to happen. It’s more of an adventure.

WIE: This new knowledge of the history of the universe certainly 
stretches the limits of your imagination.

The decisions of humans are going 
to determine the way this planet 
functions and looks for hundreds of 
millions of years in the future.
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SWIMME: Yes. That’s just it. Imagine what it was like when 
Copernicus showed up in town and told people for the fi rst 
time, “Hey, you know what? The earth is going around the 
sun.” Try to take that in. We failed to. We couldn’t handle 
it. And so we split: The scientifi c venture went one way, and 
the religious/spiritual another. In one sense, we’re at this 
same juncture. Can we fi nd the resources to take this in and 
move with it? It is a challenge for the imagination.

WIE: What is the most important catalyst for the kind of change of 
worldview you’ve been speaking about?

SWIMME: You know, that’s a great question. I wish I had an ade-
quate answer. I’ve thought about it, and my conclusion is that 
there are multiple catalysts. For some people, it’s knowledge, 
just hearing about this new story of the universe—so that’s 
what I do in education. But for others, it’s personal tragedy. Or 
maybe having an early commitment to the beauty of a place, 
from childhood, and then coming back and seeing it destroyed. 
Some people awaken through varied forms of meditation; other 
people use drugs. I see multiple catalysts. I don’t have an ade-
quate answer perhaps, but the catalyst for me was knowledge. 
It was just being completely amazed at what we now know. 
So that would be my own particular path, but I don’t privilege 
one over the other because I’ve met so many people who are 
beginning to get a sense of this and they come from a variety 
of directions.

WIE: You often speak about the importance of activating what 
you call “comprehensive compassion.” What do you mean by 
“comprehensive compassion”?

SWIMME: Well, when we use words like compassion, we tend to 
limit them to the human world. And part of this goes back to 
what I said before, that we think of the rest of the universe as 
being stuff, and we don’t use words that are spiritual or warm or 
emotional concerning them. The scientifi c tradition has always 
called that “projection”—projecting your own qualities upon the 
universe as a whole or upon nature. And that’s supposed to be 
a terrible thing to do. But I think that’s breaking down as we 
begin to realize that it’s all one energy event. It’s one journey, 
one story, so that the qualities that are true of the human are 
in some way or another true of other parts of the universe. So I 
talk about compassion as a multilevel reality. It’s not just some-
thing that’s true of humans.
 My interpretation is this. I think that gravitational attrac-
tion is an early form of compassion or care. If there weren’t 
that kind of care at the foundation of the universe, there 
would be no formation of galaxies—and we wouldn’t be hav-
ing this discussion. This care or compassion begins to show 
up in the organic form when you have a bond developing 
between a mother and her offspring. You know, for a long 
time, there’s no bond. There’s no care—at least no visible 
way of seeing care—for instance, with bacteria. They repli-
cate. There could be care there, but we haven’t recognized it 
yet. But by the time you get to mammals, two hundred and 
twenty million years ago, you have this bond between the 
mother and the child. That arrives as a genetic mutation. 
But because of that, the offspring have a higher chance of 
surviving. So that mutation then spreads and starts to char-
acterize the entire population. That’s just the bond between 
a mother and an infant. Then other bonds develop between 
siblings, and they have a higher chance of survival. All of 

Carter Phipps
“A Matter of Integrity,”  Issue 20

We are the oversized guinea pigs for our own 
humble experiments in truth, the fi rst and primary 
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our authority depends completely on the knowledge 
that we are living on the very edge of our own 
spiritual understanding.
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what I’m saying fi ts into Darwinian biology. This isn’t out-
side of mainstream science. What it says is that the dynam-
ics of Darwinian biology favor the appearance of compassion. 
It shows up between mother and child. It shows up between 
siblings, and it even develops between kin groups. And it 
starts to spread.
 Now the human comes into existence. We are the fi rst 
species that actually has the possibility of caring about all of 
the other species. You see, chimpanzees are our closest rela-
tives, and they certainly care about one another, but their care 
doesn’t extend over in any visible way to other species, even 

though they may share territories with baboons. I’ve asked 
naturalists if they’ve seen a chimpanzee take care of a baboon, 
and they haven’t. But with humans, suddenly you have the 
possibility, largely through the human imagination, of actu-
ally caring. I mean, I care. I care so much about the cheetahs. 
And I’ve never even been around a wild cheetah. My point 
is that the human being is that space in which the compre-
hensive compassion that pervades the universe from the very 
beginning now begins to surface within consciousness. That’s 
the only difference. We didn’t invent compassion, but it’s fl ow-
ing through us—or it could. The phase change that we’re in 
seems, to me, to depend upon that comprehensive compassion 
unfurling in the human species.

WIE: You’re suggesting that throughout evolution, Darwinian 
natural selection has favored the formation of bonds of care 
and concern, but that now, in the human, we have the oppor-
tunity and the responsibility to extend that care and concern 
consciously beyond what is already genetically determined. In 
your video series The Earth’s Imagination, you say: “It’s terrifi c 
that you love your family members, but what about the species 
that are outside the reach of your genes emotionally? That’s the 
challenge. Doesn’t it seem ungrateful of us if we are just carried 
along by the emotional bonds that have been established by the 
past? What if we devote ourselves to developing a more profound 
concern for all species?” Can you speak about how to actually do 
this—how to extend the reach of our care and concern?

SWIMME: My conviction is that the fi rst step is just paying 
attention. What’s amazing is that, as humans, if we dwell 

on anything, after a while we become fascinated by it. It 
doesn’t matter what it is. The ability to dwell on things is 
uniquely human because we don’t have such fi xed action 
programs as other species do. We can forget about every-
thing else and just dwell on something. I call it the power 
of gawking. We can pay attention to whales or to the hum-
mingbirds and just become fascinated by them. It’s noticing 
in a deep way, or contemplating, and my intuition is that as 
humans allow themselves to be fascinated by the other crea-
tures, these species will awaken the psychic depths in the 
human that respond to their beauty. And then we become 
convinced that in some amazing way, they are essential 
to us. We can become amazed by how essential they are 
for our zest, our sense of well-being or happiness. Chief 
Seattle said that if the animals were not here, we would die 
of loneliness. I think that a deeper feeling of care begins 
with allowing ourselves to move into awe—with all of the 
different creatures, no matter which ones we’ve picked. If 
we would attend to them, we would see their colossal gran-
deur. Abraham Heschel said that awe is the fi rst step into 
wisdom. You can just sit and watch fi sh and think of how 
they’ve developed over hundreds of millions of years and 
imagine what they’re experiencing, and after awhile you’re 
sunk into contemplation of ultimacy. This is what I think is 
the fi rst step toward compassion.

WIE: Many spiritual traditions speak about transcending self-
centeredness and expressing profound care for others as being 
the whole point of the spiritual path. Changing our fundamen-
tal motivations and making the leap from fundamental self-
concern to a condition in which one’s life is based on genuine 
care and concern for the whole of life is quite a radical transfor-
mation. Spiritual paths committed to this kind of transforma-
tion usually involve enormous dedication, and often years of 
extensive spiritual practice. Yet the situation that we’re in now 
on this planet is critical. Do you think that it is still possible 
for enough people to make this leap quickly enough to see us 
through our current crisis?

SWIMME: Well, I think the universe is carrying this out. But 
we get to participate in it consciously. And in a real sense, 
it’s very important that we participate. At the same time, it’s 
important to remember that we’re not doing it. I mean, the 
universe has been working on this for a long time, and right 
now, it’s exploding within human consciousness. But we’re 
not in charge of it. So I haven’t got the slightest idea if we have 
enough time. That’s almost a secondary question to me. It 
just seems so deeply right that we be thinking about this and 

This is the moment for the
planet to awaken to itself 
through the human.

05_j34_Swimme2.indd   82 7/19/06   2:04:24 AM



September-December  2006     83

working on this. But I think all of the spiritual traditions are 
going to be accelerated as they learn about this new cosmology 
and this moment that we face as a human species. There’ll be 
an amplifi cation taking place. So, it could go very quickly. Or it 
might take thousands of years. I don’t know.

WIE: Your vision of spiritual awakening is an embrace of the cosmic 
evolutionary journey of the universe as ourselves and a shift from 
seeing ourselves as separate individuals to identifying with the uni-
verse itself as the greater Self. What do you think about the Eastern 
mystical traditions that direct us to solely look within for enlighten-
ment, and about statements such as this one by renowned Hindu 
sage Ramana Maharshi: “All controversies about creation, the 
nature of the universe, evolution, the purpose of God, etc., are use-
less. They are not conducive to our true happiness. People try to fi nd 
out about things which are outside of them before they try to fi nd out 
‘Who am I?’ Only by the latter means can happiness be gained.”*

SWIMME: I can only tell you my orientation. It’s just that there 
are so many things that we care about, that we carry in our 
hearts, that we want to help. People are suffering. Animals are 
suffering. So how can I interact in a way that would be helpful? 
That’s my focus. All that I think about is somehow related to 
that. Just to be responsible and to participate in a process that 
will deepen joy. That’s the only way I can put it. That’s my high 
hope. There can be such a tendency for the individual to focus 
on “my enlightenment” and so forth. But it just doesn’t seem to 
be what is really needed right now. Or it’s not enough. 

Interview by Susan Bridle

* David Godman, ed., Be As You Are: The Teachings of Ramana Maharshi,  
(New York: Arkana, 1985).

Listen to the complete interview online at: 
wie.org/unbound/swimme
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 PART II :

The Divinization of the Cosmos

Few human beings, other than spiritual 
revolutionaries like Jesus or the 
Buddha, have affected our relationship 
with the Divine to the extent that 
Charles Darwin has.

Elizabeth Debold
“Evolution after Darwin,” Issue 21
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tivity. The entire movement of the universe in its complexifi -
cation is simultaneously a movement further into the depths 
of consciousness, or interiority. He saw the whole thing as a 
physical-biological-spiritual process. He was the one who saw 
it all together. You could summarize his thought simplistically 
and say that the universe begins with matter, develops into 
life, develops into thought, develops into God. That’s his whole 
vision, right there. Now clearly, this God that develops—it’s 
not as if God is developed out of matter. God is present from 
the very beginning, but in an implicit form, and the universe is 
accomplishing this great work of making divinity explicit.

WIE: What was Teilhard’s vision of the nature and role of the 
human being in evolution?

SWIMME: His view was that the birth of self-refl exive conscious-
ness in the human was a crucial moment in the earth’s jour-
ney. And he stated that the discovery of evolution by humans 
represents the most dramatic change in human mentality in 
the last two million years. You think of the Bill of Rights, the 
journey to the moon, the great religions, all of these incredible 
things—he thought all of these were secondary compared to 
this discovery of evolution by human consciousness. He saw 
it as “the universe folding back on itself.” There are all these 
creatures that live in nature, and then suddenly you have this 
one creature that looks nature back in the eye and says, “What 

BRIAN SWIMME: He was a French Jesuit paleontologist who 
lived from 1881 to 1955. His most important achievement was 
to articulate the signifi cance of the new story of evolution. 
He was the fi rst major thinker in the West to fully articulate 
that evolution and the sacred identify, or correlate. Teilhard de 
Chardin in the West and Sri Auro bindo in India really arrived 
at the same basic vision, which is that the unfolding of the 
universe is a physical evolution and also a spiritual evolution. 
I think that’s his principal contribution. On the one hand, 
you have this awesome tradition about God or Brahman, and 
on the other, you have this tradition about evolution—and 
adherents of each view tend to be very critical of the oth-
ers. Christians said, “Evolution, that’s horrible!” And scien-
tists said, “Theism, that’s horrible!” Aurobindo and Teilhard 
brought them together. So I think of them both as geniuses 
who synthesized the two visions. Teilhard attempted to get 
beyond the fundamental subjective/objective dualism in much 
of Western thought. He began to really see the universe as a 
single energy event that was both physical and psychic or even 
spiritual. I think that’s his great contribution: He began to see 
the universe in an integral way, not as just objective matter but 
as suffused with psychic or spiritual energy.
 Also, in my thinking, the central idea of Teilhard is his law 
of “complexifi cation-consciousness.” He identifi es this as the 
fundamental law of evolution. He sees that the whole process 
is about complexifying and deepening intelligence or subjec-

The goal now, as audacious as it sounds, is not merely to 
transcend the world, but to transform the world, to become 
an agent of the evolutionary impulse itself. Indeed, in 
surrendering one’s ego to that, one literally feels oneself 
being fi lled up with a divine and luminous energy and a 
passion to transform the world and the whole universe for 
a cause that has nothing to do with oneself.

Andrew Cohen
“The Evolution of Enlightenment,” Issue 21

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was a great thinker who had a profound infl uence 
on your own understanding. Can you tell us a bit about Teilhard—who he 
was, and what you believe his most signifi cant contributions were?
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exactly are you up to?” That switch he saw as fundamental.
 He explored this idea further by speaking of—and I love 
this idea—the earth as a series of envelopes. First you have the 
lithosphere, or the surface layer of rock, and then the atmos-
phere develops, and the hydrosphere, and the biosphere. But his 
understanding is that in our time, there’s another layer being 
added, and that is the “noosphere”—a layer generated by human 
thought. It’s not possible to understand the earth unless you see 
it in terms of these layers. The way in which this has captured 
the contemporary imagination is in the development of the 
internet—it’s almost like the sinews of the noosphere.

WIE: Wired magazine did an article on Teilhard a while ago that 
makes this point. But they went a bit too far and seemed to equate 
Teilhard’s noosphere with the internet, suggesting that his vision 
was simply a precognition of the internet.

SWIMME: Yes. I guess there are different ways to reduce his 
thought down and miss parts of it, and one would be to say the 
noosphere is the internet. But of course, Teilhard would say 
that, like everything else in the universe, it has a physical as 
well as a spiritual dimension.

WIE: What is the signifi cance of our becoming aware of the process 
of evolution?

SWIMME: Teilhard gave a great analogy. Our moment of wak-
ing up as a species is very much like what happens in the indi-
vidual at around two years old. I don’t know the exact time, but 
there comes a moment when the young child gets depth per-
ception for the fi rst time. So in their phenomenal fi eld, there’s 
a rearrangement of the phenomena into the third dimension 
as opposed to a two-dimensional map. He said that the species 

is going through that right now—we’re discovering a depth of 
time. Before, we saw everything in terms of this much smaller 
space, and now, “Wham!” the universe as a whole opens up in 
the depths of time.
 Teilhard also had this phrase called “hominization.” 
Hominization is the way in which human thought transforms 
previously existing practices and functions of the earth. Let me 
give you an example. The earth makes decisions all the time; it 
makes choices. And in a broad sense, this is called natural selec-
tion. But when you throw human thought in there, it explodes 
into all of the decisions we’re making all over the planet. Human 
decision has “hominized” the natural selection process—for 
good and ill. Everything that has existed up until now is going 
through this process of hominization. Another example would 
be—look at young mammals and the way they play. They mess 
around with each other and hide and chase, and we hominize 
that by creating this whole vast industry of sports and arts and 
entertainment. Everything seems to go through this explo-
sion when it’s touched by the human imagination. Teilhard’s 
ultimate vision of what is taking place with the human is the 
hominization of love. You see, he regarded the attracting force 
of gravity as a form of love, and the way in which animals care 
for one another as a form of love, and so the hominization of 
love would be focusing that and amplifying it to make it a monu-
mental power in the future evolution of the earth. That is his 
most famous phrase: “The day will come when we shall har-
ness for God the energies of love. And, on that day, for the 
second time in the history of the world, the human being will 
have discovered fi re.”

WIE: How does our becoming aware of the evolutionary scale of 
time help the “universe develop into God”—as you said earlier—or 
further the invocation of God through human consciousness?

The more we learned about change and the future, 
the more we found ourselves asking the question: 
Can our existing spiritual and ethical structures—both 
traditional and contemporary—equip us to handle 
the enormity, the speed, the complexity, and the 
overwhelming nature of the changes we’re undergoing?

Melissa Hoffman
“Faster Forward: Impressions of Our Emerging Future,”  Issue 23
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SWIMME: He had this sense that a deep change at the level 
of being—a change of heart, a change of mind, a change of 
actual body—can take place in the human who learns to see 
the universe as suffused with divine action. And he made a 
huge deal out of this word—“see.” His sense of spiritual prac-
tice would be to develop those qualities that are necessary for 
us to truly get it, to truly see where we are. One thing he would 
speak about is how we tend to be overwhelmed by large num-
bers, and so he would say we have to develop a capacity to see 
the patterns in the large numbers. As we develop this capacity, 
rather than being crushed by the immensity of the universe, 
we’ll suddenly, instead, resonate with the universe as a whole 
as the outer form of our own inner spirit. That was his cry, for 
humans to develop these capacities.  
 He also had an interesting view of spiritual traditions in 
general about this. He seemed to say that eternity is easier 
than evolution. The idea of awakening to eternity he regarded 
as very, very signifi cant in human history—but not as diffi -
cult as awakening to the time-developmental or evolutionary 
nature of the universe.

WIE: What do you mean by “awakening to eternity” in this 
context?

SWIMME: How at any moment we arise out of eternity, moment 
after moment. To escape the illusion of transience and to see 
into the absolute moment—Teilhard regarded this as a great 
mystical event in the life of an individual, as well as in the 
human journey. But he said that a deeper and harder achieve-
ment and challenge before us is to awaken to the time-devel-
opmental nature of the universe. The whole journey is this 
moment—it’s not just the year 2000—this moment is also 
the birth of the universe itself. But more signifi cantly for this 
particular discussion, it’s also the moment of the “absolute 
future.” The challenge before us is the absolute future call-
ing to the present. This is really his mysticism. He would say 
that by learning to see, by becoming alert and awake in this 
universe, you feel the call and the presence of the unborn 
God asking for, or guiding us into, the type of creative action 
that gives birth to the next moment in a process that he called 
“divinization.”
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WIE: This is something that we’ve been thinking about a lot in put-
ting together this issue of the magazine. Often in the Eastern tradi-
tions, the focus is solely on the “awakening to eternity” that you were 
just describing. Yet in Teilhard’s work, there is another call. There is 
a call for the perfection of the absolute to be manifest in form—for 
there to be greater and greater complexity, greater and greater order, 
greater and greater perfection, in form, in time, in space, in matter. 
Teilhard seems to bring together the absolute and the manifest in a 
truly nondualistic vision that does seem unique.

SWIMME: That’s right. I love his orientation and his view of the 
traditional religions. He says that the future of the spiritual tra-
ditions on our planet will be determined by the degree to which 
they enhance the divinization process. And he makes the point 
that one of the diffi culties is that, up until the present moment, 

we have tended to see ourselves inside of these traditions. But 
now, he says, it’s the universe that is our home. So it’s a way of 
valuing them but seeing them from the proper perspective of 
the ultimate context—which is the universe as a whole.

WIE: Teilhard is probably best known for his idea of the “omega 
point.” The term has become quite popular, but it seems that few 
people really understand what he meant by it. Can you explain 
Teilhard’s omega point?

SWIMME: By the “omega point,” Teilhard meant a universe that 
had become God. He meant God in embodied form. He regarded 
the omega point as two things. It’s an event that the universe 
is moving toward, in the future. But what he also imagined, 
which is diffi cult for us to really conceive, is that even though 
the omega point is in the future, it is also exerting a force on the 
present. When we think of the omega point, in our Western con-
sciousness it’s hard to escape thinking in terms of a line with 
the omega point at the end of the line. His thinking wasn’t that 
way; it was that the omega point permeates the whole thing. He 
imagined the infl uence of the omega point radiating back from 
the future into the present. In some mysterious way, the future’s 
right here. Teilhard regarded that the way in which the future is 
right here is in the experience of being drawn or attracted, or in 
our “zest.” That’s his word, and I love that so much. We—“we” 
meaning anything in the universe—are drawn forward, and 

this attractive power is what begins a process that eventuates 
in deeper or greater being. That attraction he regarded as love, 
and it is evidence of the presence of the omega point. When you 
experience that attraction, that zest, you’re experiencing the 
future. You’re experiencing the omega point. You’re experienc-
ing God. You’re experiencing your destiny.

WIE: What does it mean for the universe to become God?

SWIMME: Because we’re in the midst of this process, at the best 
we can have crude images, metaphors. We have little glimmers 
and insights. The image that I like is this: You have molten rock, 
and then all by itself, it transforms into a human mother car-
ing for her child. That’s a rather astounding transformation. Of 
course, it takes four billion years. You’ve got silica, you’ve got 
magnesium. You’ve got all the elements of rock, and it becomes 
the translucent blue eye and beautiful brown hair and this deep 
sense of love and concern and even sacrifi ce for a child. That is 
a deep transfi guration. Love and truth and compassion and zest 
and all of these qualities that we regard as divine become more 
powerfully embodied in the universe. That would be an image 
of how I think about the universe becoming divine.

WIE: So it’s a process of God becoming more and more explicit or 
embodied in the forms of the universe?

SWIMME: Yes, exactly. Teilhard also spoke in terms of “giving 
birth to person.” For example, your colleague Craig is there 
across the room. But if you go back fi ve billion years, all of 
the atoms in Craig’s body were strung out over a hundred 
million miles. The process, as mysterious as it is, of matter 
itself forming into personality or personhood, is what Teilhard 
regarded as the essence of evolution. Evolution isn’t cold. He 
saw the omega point as that same process of giving birth to or 
actualizing this new, encompassing Divine Person—through 
not just all the atoms interacting with one another, but also 
the “persons” of all the humans and other animals. All of us 
together are part of this same process, so that the entire uni-
verse becomes God’s body. To really get how radical Teilhard’s 
view is, think about an animal and dissolve the animal back 
in time in your imagination, back into individual cells. There 
weren’t any multicellular organisms until about seven hun-
dred million years ago. For over three billion years, there 
were just single-cell organisms. If you get to know an animal 
well, the animal really has a personality. But the personality is 
something that is evoked by the cells of the animal. It’s truly 
mysterious. The animal’s personality is real, but that personal-
ity is evoked by the cells. So in Teilhard’s view, the individual 
members of the universe are actually in a process of evoking 

The discovery of evolution by humans 
represents the most dramatic change 
in human mentality in the last two 
million years.
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Gloriously situated by life at this 
critical point in the evolution of 
Mankind, what ought we to do? We 
hold earth’s future in our hands. 
What shall we decide? In my view the 
road to be followed is clearly revealed 
by the teaching of all the past. 
 We can progress only by uniting: 
this, as we have seen, is the law 
of Life. But unifi cation through 
coercion leads only to a superfi cial 
pseudo-unity. It may establish a 
mechanism, but it does not achieve 
any fundamental synthesis; and in 
consequence it engenders no growth 
of consciousness. It materializes, 
in short, instead of spiritualizing. 
Only unifi cation through unanimity 
is biologically valid. This alone 
can work the miracle of causing 
heightened personality to emerge 
from the forces of collectivity. 
It alone represents a genuine 
extension of the psychogenesis that 
gave us birth.
 Therefore it is inwardly that we 
must come together, and in entire 
freedom. 

But this brings us to the last 
question of all. To create this 
unanimity we need the bond, as 
I said, the cement of a favoring 
infl uence. Where shall we look 
for it; how shall we conceive of 
this principle of togetherness, this 
soul of the earth? Is it to be in the 
development of a common vision, 
that is to say, the establishment 
of a universally accepted body of 
knowledge, in which all intelligences 
will join in knowing the same facts 
interpreted in the same way?
 Or will it rather be in common 
action, in the determination of an 
Objective universally recognized as 
being so desirable that all activity 
will naturally converge towards it 
under the impulse of a common fear 
and a common ambition? These two 
kinds of unanimity are undoubtedly 
real, and will, I believe, have their 
place in our future progress. But 
they need to be complemented 
by something else if they are not 
to remain precarious, insuffi cient 
and incomplete. A common body 

of knowledge brings together 
nothing but the geometrical 
point of intelligences. A common 
aspiration, no matter how ardent, 
can only touch individuals indirectly 
and in an impersonal way that is 
depersonalizing in itself. 
 It is not a tête-à-tête or a corps-
à-corps that we need; it is a heart-
to-heart. 
 This being so, the more I 
consider the fundamental question 
of the future of the earth, the more 
it appears to me that the generative 
principle of its unifi cation is 
fi nally to be sought, not in the sole 
contemplation of a single Truth 
or in the sole desire for a single 
Thing, but in the common attraction 
exercised by a single Being. For . . . 
if the synthesis of the Spirit is to be 
brought about in its entirety (and 
this is the only possible defi nition 
of progress), it can only be done, in 
the last resort, through the meeting, 
center to center, of human units, such 
as can only be realized in universal, 
mutual love.

AWAKENING TO THE UNIVERSE STORY

We Can Progress Only by Uniting
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Future of Man
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a Divine Person. We are actually giving birth to a larger, more 
encompassing, mind-spirit-personality.

WIE: In one sense, that was no less true sixty-fi ve million years ago 
than it is now. But at the same time, humans are now becoming con-
scious of our own evolution and our conscious participation in this 
larger process. How do you think that has changed this process?

SWIMME: Well, I think the difference is that while every mem-
ber of the universe participates in the construction of the 
cosmos, that participation proceeds without a conscious refl ec-
tion upon it. We, too, are participating in constructing the 
cosmos, but we have the awareness that we’re doing that. 
That’s the essential difference of being human. We recognize 
this process as happening, and we can actually awaken to the 
fact that we are actively doing it. We’re not just doing it. We’re 
awakened to the fact that we’re doing it.
 This then calls for spiritual development so that we can 
fi nd our way between the two extremes of how we tend to 

respond to this. On the one hand, we can be so overwhelmed 
by what that means, so frozen by the responsibility, that we 
divert ourselves from really embracing that destiny. And I 
think that happens a lot. Right now it’s what our civilization 
is about, for the most part. But the other extreme actually 
is just as bad. We become so infl ated with the thrill of that 
role that we lopside into thinking that we are the real action 
of the universe and that the human, and human enlighten-
ment, is all that really matters. But I think it’s not that. It’s 
rather that we’re participating in this huge, vast, intricate 
event, and we’re a member of the community, but we seem to 
be especially destined to refl ect upon this and to participate 
in it consciously. So I try to emphasize the fact of uniqueness 
here—but at the same time there’s an equality. There’s both. 
We’re unique in our particular role. But on an ontological 
level, there’s an equality. We’re not somehow superior to the 
moon or to the phytoplankton or to the spiders or to anything 
else. Everyone is essential.
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WIE: What is the importance of Teilhard’s understanding of 
evolution and the role of the human being for our current plan-
etary crisis?

SWIMME: There are two points I’d want to make. First, 
Teilhard’s thoughts on evolution enable us to begin to appreci-
ate the true signifi cance of our moment. It’s extremely diffi cult 
for us to really understand what it means to make decisions 
that will have an impact on the next ten million years. Even if 
you understand the idea, it’s only at one level of your mind. So 
studying Teilhard’s thought and his work can be considered 
a spiritual practice for beginning to think at the level that is 

required of humans today—to think in chunks of ten million 
years, for example. It’s so hard for people to get that.
 The second thing I would say is that much of ecologi-
cal discussion is framed in negatives because the destruction 
is so horrendous that anybody with any intelligence whatso-
ever, once she or he looks at it, becomes gripped by just how 
horrible it is. One of Teilhard’s great contributions is that he 
enables us to begin to imagine that this transition has at least 
the possibility of eventuating in a truly glorious mode of life 
in the future, and his vision provides the energy that we need 
for enduring the diffi culties of this struggle. That, to me, is 
extremely important. He can activate the deep, deep, deep 
zest for life and existence that I think is required for true 
leadership in our time.

Interview by Susan Bridle

Teilhard imagined the omega point 
radiating back from the future into 
the present. In some mysterious 
way, the future’s right here.

Find out more about the evolution of 
spirituality at: wie.org/evolution
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An interview with Eckhart Tolle
by Andrew Cohen

Senior editor Carter Phipps remembers the 
popular spiritual phenomenon known as 
The Power of Now and tells the story behind 
WIE’s classic interview with its author, 
Eckhart Tolle.
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“We’d like to welcome the author of 
The Power of Now, Eckhart Tolle, whose 
book has sold almost 100,000 copies!”

The year was 1999, and I was 
attending a conference in 

La Jolla, California, sponsored by Inner 
Directions, a book publisher of spiritual 
teachers philosophically aligned with 
the nondual enlightenment tradition. 
Eckhart Tolle was the new spiritual 
face on the block, just getting started 
on what would become a rapid ascent 
to the dizzying heights of spiritual 
stardom. I had heard positive things 
about Tolle from several sources,
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seemed not really to be of it. 
Fast-forward a couple of months 

and I was back in the offi ces of What 
Is Enlightenment? hard at work on 
Issue 18, an issue that would eventu-
ally be titled “What Does It Mean to Be 
in the World But Not of It?” Reading 
Tolle’s megabestseller as part of my 
research into this question, I was par-
ticularly struck by the opening account 
of his awakening. Not only was it an 
authentic description of a powerful 
enlightenment, but it occurred in a 
very unusual psychological context. 
“Until my thirtieth year,” Tolle writes, 
“I lived in a state of almost continu-
ous anxiety interspersed by periods of 
suicidal depression.” Now that hardly 
sounds like the opening line of a spiri-
tual fairy tale, but strangely enough, it 
was Tolle’s depression and his decision 
one fateful night that he simply could 
no longer “live with himself” that was 
the crucial catalyst for his subsequent 
enlightenment. Unafraid of dying, close 
to suicide, Tolle was ready to cash in his 
chips and walk away from this world 
altogether, but somehow he managed 
instead to walk right into the arms of a 
profound spiritual realization. 

What did it mean, I wondered, for 
a spiritual breakthrough to be predi-
cated on a suicidal state of mind? How 
would it affect one’s subsequent con-
clusions about how one should relate 
to the world? Moreover, Tolle wasn’t 
the only one with such a biography. 
His story parallels that of Byron Katie, 
the housewife turned popular spiritual 
teacher who was also speaking at the 
conference in La Jolla. Katie, whose 

accolades have also grown over the 
years and who was listed in the year 
2000 as one of Time magazine’s one 
hundred spiritual luminaries, had 
her own awakening while she was 
living in a halfway house, caught up in 
depression and thoughts of suicide. 
Both Tolle’s and Katie’s enlighten-
ment experiences were deep, pro-
found, and life-transforming. And 
both had come to teach a spiritual 
path in which transcendence was 
heavily emphasized and the purpose 
of life in the world was ultimately to 
liberate oneself from suffering. 

So what does it really mean to be in 
the world but not of it? Our own inquiry 
into this all-important question was 
inspired not just by my observations 
at the conference but by a larger trend 
that the editorial team had noticed 
arising in the East-meets-West spiri-
tual subculture, a trend that Tolle and 
Katie were very much a part of. As 
more and more sophisticated enlight-
enment teachings and techniques 
were proliferating in Western culture, 
more people than ever were having 
peak experiences, powerful awaken-
ings, and real glimpses of enlightened 
consciousness. And as a result, some-
thing very interesting was happen-
ing. Many of the teachings that were 
proving so effective at catapulting 
individuals into heightened states of 
consciousness and provoking extraor-
dinary experiences of a reality beyond 
time and space were also proving 
inadequate to address the question 
that inevitably arises on the heels of 
such awakenings: How do I live? How 

as word-of-mouth buzz was already 
spreading. But Oprah had yet to give 
his book her stamp of endorsement, 
Meg Ryan had yet to rave about it in 
interviews, and The Power of Now had 
yet to become the publishing bonanza 
that it is today, having sold over two 
million copies and creating a mini-
industry in and of itself. 

Tolle’s presentation did not dis-
appoint. With a quiet, unassuming 
presence, he calmly led the audi-
ence through a dissertation on what 
he meant by “the power of now.” His 
teaching was clear and sensible, 
a fresh expression of the timeless 
dharma of nondual enlightenment. And 
most of all, his words had a powerful 
transmission. As he spoke, the room 
fi lled up with a palpable presence, and 
the very air around us began to vibrate 
with a depth of silence and stillness—
the power of now coming alive in the 
fi ve hundred–person auditorium for all 
to experience. The crowd loved every 
moment, and he walked off the stage 
the unrivaled star of the weekend. 

Curious about the man as well as 
his teaching, I watched as attendees 
thronged around him between ses-
sions. Perfectly gracious to his adoring 
fans, Tolle was attentive and dignifi ed, 
but he came across as anything but an 
extrovert. Shy, sensitive, and quiet, he 
still looked every part the hermit that 
he once was, and there were moments 
when I half expected him to suddenly 
lapse into a meditative silence—one 
from which he might not return. To 
invoke an ancient phrase, Tolle was 
clearly in this world, but somehow he 

Editors’ pick no. 4

INTRODUCTION
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do I relate to the manifest world? 
It is hardly a new conundrum. In 

fact, on most top-ten lists of spiritual 
and religious questions, it’s a peren-
nial contender. But many contempo-
rary spiritual teachings simply fail to 
address the issue. Realize oneness, 
realize being, realize your true Self, 
they often tell us, and the rest will 
take care of itself. And our religious 
traditions also present something of 
a confusing picture when it comes to 
this crucial question. Some say that 
we should embrace the world, recog-
nizing everything—all the way from 
sex to superconsciousness—to be a 
manifestation of the divine. Some tell 
us that we should renounce the world, 
viewing it as essentially unreal, a 
tempting siren luring us into an ego-
centric life of attachment and desire. 
Others implore us to walk the path of 
transcendence, living in the world but 
remaining untouched and uninvolved, 
always careful not to implicate our-
selves too deeply in the fate of any-
thing so transient as time, space, and 
physical form. And still others present 
a varying mixture of all three. 

Now it didn’t take reading but 
a few pages of The Power of Now to 
see where Tolle comes down in this 
ancient debate: transcendence. It is 
our false identifi cation with the mind, 
with time, and with ego, he states, that 
is the source of suffering. Transcend 
these attachments and one will fi nd 
freedom and enlightenment, and a 
wholesome relationship with the world 
will naturally follow. But can the inner 
notion of transcendence adequately 

address the practical outer realities 
of life in the twenty-fi rst century? 
After all, there is an urgent demand 
today that our spiritual concerns be 
intimately related to the larger con-
text in which human development is 
occurring. Indeed, given that the world 
as we know it is rapidly changing and 
evolving and that the planet itself is 
undergoing a profound crisis caused 
in part by our activities, how we relate 
to the world will not just determine the 
result of our personal spiritual lives 
but will ultimately affect the fate of 
the larger evolutionary experiment in 
consciousness that we are all a part 
of. So what does it mean to be in the 
world but not of it today? Our explora-
tion of that question in the form of 
eight extensive interviews eventually 
became Issue 18 of WIE, an issue that 
contained one of my all-time favorite 
articles, “Ripples on the Surface of 
Being,” an interview with Eckhart Tolle 
by WIE founder Andrew Cohen. 

Much has changed in the six 
years since this interview. What Is 
Enlightenment? has gone to a quarterly 
format, it is now published in full color, 
and the focus of our editorial inquiry 
has shifted from perennial spiritual 
questions to an exploration of how 
spirituality itself is being re-visioned in 
a world informed by the knowledge of 
cosmic evolution. Time has also been 
more than kind to our favorite power-
of-now mystic. Tolle has published 
several new books, held seminars 
around the world with thousands and 
thousands of participants, and The 
Power of Now is still riding high on 

bestseller lists. But the essential ques-
tion of how we, as spiritually inclined 
individuals, relate to the world around 
us is perhaps more relevant and more 
urgent than ever. Because how we view 
the manifest dimension of reality and 
the fundamental position we take in 
relationship to it—be it renunciation, 
transcendence, acceptance, or some-
thing else entirely—will inevitably color 
the way we see and respond to literally 
everything. And it will help determine 
the impact we have, positive or nega-
tive, on this complex, evolving planet 
we call home. 

So when it came time to choose 
an article for this anniversary issue 
celebrating fi fteen years of What Is 
Enlightenment?, I didn’t have to refl ect 
very long. For my money, “Ripples 
on the Surface of Being” represents 
the type of article that has long made 
WIE such a unique forum. Two con-
temporary teachers of enlightenment 
engaged in a hard-hitting dialogue 
about one of the most important issues 
facing any individual with spiritual incli-
nations. The questions are challenging, 
the inquiry is authentic, and the sub-
ject is desperately relevant. At times 
enlightening and at times disquieting, 
the article shakes up our old ideas and 
forces us to consider new ones. Like all 
WIE interviews, it is personal, practical, 
and philosophical all at the same time. 
And you simply won’t fi nd anything like 
it anywhere else.

by Carter Phipps
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ANDREW COHEN: Eckhart, what is your life like? I’ve heard that 
you’re a bit of a recluse and that you spend a lot of time in solitude. 
Is that true?

ECKHART TOLLE: That was true in the past, before my book 
The Power of Now came out. For many years I was a recluse. 

But since the publication of the book, my life has changed dra-
matically. I’m now very much involved in teaching and travel-
ing. And people who knew me before say, “This is amazing. 
You used to be a hermit and now you are out in the world.” Yet I 
still feel that inside nothing has changed. I still feel exactly the 
same as before. There is still a continuous sense of peace, and 
I am surrendered to the fact that on an external level there’s 
been a total change. So it’s actually not true anymore that I am 
a hermit. Now I’m the opposite of a hermit. This may well be 
a cycle. It may well be that at some point this will come to an 
end and I will become a hermit again. But at the moment, I am 
surrendered to the fact that I’m almost continuously interact-
ing. I do occasionally take time to be alone. That is necessary 
in between teaching engagements.

COHEN: Why is it that you need to take time to be alone, and what 
is it that happens when you take the time to be alone?

TOLLE: When I’m with people, I’m a spiritual teacher. That’s 
the function, but it’s not my identity. The moment I’m alone, 

my deepest joy is to be nobody, to relinquish the function of a 
teacher. It’s a temporary function. Let’s say I’m seeing a group 
of people. The moment they leave me, I’m no longer a spiritual 
teacher. There’s no longer any sense of external identity. I sim-
ply go into the stillness more deeply. The place that I love most 
is the stillness. It’s not that the stillness is lost when I talk or 

when I teach because the words arise out of the stillness. But 
when people leave me, there is only the stillness left. And I love 
that so much.

COHEN: Would you say that you prefer it?

TOLLE: Not prefer. There is a balance now in my life, which 
perhaps wasn’t there before. When the inner transformation 
happened many years ago, one could almost say a balance was 
lost. It was so fulfi lling and so blissful simply to be that I lost 
all interest in doing or interacting. For quite a few years, I got 
lost in Being. I had almost relinquished doing completely—
just enough to keep myself alive and even that was miraculous. 
I had totally lost interest in the future. And then gradually a 
balance re-established itself. It didn’t re-establish itself fully 
until I started writing the book. The way I feel now is that 
there is a balance in my life between being alone and inter-
acting with people, between Being and doing, whereas before, 
the doing was relinquished and there was only Being. Blissful, 
profound, beautiful—but from an external viewpoint, many 

Jessica Roemischer 
“Traditions on the Edge,”  Issue 23

We have to keep asking the biggest 
questions: Where are we? What are we 
really doing? What is really needed? Here 
we are together at the end of an era, and 
what happens from now on is up to us.

Even when I’m interacting with people, doing ordinary things, the way I perceive        
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         the world is like ripples on the surface of being.

people thought that I had become unbalanced or had gone 
mad. Some people thought I was crazy to have let go of all the 
worldly things I had “achieved.” They didn’t understand that I 
didn’t want or need any of that anymore.

So the balance now is between aloneness and meeting with 
people. And that’s good. I’m quite attentive to that so that the bal-

ance doesn’t get lost. There is now a pull toward increasing doing. 
People want me to talk here and talk there—there are constant 
demands. I know that I need to be attentive now, so that the bal-
ance is not lost, and I don’t get lost in doing. I don’t think it would 
ever happen, but it requires a certain amount of vigilance.

COHEN: What would it mean to get lost in doing?

TOLLE: Theoretically, it would mean that I would continuously 
travel, teach, and interact with people. Perhaps if that happened, 
at some point the fl ow, the stillness, might not be there. I don’t 
know; it may always be there. Or physical exhaustion may set in. 
But I feel now that I need to return to the pure stillness periodi-
cally. And then, when the teaching happens, just allow it to arise 
out of the stillness. So the teaching and stillness are very closely 
connected. The teaching arises out of the stillness. But when I’m 
alone, there’s only the stillness, and that is my favorite place.

COHEN: When you’re alone, do you spend a lot of time physically 
being still?

TOLLE: Yes, I can sometimes sit for two hours in a room with 
almost no thought. Just complete stillness. Sometimes when I 
go for walks, there’s also complete stillness; there’s no mental 
labeling of sense perceptions. There’s simply a sense of awe or 
wonder or openness, and that’s beautiful.

COHEN: In your book The Power of Now you 
state that “the ultimate purpose of the world lies 
not within the world but in transcendence of the 
world.” Could you please explain what you mean?

TOLLE: Transcending the world does not mean to withdraw 
from the world, to no longer take action, or to stop interact-
ing with people. Transcendence of the world is to act and to 
interact without any self-seeking. In other words, it means to 
act without seeking to enhance one’s sense of self through 
one’s actions or one’s interactions with people. Ultimately, it 
means not needing the future anymore for one’s fulfi llment 
or for one’s sense of self or being. There is no seeking through 
doing, seeking an enhanced, more fulfi lled, or greater sense of 
self in the world. When that seeking isn’t there anymore, then 
you can be in the world but not be of the world. You are no lon-
ger seeking for anything to identify with out there.

COHEN: Do you mean that one has given up an egotistical, materi-
alistic relationship to the world?

TOLLE: Yes, it means no longer seeking to gain a sense of self, 
a deeper or enhanced sense of self. Because in the normal state 
of consciousness, what people are looking for through their 
activity is to be more completely themselves. The bank robber 

Now that we will be coming out four times a 
year, we hope to widen our embrace to include 
more and more people in the most exciting 
adventure there is—ever awakening to a higher 
and deeper understanding of who we are and 
what our role is in this evolving universe.

Andrew Cohen 
Issue 24

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

RIPPLES ON THE SURFACE OF BEING

September-December  2006     99

06_Tolle_j34.indd   99 7/28/06   10:52:45 PM



100     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

is looking for that in some way. The person who is striving for 
enlightenment is also looking for it because he or she is seek-
ing to attain a state of perfection, a state of completion, a state of 
fullness at some point in the future. There is a seeking to gain 
something through one’s activities. They are seeking happiness, 
but ultimately they are seeking themselves or you could say God; 
it comes down to the same thing. They are seeking themselves, 

and they are seeking where it can never be found, in the normal, 
unenlightened state of consciousness, because the unenlight-
ened state of consciousness is always in the seeking mode. That 
means they are of the world—in the world and of the world.

COHEN: You mean that they are looking forward in time?

TOLLE: Yes, the world and time are intrinsically connected. 
When all self-seeking in time ceases, then you can be in the 
world without being of the world.

COHEN: What exactly do you mean when you say that the purpose 
of the world lies in the transcendence of it?

TOLLE: The world promises fulfi llment somewhere in time, and 
there is a continuous striving toward that fulfi llment in time. 
Many times people feel, “Yes, now I have arrived,” and then they 
realize that, no, they haven’t arrived, and then the striving con-
tinues. It is expressed beautifully in A Course in Miracles, where 
it says that the dictum of the ego is “seek but do not fi nd.” People 
look to the future for salvation, but the future never arrives.

So ultimately, suffering arises through not fi nding. And 
that is the beginning of an awakening—when the realization 
dawns that “perhaps this is not the way. Perhaps I will never 
get to where I am striving to reach; perhaps it’s not in the 
future at all.” After having been lost in the world, suddenly, 
through the pressure of suffering, the realization comes that 
the answers may not be found out there in worldly attainment 
and in the future.

That’s an important point for many people to reach. That 
sense of deep crisis—when the world as they have known it, 
and the sense of self that they have known that is identifi ed with 
the world, become meaningless. That happened to me. I was 
just that close to suicide and then something else happened—

a death of the sense of self that lived through identifi cations, 
identifi cations with my story, things around me, the world. 
Something arose at that moment that was a sense of deep and 
intense stillness and aliveness, beingness. I later called it “pres-
ence.” I realized that beyond words, that is who I am. But this 
realization wasn’t a mental process. I realized that that vibrantly 
alive, deep stillness is who I am.

Years later, I called that stillness “pure consciousness,” 
whereas everything else is the conditioned consciousness. The 
human mind is the conditioned consciousness that has taken 
form as thought. The conditioned consciousness is the whole 
world that is created by the conditioned mind. Everything is our 
conditioned consciousness; even objects are. Conditioned con-
sciousness has taken birth as form and then that becomes the 
world. So to be lost in the conditioned seems to be necessary for 
humans. It seems to be part of their path to be lost in the world, 
to be lost in the mind, which is the conditioned consciousness.

Then, due to the suffering that arises out of being lost, one 
fi nds the unconditioned as oneself. And that is why we need 
the world to transcend the world. So I’m infi nitely grateful for 
having been lost.

The purpose of the world is for you to be lost in it, ulti-
mately. The purpose of the world is for you to suffer, to cre-
ate the suffering that seems to be what is needed for the 
awakening to happen. And then once the awakening hap-
pens, with it comes the realization that suffering is unnec-
essary now. You have reached the end of suffering because 
you have transcended the world. It is the place that is free 
of suffering.

This seems to be everybody’s path. Perhaps it is not every-
body’s path in this lifetime, but it seems to be a universal 
path. Even without a spiritual teaching or a spiritual teacher, 
I believe that everybody would get there eventually. But that 
could take time.

COHEN: A long time.

TOLLE: Much longer. A spiritual teaching is there to save time. 
The basic message of the teaching is that you don’t need any 
more time, you don’t need any more suffering. I tell this to 
people who come to me: “You are ready to hear this because 

Underneath the world of sense perceptions and the world of mind activity,           
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you are listening to it. There are still millions of people out 
there who are not listening to it. They still need time. But I am 
not talking to them. You are hearing that you don’t need time 
anymore and you don’t need to suffer anymore. You’ve been 
seeking in time and you’ve been seeking further suffering.” 
And to suddenly hear that “you don’t need that anymore”—for 
some, that can be the moment of transformation.

So the beauty of the spiritual teaching is that it saves life-
times of—

COHEN: Unnecessary suffering.

TOLLE: Yes, so it’s good that people are lost in the world. I 
enjoy traveling to New York and Los Angeles, where it seems 
that people are totally involved. I was looking out of the win-
dow in New York. We were next to the Empire State Building, 
doing a group. And everybody was rushing around, almost 
running. Everybody seemed to be in a state of intense ner-
vous tension, anxiety. It’s suffering, really, but it’s not recog-
nized as suffering. And I thought, where are they all running 
to? And of course, they are all running to the future. They are 
needing to get somewhere, which is not here. It is a point 
in time: not now—then. They are running to a then. They 
are suffering, but they don’t even know it. But to me, even 

watching that was joyful. I didn’t feel, “Oh, they should know 
better.” They are on their spiritual path. At the moment, that 
is their spiritual path, and it works beautifully.

COHEN: Often the word enlightenment is interpreted to mean the 
end of division within the self and the simultaneous discovery of a 
perspective or way of seeing that is whole, complete, or free from 

duality. Some who have experienced this perspective claim that the 
ultimate realization is that there is no difference between the world 
and God or the Absolute, between samsara and nirvana, between 
the manifest and the unmanifest. But there are others who claim 
that, in fact, the ultimate realization is that the world doesn’t 
actually exist at all—that the world is only an illusion, completely 
empty of meaning, signifi cance, or reality. So in your own experi-
ence, is the world real? Is the world unreal? Both?

TOLLE: Even when I’m interacting with people or walking in 
a city, doing ordinary things, the way I perceive the world is 
like ripples on the surface of being. Underneath the world 
of sense perceptions and the world of mind activity, there is 
the vastness of being. There’s a vast spaciousness. There’s 
a vast stillness and there’s a little ripple activity on the sur-
face, which isn’t separate, just like the ripples are not separate 
from the ocean.

So many things that we now take for granted—like fl ying, or 
moving pictures coming through the air into your living room, 
or heart attack victims being brought back to life—were once 
miracles reserved for God alone. That’s one of the thrilling and 
chilling things about being human: we’re always pushing the 
edge, daring to know, tempting fate—and testing any limits that 
have been imposed on us.

Elizabeth Debold
“Shifting Moral Ground,”  Issue 24  
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So there is no separation in the way I perceive it. There is no 
separation between being and the manifested world, between 
the manifested and the unmanifested. But the unmanifested 
is so much vaster, deeper, and greater than what happens in 
the manifested. Every phenomenon in the manifested is so 
short-lived and so fl eeting that, yes, one could almost say that 
from the perspective of the unmanifested, which is the time-

less beingness or presence, all that happens in the manifested 
realm really seems like a play of shadows. It seems like vapor 
or mist with continuously new forms arising and disappear-
ing, arising and disappearing. So to the one who is deeply 
rooted in the unmanifested, the manifested could very easily 
be called unreal. I don’t call it unreal because I see it as not 
separate from anything.

COHEN: So it is real?

TOLLE: All that is real is beingness itself. Consciousness is all 
there is, pure consciousness.

COHEN: You’re saying that the defi nition of “real” would be that 
which is free from birth and death?

TOLLE: That’s right.

COHEN: So only that which was never born and cannot die would 
be real. And since the manifest world is ultimately not separate 
from the unmanifest, according to what you are saying, in the end, 
one would have to say it’s real.

TOLLE: Yes, and even within every form that is subject to birth 
and death, there is the deathless. The essence of every form is 
the deathless. Even the essence of a blade of grass is the death-
less. And that’s why the world of form is sacred. It’s not that 
the realm of the sacred is exclusively being or the unmani-
fested. Even the world of form I see as sacred.

COHEN: If someone simply asks you, “Is the world real or unreal?” 
would you say it was real or would you have to qualify the statement?

TOLLE: I would probably qualify the statement.

COHEN: Saying what?

TOLLE: It’s a temporary manifestation of the real.

COHEN: So if the world is a temporary manifestation of the real, 
what is the enlightened relationship to the world?

TOLLE: To the unenlightened, the world is all there is. There is 
nothing else. This time-bound mode of consciousness clings 

to the past for its identity and desperately needs the world for 
its happiness and fulfi llment. Therefore, the world holds enor-
mous promise but poses a great threat at the same time. That 
is the dilemma of the unenlightened consciousness: it is torn 
between seeking fulfi llment in and through the world and 
being threatened by it continuously. A person hopes that they 
will fi nd themselves in it, and at the same time they fear that 
the world is going to kill them, as it will. That is the state of 
continuous confl ict that the unenlightened consciousness is 
condemned to—being torn continuously between desire and 
fear. It’s a dreadful fate.

The enlightened consciousness is rooted in the unmani-
fested, and ultimately is one with it. It knows itself to be that. 
One could almost say it is the unmanifested looking out. Even 
with a simple thing like visually perceiving a form—a fl ower 
or a tree—if you are perceiving it in a state of great alertness 
and deep stillness, free of past and future, then at that moment 
already it is the unmanifested. You are not a person anymore 
at that moment. The unmanifested is perceiving itself in form. 
And there is always a sense of goodness in that perception.

So then all action arises out of that, and has a completely 
different quality from action that arises out of the unenlight-
ened consciousness, which needs something and seeks to pro-
tect itself. That is really where those intangible and precious 
qualities come in that we call love, joy, and peace. They are all 
one with the unmanifested. They arise out of that. A human 
being who lives in connectedness with that and then acts 
and interacts becomes a blessing on the planet, whereas the 
unenlightened human is very heavy on the planet. There is a 
heaviness to the unenlightened. And the planet is suffering 
from millions of unenlightened humans. The burden on the 
planet is almost too much to bear. I can sometimes feel it as 
the planet saying, “Oh, no more, please.”

COHEN: You encourage people to meditate, to as you describe it, 
“rest in the Presence of the Now” as much as possible. Do you think 

All that is real is beingness itself. Consciousness is all there is,   
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that spiritual practice can ever become truly deep and have the 
power to liberate if one has not already given up the world and 
what the world represents, at least to some degree?

TOLLE: I wouldn’t say that the practice itself has the power to 
liberate. It’s only when there is complete surrender to the now, 
to what is, that liberation is possible. I do not believe that a prac-
tice will take you into complete surrender. Complete surrender 

usually happens through living. Your very life is the ground 
where that happens. There may be a partial surrender and then 
there may be an opening, and then you may engage in spiritual 
practice. But whether the spiritual practice is taken up after a 
certain degree of insight or the spiritual practice is just done in 
and of itself, the practice alone won’t do it.

COHEN: Something that I’ve found in my own teaching work is 
that unless the world has been seen through to a certain degree, 
and unless there is a willingness based on that seeing to let go of 
it, then spiritual experience, no matter how powerful it is, is not 
going to lead to any kind of liberation.

TOLLE: That’s right, and the willingness to let go is surrender. 
That remains the key. Without that, no amount of practice or 
even spiritual experiences will do it.

COHEN: Yes, many people say they want to meditate or do spiritual 
practice, but their spiritual aspirations are not based on a willing-
ness to let go of anything substantial.

TOLLE: No, in fact it may be the opposite. Spiritual practice 
may be a way to try to fi nd something new to identify with.

COHEN: Ultimately, would you say that real spiritual practice or 

Cutting-edge science and spirituality tell us that what we believe,
think, and feel actually determine the makeup of our body at the 
cellular level.  In Zen and the Art of Happiness, you will learn how
to think and feel so that what you think and feel creates happiness
and vibrancy in your life rather than gloominess or depression. 

You’ll learn how to adapt to life’s inevitable changes, how to deal 
with stress in a healthy way, and how to nurture a mindful happiness
in your daily life. Most importantly, the gentle wisdom of Zen and the
Art of Happiness will show you how to invite magnificent experiences
into your life and create a personal philosophy that will sustain you
through anything.

Trade paperback, 41/2 x 71/8 , 160 pages.
ISBN: 0-943015-53 -7,  $10.95.
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real spiritual experience is meant to lead one to the letting go of 
the world, the transcendence of the world, the relinquishment of 
attachment to the world?

TOLLE: Yes. Sometimes people ask, “How do you get to that? It 
sounds wonderful, but how do you get there?” In concrete terms, 
at its most basic, it simply means to say “yes” to this moment. That 
is the state of surrender—a total “yes” to what is. Not the inner 
“no” to what is. And the complete “yes” to what is, is the tran-
scendence of the world. It’s as simple as that—a total openness to 
whatever arises at this moment. The usual state of consciousness 
is to resist, to run away from it, to deny it, to not look at it.

COHEN: So when you say a “yes” to what is, do you mean not 
avoiding anything and facing everything?

TOLLE: Right. It’s welcoming this moment, embracing this 
moment, and that is the state of surrender. That is really all 
that’s needed. The only difference between a Master and 
a non-Master is that the Master embraces what is, totally. 
When there is nonresistance to what is, there comes a peace. 
The portal is open; the unmanifested is there. That is the 
most powerful way. We can’t call it practice because there’s 
no time in it.

COHEN: For most people who are participating in the East-meets-
West spiritual explosion that is occurring with ever-greater 
speed these days, both Gautama the Buddha and Ramana 
Maharshi—one of the most respected Vedantins of the modern 
era—stand out as peerless examples of full-blown enlightenment, 

and yet, interestingly enough, in regard to this question of the 
right relationship to the world for the spiritual aspirant, their 
teachings diverge dramatically. 

The Buddha, the world-renouncer, encouraged those who were 
the most sincere to leave the world and follow him in order to live the 
holy life, free from the cares and concerns of the householder life. Yet 
Ramana Maharshi discouraged his disciples from leaving the house-
hold life in pursuit of greater spiritual focus and intensity. In fact, he 
discouraged any outward acts of renunciation and instead encour-
aged the aspirant to look within and fi nd the cause of ignorance and 
suffering within the self. Indeed, many of his growing number of 
devotees today say that the desire to renounce is actually an expres-
sion of ego, the very part of the self that we want to liberate ourselves 
from if we want to be free. But of course the Buddha laid great stress 
on the need for renunciation, detachment, diligence, and restraint as 
the very foundation on which liberating insight can occur.

So why do you think the approaches of these two spiritual lumi-
naries differ so widely? Why do you think that the Buddha encour-
aged his disciples to leave the world while Ramana encouraged 
them to stay where they were?

TOLLE: There’s not one way that that works. Different ages have 
certain approaches, which may be more effective for one age 
and no longer effective in another age. The world that we live 
in now has much greater density to it; it is much more all-
pervasive. And when I say “world,” I include the human mind 
in it. The human mind has grown even since the time of the 
Buddha, 2,500 years ago. The human mind is more noisy and 
more all-pervasive, and the egos are bigger. There’s been an 
ego growth over thousands of years; it’s growing to a point of 

Picture yourself on a slope overlooking a broad 
amphitheater. Sunset. Below you, the tribes are gathering 
from far and wide. Many thousands make their way into 
the sanctuary, beating drums, burning incense . . . No, 
this isn’t 15,000 BC on the eve of the summer solstice. 
You’re in twentieth-century America: this is a Dead show.

Ross Robertson
“A Kind of Innocence We’d Never Seen Before,”  Issue 25
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madness, with the ultimate madness having been reached in 
the twentieth century. One only needs to read twentieth-cen-
tury history to see that it has been the climax of human mad-
ness, if it’s measured in terms of human violence infl icted on 
other humans.

So in the present time, we can’t escape from the world any-
more; we can’t escape from the mind. We need to enter sur-
render while we are in the world. That seems to be the path 
that is effective in the world that we live in now. It may be 
that at the time of the Buddha, withdrawing was much, much 
easier than it would be now. The human mind was not yet so 
overwhelming at that time.

COHEN: But the reason that the Buddha preached leading the 
homeless life was because he felt that the household life was full 
of worries, cares, and concerns, and in that context he felt it 
would be diffi cult to do what was needed to live the holy life. So 
in terms of what you’re saying about the noise and distraction of 
the world, that is actually precisely what he was addressing and 
why in fact he led the homeless life and encouraged other people 
to do the same.

TOLLE: Well, he gave his reasons, but ultimately we don’t know 
why the Buddha put the emphasis on leaving the world rather 
than saying as Ramana Maharshi did, “Do it in the world.” 
But it seems to me, from what I have observed, that the more 
effective way now is for people to surrender in the world rather 
than attempt to remove themselves from the world and create 
a structure that makes it easier to surrender. There’s a con-
tradiction there already because you’re creating a structure to 
make it easier to surrender. Why not surrender now? You don’t 
need to create anything to make surrender easier because then 
it’s not true surrender anymore. I’ve stayed in Buddhist mon-
asteries and I can see how easily it can happen—they have 
given up their name and adopted a new name, they’ve shaved 
their heads, they wear their robes—

COHEN: You’re saying that one world has been abandoned for 
another. One identifi cation has been given up for another; one 
role has been dropped and another has been assumed. Nothing has 
actually been given up.

TOLLE: That’s right. Therefore do it where you are, right here, 
right now. There’s no need to seek out some other place or 
some other condition or situation and then do it there. Do it 
right here and now. Wherever you are is the place for surren-

der. Whatever the situation is that you’re in, you can say “yes” 
to what is, and that is then the basis for all further action.

COHEN: There are many teachers and teachings today that say that 
the very desire to renounce the world is an expression of ego. How 
do you see that?

TOLLE: The desire to renounce the world is again the desire to 
reach a certain state that you don’t have now. There’s a mental 
projection of a desirable state to reach—the state of renuncia-
tion. It’s self-seeking through future. In that sense, it is ego. 
True renunciation isn’t the desire to renounce; it arises as sur-
render. You cannot have a desire to surrender because that’s 
non-surrender. Surrender arises spontaneously sometimes in 
people who don’t even have a word for it. And I know that open-
ness is there in many people now. Many people who come to 
me have a great openness. Sometimes it only requires a few 
words and immediately they have a glimpse, a taste of surren-
der, which may not yet be lasting, but the opening is there.

COHEN: What about the spontaneous call from the heart to aban-
don all that’s false and illusory, all that’s based on the ego’s materi-
alistic relationship to life? For example, when the Buddha decided, 
“I have to leave my home behind”—it would probably be hard to 
say that was an egotistical desire, looking at the results. And Jesus 
saying, “Come follow me. Let the dead bury their dead.”

TOLLE: That is recognizing the false as false, which is mainly 
an inner thing—to recognize false identifi cations, to recog-
nize the mental noise, and what had been identifi cation with 
mental images as a “me” entity, to be false. That is beautiful, 
that recognition. And then action may arise out of the recog-
nition of the false, and perhaps you can see the false refl ected 
in your life circumstances and you may then leave those 
behind—or not. But the recognition and relinquishment of 
all that is false and illusory is primarily an inner one.

COHEN: Those two cases, the Buddha and Jesus, would be exam-
ples of powerful outer manifestations of that inner recognition.

TOLLE: That’s right. There’s no predicting what is going to hap-
pen as a result of that inner recognition. For the Buddha, of 
course, it came because he was already an adult when he sud-
denly realized that humans die and become ill and grow old. 
And that was so powerful that he looked within and said that 
everything is meaningless if that’s all there is.

The only difference between a Master and a non-Master is that the Master           
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COHEN: But then he was compelled to go off, to abandon his king-
dom. From a certain point of view he could have said, “Well, it’s all 
here right now, and all I need to do is just surrender uncondition-
ally here and now.” Then I guess the result could have been very 
different, he could have been an enlightened king!

TOLLE: But at that point he didn’t know that all that was neces-
sary was surrender.

COHEN: Yet, when Jesus was calling the fi shermen to leave their 
families and their lives to follow him and, similarly, when the 
Buddha would walk through towns and call the men to leave 
everything behind, their surrender was demonstrated in the 
actual leaving, in saying “yes” to Jesus or the Buddha and let-
ting go of their worldly attachments. And obviously there would 
also be their inner attachment to let go of as well. In these cases, 
letting go wasn’t only a metaphor for inner transcendence; it also 
meant literally letting go of everything.

TOLLE: For some people that is part of it. They may leave their 
habitual surroundings or activities, but the only question is 
whether or not they have already seen the false within. If they 
haven’t, the external letting go will be a disguised form of 
self-seeking.

COHEN: For my last question I’d like to ask you about the relation-
ship between your understanding of enlightenment, or the experi-
ence of nondual consciousness, and engagement with the world.

In Judaism, fully engaging with the world and human life is 
seen as the fulfi llment of the religious calling. In fact, they say it 
is only through wholeheartedly living the commandments that 
the spiritual potential of the human race can become manifest on 
earth. Jewish scholar David Ariel writes, “We fi nish the work of 
creation . . . God stands in need of us because only we can perfect 
the world.”

Many enlightenment or nondual teachings like your own empha-
size the enlightenment of the individual. Indeed, transcendence of 

        embraces what is, totally. When there is nonresistance to what is, 

there comes a peace. The portal is open; the unmanifested is there.

RIPPLES ON THE SURFACE OF BEING
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the world seems to be the whole point. But our Jewish brothers appear 
to be calling us to something very different—the spiritualization of 
the world through devoted men’s and women’s wholehearted par-
ticipation in the world. So is it true that nondual enlightenment 
teachings deprive the world of our wholehearted participation in 
it? Does the very notion of transcendence rob the world of the fulfi ll-
ment of our potential to spiritualize it as God’s children?

TOLLE: No, because right action can only fl ow out of that 
state of transcendence of the world. Any other activity is ego-
induced, and even doing good, if it’s ego-induced, will have 
karmic consequences. “Ego-induced” means there is an ulte-
rior motive. For example, it enhances your self-image if you 
become a more spiritual person in your own eyes and that 
feels good; or another example would be looking to a future 
reward in another lifetime or in heaven. So if there are ulterior 
motives, it’s not pure. There cannot be true love fl owing into 
your actions if the world has not been transcended because 
you’re not connected with the realm out of which love arises.

COHEN: Do you mean pure action, untainted by ego?

TOLLE: Yes, fi rst things fi rst. What comes fi rst is realization 
and liberation, and then let action fl ow out of that—and that 
will be pure, untainted, and there’s no karma attached to it 
whatsoever. Otherwise, no matter how high our ideals are, 
we will still strengthen the ego through our good actions. 
Unfortunately, you cannot fulfi ll the commandments unless 
you are egoless—and there are very few who are—as all the 
people who have tried to practice the teachings of Christ have 
found out. “Love your neighbor as yourself” is one of the main 
teachings of Jesus, and you cannot fulfi ll that commandment, 
no matter how hard you try, if you don’t know who you are at 
the deepest level. Love your neighbor as yourself means your 
neighbor is yourself, and that recognition of oneness is love. 
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An interview with Dr. Beatrice Bruteau

 That Goes on Singing

Developmental psychologist and WIE 
senior editor Dr. Elizabeth Debold 
explains how our 2002 interview 
with Dr. Beatrice Bruteau is a brilliant 
example of an emerging perspective you 
won’t fi nd in the academy.
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It’s one of life’s sweet ironies that 
I could spend an entire decade 
at Harvard studying develop-
mental psychology and not learn 
anything about the future trajec-

tory of human development. No one at 
Harvard, including me, asked: Where 
are we going with this whole devel-
opmental process? Are there ways 
of being human that we haven’t seen 
yet? Those questions just weren’t part 
of the program. We studied what is 
and what has been, not what’s on the 
horizon. Unfortunately, that academic 
focus can suffocate the future, leading 
us to think there is nothing new under 
the sun. But what makes us human is 
our insatiable quest for meaning, our 
extraordinary imagination, our need 
for new frontiers. The real juice is in 
our potential, not in our past. And only 
when I came to this magazine as an 
editor did I begin to realize that what 
may be most important about all that I 
had learned was that it could be used 
to fi nd out where that potential is lead-
ing us—to discover what’s next in the 
evolution of our improbable species. 

That’s why I selected our 2002 
interview with Dr. Beatrice Bruteau 
as my “editor’s pick.” This interview 
reveals a next step for humanity that 
no developmental psychologist would 

dream of. Perhaps it has to do with 
Bruteau’s intellectual grasp of a range 
of disciplines—she holds advanced 
degrees in mathematics, philosophy, 
and religion. Drawing on the deep-
est mystical teachings and the best 
of science, her vision places human 
development within the context of 
cosmic development. And that vantage 
point gives us a glimpse far beyond the 
present into an unimaginable future. 

You certainly won’t fi nd such a 
perspective expressed in graduate 
psychology classes. Such courses 
teach that development proceeds 
through increasing complexifi cation, 
through a process of differentiation 
and then higher integration, but they 
don’t project that process into the 
future. (In fact, curiously enough, 
academically accepted models often 
mark as the endpoint, or highest stage 
of human development, the stage that 
happens to have been reached by the 
psychologist who created the scheme!) 
Moreover, these models typically look 
at individual development devoid of 
any larger context—as though we are 
somehow innocent of our cultures and 
outside the process of evolution itself. 
But by looking from the immense 
expanse of the unfolding universe, 
Bruteau shows us what your average 

Editors’ pick no. 5

INTRODUCTION
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academic psychologist misses: that 
we have gone so far in our process of 
differentiating as independent individ-
uals that the next forward movement 
demands an integration. At this point 
in evolution that integration will no 
longer just happen spontaneously, as 
it did when hydrogen and oxygen cre-
ated water. This new integration has 
to be freely chosen by human beings. 
The next order of development, she 
indicates, needs to be collective—a 
“creative union” of humans connected 
in a new order of being. 

Bruteau’s perspective is a remark-
able example of a synthesis of Western 
science and Eastern wisdom that is 
just now truly coming to fruition. Fifty 
years ago, she was earning a degree in 
mathematics and happened to stumble 
upon a book by Ramakrishna. She 
became entranced by his philosophy. 
Bruteau moved to New York to earn a 
doctorate in philosophy at Fordham, 
a Catholic university, and simultane-
ously began taking classes at the 
Ramakrishna Mission. There they told 
her that “Catholicism was Vedanta in 
European dress.” Today, Bruteau is a 
practicing Catholic whose evolution-
ary theory is a unique synthesis of the 
two great twentieth-century evolu-
tionary spiritual pioneers West and 

will happen. But, as Bruteau points 
out, the next Great Step forward can 
happen only if we transcend ego—by 
letting go of our identifi cation with the 
separate self-sense. It is this point 
that marks the next phase of human 
development as both a radical spiri-
tual transformation and a profound 
shift in the evolution of our species. 
 The potential revealed in 
Bruteau’s interview strikes me as 
even more relevant now than when 
it was published four years ago. As 
chaos and confl ict increasingly strain 
our resources, systems, and selves, 
her words urge us to look beyond the 
usual places that we trust to solve our 
biggest problems. Our most august 
institutions of higher learning are too 
embedded in structures based on indi-
vidualism and scientifi c materialism 
to be the source of something truly 
new. Can we leave the past behind to 
create at the unending, always effer-
vescent edge of consciousness itself? 
Calling our attention to both the thrill 
of eternal creation and the demand of 
ultimate responsibility, the view from 
this cosmic perspective is breathtak-
ing, simultaneously transforming and 
fulfi lling our deepest sense of what it 
could mean to be human. 

by Elizabeth Debold

East: the Jesuit paleontologist Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin and the Indian 
sage and revolutionary Sri Aurobindo 
Ghose. Her own scientifi c proclivi-
ties and mathematical precision join 
Teilhard’s search for the pattern and 
plan in all creation. From Teilhard, 
she adopts the majestic deep-time 
evolutionary perspective of dynamic 
universal unfolding that we are insep-
arable from and becomes conscious 
through us. Bruteau’s passion for the 
mystical truths of the East is met by 
Aurobindo’s unparalleled exploration 
of the higher potentials of human con-
sciousness. Through Aurobindo, she 
seems to recognize the importance of 
individual enlightenment to catalyze a 
“supramental” transformation—a col-
lective shift to a higher order of unity 
in humankind. 

It is this combination of evolution 
and enlightenment, of collective pro-
cess and individual responsibility, that 
represents an enormously signifi cant 
development in the understanding 
of our trajectory. Some evolutionary 
thinkers, smitten by the unfathom-
able precision of the entire process, 
believe that a higher order of creation 
is just there waiting for us, that all we 
need to do is be thrilled by the idea of 
evolution and something miraculous 
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WIE: In this issue we are exploring spiritual evolution and the 
relationship between enlightenment and evolution. You are one of 
the pioneering thinkers in evolutionary spirituality and your work 
has been devoted to bringing an evolutionary view to Christian 
contemplative life. In your book, God’s Ecstasy, you have said, 
“Evolution is a part of religious life. Creativity is built into the 
natural world. And the Divine is the creative principle.” Can you 
explain what you mean?

BEATRICE BRUTEAU: Somewhere deep down we are all fi lled with 
a mystical longing, with a longing for ultimate meaningfulness, 

and therefore we need to see all of our world in that context. 
To attain this in today’s climate, we need a new theology of the 
cosmos—one that is grounded in the best science of our day. 
It will be a theology in which God is very present precisely in
all the dynamism and patterns of the created order. A theology 

of evolution sees God as deeply involved in the evolutionary 
process of the world. God is making the world by means of 
evolution. And the evolutionary process in its turn is seen as 
striving toward God. So, you see, God is Self-expressing and 
Self-realizing in evolution.
 All sorts of wonderful creatures have been generated from 
a few simple principles and a handful of elementary particles. 
The creativity that makes the world is built into the world as its 
own essence. And in this self-creating world there is gradually 
growing the most Godlike capacity, consciousness. The cosmic 
complexity has supported the development of consciousness, 
and now we can know and understand and contemplate this 
beautiful and marvelous universe. More and more, creatures 
know what they’re doing, appreciate their environment, 
choose their actions. And when you get to human beings, 
consciousness is aware of the fact that it is conscious. We try 
to understand where consciousness comes from, how it works, 
how we can manipulate it. At the human level, consciousness 
is trying to make new forms of consciousness. We’ve developed 
consciousness-altering practices and we’ve taken consciousness-
altering drugs. Now we’re even making machines that do 

To be alive is to be constantly in the 
process of becoming a new creation.
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things we used to think only conscious brains could do. Thus, 
consciousness is evolving further consciousness.

WIE: Can you describe what the movement or process of evolution 
actually is?

BRUTEAU: Evolution is the linked changing of the world. 
There is a basic urgency in life to grow, to expand, to become 
new and renewed. We might even say that the very meaning 
of being alive is to be constantly in the process of becoming 
a new creation. This happens on small scales with every 
biological form we know, and it happens on a large scale 
in the universe as a whole. At least one contemporary view 
of the cosmos sees it as one huge, dynamic, evolving being 
that passes through a series of stages in which its forms and 
internal relations assume ever-new patterns. Some theorists 
of evolution point out that with each succeeding stage of 
development, the complexity of the patterns is increased. So 
evolution is the passage in time from simpler organizational 
forms to more complex organizational forms, carrying with 
it an increase of consciousness, which means a sense of unity 
in the organized entity. Now, this process is usually thought 
of as advancing by a series of small steps. But sometimes 
there is a Great Step. Great Steps occur when the cosmic 
organization goes to another level of complexity. It does this 
by uniting elements of the preceding level. These are what 
French Jesuit priest and paleontologist Teilhard de Chardin 
called “creative unions”: they bring into being something 
that never existed before. The New Being emerges from the 
connections and interactions of the composing units, and it 
constitutes a new level of oneness and wholeness.

CREATIVE UNION

WIE: Could you say more about Teilhard’s view of an evolutionary 
progression toward greater and greater degrees of unity?

BRUTEAU: As I said, in Teilhard’s view, all of evolution has 
progressed by a series of creative unions. More complex and 
more conscious beings are formed by the union of less complex 
and less conscious elements with one another. Subatomic 
particles unite to form atoms, atoms unite to form molecules, 
molecules unite to form cells, and cells unite to form organisms. 
This same pattern of creating something new, something more 
complex and more conscious, by the union of the less complex 
and less conscious recurs at each of these levels. It is because 
we can look back and see the pattern, see it recurring, that 
Teilhard believes we can legitimately extrapolate and project 
the pattern into the future, looking forward to another creative 
union in which we will be the uniting elements.

WIE: How do these “creative unions” come about?

BRUTEAU: What Teilhard says is that each time this occurs there 
is an exchange of “characteristic energy” among the uniting 
elements. For instance, the characteristic energy of atoms is 
electrical energy. It is by sharing this energy among themselves 
that the atoms make themselves into molecules. The atoms are 
capable of making connections with one another, and then they 
interact to form the union. So in order for us as human beings 
to unite with one another to form the next creative union, 
according to the same pattern that the atoms and molecules 
and cells followed before us, we must share with one another 

After rising out of the seventies like a 300-yard 
tee shot, the enormously popular “golf-as-
mysticism” genre is putting the ancient game 
at the forefront of the postmodern spiritual 
marketplace, commanding the attention of 
sporty seekers everywhere with its promise of an 
easygoing Sunday path to God Realization.

Tom Huston
“Fairway to Heaven,”  Issue 25  

   
         WIE
’04

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

A SONG THAT GOES ON SINGING

07_Bruteau2.indd   115 7/19/06   2:28:49 AM



116     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

our characteristic energies. It is the energy sharing that forms 
the bond. The characteristic energy at the level we have now 
reached is human energy. And what is human energy? It is not 
just physical energy or chemical energy or biological energy. 
It is the energy of thinking, or knowing, and the energy of 
loving, or willing. It is this most intimate energy of ours that 
we are asked to commit to the new union. In other words, we 
are being asked to give ourselves as persons in order to create 
a higher-level New Being. The question, however, is whether 
human beings will actually do this enough to form the next 
level of cosmic evolution.
 So you see, at this point, evolution meets a situation that 
is unique in its history: the uniting elements, in our case, are 

free agents. We will not automatically unite merely because 
of some natural affi nity. Since each of us is free, we can each 
choose whether we will enter into the proposed union or not. 
Thus the union, the New Being, the next creative advance of 
evolution, will come about only if we freely consent to form it 
because the energy exchange itself, which forms the bond of 
the new-level cosmic organization, consists of free acts. This is 
why Teilhard says that the whole cosmic enterprise now hangs 
on our decision: we are evolution.

WIE: So human beings are in a unique position, and we bear a 
great responsibility for what happens. You could say that we are at 
a crucial evolutionary juncture. 

BRUTEAU: Yes we are. And in order to appreciate and feel 
the force of what the present human vocation is, we need to 
zero in on how the elements of any particular level of cosmic 
organization actually perform the uniting by which they come 
to constitute a new kind of wholeness in the world. There is not 
some outside force that causes this to occur. The capacity for it 
is inherent in the uniting elements, and they themselves do it 
by their own characteristic power. Every level of cosmic being 
has its own power of communication, the power to unite with 
others of its level to make something yet grander. This is the 
pattern that repeats in the course of evolution.
 And this, therefore, is the clue to our human vocation, the 
next stage of the cosmic evolution. Human beings have a far 
more wonderful power of communication than have atoms. If 

the pattern repeats at our level, then we are to exercise that 
power to form a new kind of further Being, a Being born of 
our voluntary togetherness that will be able to do things that 
we singly cannot do.

HUMAN CHOICE

WIE: The great evolutionary thinkers have all also made the point 
that the human ability to choose, to intelligently exercise free will 
or volition, is what sets us apart from other creatures. Can you say 
a little more about the signifi cance of choice?

BRUTEAU: You see, evolution up to this point has gone by 
happenstance and natural selection. The individual animal 
doesn’t get to choose how it’s going to evolve. But the individual 
human being can, and we, by our concerted intention, can 
make something that hasn’t existed before. If we are to make 
this change in favor of forming a New Being, we will have to 
redirect our energy currents. And it will take energy even to 
make that option. You see, our energy currents are egocentric—
the currents fl ow out from the ego, grasp what’s good for the 
ego, and fl ow back to the ego. This energy pattern cannot form 
a creative union because it tries to assimilate all other beings 
to the being of the ego. And because of that, it’s important that 
we make a big effort to realize the True Self—otherwise we’re 
running entirely on the motives to exploit and dominate—the 
motives that are endangering the world. 

WIE: Is this why you say in your books that Self-realization, or 
enlightenment, is “the foundation for evolution”? Do you mean 
that for the next step of evolution to occur, we must transcend 
our ego motivations, those impulses that fundamentally keep us 
separate from each other? 

BRUTEAU: Yes. Self-realization is the condition for forming the 
next creative union because we must bring the characteristic 
human energy to the place where we can intentionally share 
it. To form a truly New Being, to make another Great Step in 
evolution, we have to unite the deepest, most central energies 
of consciousness. This depth is currently buried and hidden in 
most of us. Yet, we also sense that it is there, waiting to be brought 
into full presence, and so we do various spiritual practices in the 
hope of becoming fully aware of our deep reality.

WIE: What do you mean by “deep reality”?

BRUTEAU: Deep reality is that place in the center of our being 
where we experience our existence in an unlimited way. The 

God is making the world by means 
of evolution. And the evolutionary 
process is striving toward God.

07_Bruteau2.indd   116 7/19/06   2:29:08 AM



118     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

   
         WIE
’04

deep self is not defi ned, not described by any of the qualities 
of our bodies or personalities, by our histories or social 
positions, our jobs, or our religions. This is fairly hard to 
realize. We tend to think of ourselves, introduce ourselves to 
others, believe others are seeing us in terms of these qualities. 
In meditation and its associated practices, we try to center 
ourselves in our sense of existing without identifying with 
these descriptors. To the extent that we become accustomed 
to this, we may spontaneously behave in a new way. 
 You can see from this how our energy is affected. When we 
defi ne ourselves in terms of our qualities, we have to devote 
energy to protecting them and trying to gain more valuable 
ones—more beauty, personality, wealth, power, social status. 
But if we liberate ourselves from such identity, then all that 

energy becomes available for the radiation of goodwill to 
others. We have realized ourselves as the Self that says only I 
AM, with no predicate following, not “I am a this” or “I have 
that quality.” Only unlimited, absolute I AM.
 And the interesting thing is that as soon as you experience 
yourself this way, you at once fi nd that you also are saying toward 
the whole world, “Let it be!” It seems to be the nature of that which 
is I AM to say, “Let it be.” This is the love that is called “agape.” 
Agape is the love that seeks the being, well-being, full being, 
ever-fuller being, of the beloved. It is a love that is not a reaction 

to the beloved but rather a fi rst action, an action beginning in 
you, coming out from the center of your being because of the 
nature of your being. This energy of love is inexhaustible. It 
doesn’t have to be reserved or apportioned or used economically. 
It is plentiful, bountiful, enormous. It is a dynamic out-fl owing 
activity, energy. It’s constantly in motion and radiant, like a star 
is radiant. It streams out from us in every way. The True Self in 
us is constantly radiating this willed goodness.

A NEW BEING

WIE: At times you’ve characterized agape or “creative love” as a 
future-seeking or, could we say, evolutionary movement, the intention 
of which, as you’ve put it, “is to bring something new into being.” 

BRUTEAU: It is a will to being—it’s the ultimate energy of God, 
if you want to call it that. This intention to share being is agape. 
And it is central, it is original, it is Source. When you discover 
it, you discover that you are that—that the most “self” thing 
that you are is that. This is what people fi nd when they have 
what’s called Self-realization. And it’s an energy that has no 
limit. The central or True Self that is the truth of our being is 
continuous with the Divine Source of all reality. And that, of 
course, is intended toward the future—it is future-oriented, 
and it is the intention that there should be more being because 
its own nature is the gift of being. It gives itself to every being. 
It is its pleasure to give itself, to expand and radiate. It is our 
participation in the “glory of God” that “fi lls the whole world.”
 This is how we, as individuals, doing our spiritual practices, 
coming to our Self-realization, to our enlightenment, make 

The whole cosmic enterprise 
now hangs on our decision: 
we are evolution. 

Is peace a spiritual concept or a political one? 
Do we mean peace between races, or peace 
with racists? Do we mean that politically 
popular concept of “peacekeeping”? Or do 
we mean that well-worn and slightly vague 
notion, “inner peace”?

Carter Phipps
“Is God A Pacifi st?”  Issue 26

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

118     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

07_Bruteau2.indd   118 7/19/06   2:29:43 AM



September-December  2006     119

possible the next step in human evolution, which is to say, 
cosmic evolution, which is God’s Self-manifestation. The 
hidden Godness in us comes forth and shows itself for what it 
is and rejoices in the truth of its Being.

WIE: In your view of the next evo lutionary step, you emphasize 
the importance of the collective or human community. Why is the 
nature and formation of this collective so signifi cant? 

BRUTEAU: Because the collective is an integrative operation. 
You see, the collective is the medium by which the oneness 
both is made out of the diversity and protects the diversity and 
transcends the particular diversity that composes it. This is a 
kind of leapfrog by which evolution always moves. So a molecule 
is a kind of community. A cell is a kind of community. Molecules 
are communities of atoms, cells are communities of molecules, 
and so on. Now, we’re following this same pattern that evolution 
seems to have followed, which is unite in order to create. The new 

human community will be some kind of an entity, some kind 
of a Being. Just as the organism is a collective of molecules and 
the molecule is a collective of atoms. So if you can get human 
beings to share their characteristic human energy—which is 
agape, knowledge, concern, creativity, inventiveness, and all the 
other kinds of strictly human energies that we have—all that 
interchange of energies binds us together into a community. 
And when the whole community experiences and practices 
this kind of love, the crisscrossing energies form a net, and the 
net is the New Being that can do what the individuals that it is 
composed of could not do.

WIE: In your writings, you elaborate on the role of integration 
and differentiation—two central elements of both scientifi c and 
spiritual evolutionary theory. We’ve spoken quite a lot about the 
process of integration, but could you say more about the role and 
value of differentiation in the creation of this new order, or what 
you just called the “New Being”?

A SONG THAT GOES ON SINGING
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BRUTEAU: Yes. Diversity is absolutely essential to the unity of 
the composed being. The more diversity, the better. It means 
the greater the variety of the relations and interactions among 
the composing entities, the more intricate the composed unity. 
Think of a painting with fi fty different shades of color rather 
than one made with only three. Or think of an orchestra with 
fi fty different instruments instead of a single instrument—

the different players interact with one another, increasing the 
being of the whole, the richness, the beauty. Each time cosmic 
evolution makes another Great Step, the diversity within the 
New Being and the diversity of the interactions of the new whole 
with its new peers is vastly increased. It’s like adding another 
dimension; how much more there is to a volume of space 
compared with just a surface!

COMPLEX NONDUALISM

WIE: Many Eastern traditions describe the pinnacle of human 
potential as the realization of nonduality. Is the union you are 
speaking about analogous to this defi nition of enlightenment?

BRUTEAU: Yes, but it’s a nondualism that doesn’t reduce to a 
monism. That is to say, our personal energies do not merge 
or become submerged in some amorphous whole. We do not 

acquire a kind of oceanic sense of being swallowed up 
in a great All. Quite the contrary: subjectively, it feels 
rather like an intensifi cation of individuality—Self-
consciousness or Self-realization. Perhaps we might call 
it “complex nondualism.”

WIE: Do you think that some philosophies of nondualism might 
be antithetical to an evolutionary perspective? For example, the 
traditional Eastern defi nition of enlightenment is fi nal cessation, 
or the end of all becoming. What is the relationship between 
enlightenment, as it’s traditionally conceived, and your view 
of spiritual awakening as the foundation for an evolutionary 
progression toward ever-higher expressions of integration?

BRUTEAU: The answer to that brings together two things 
I’ve been speaking about. When you fi nd the I AM in 
the center of your self, that’s the cessation part. And 
having found it, you discover that its intention is toward 
becoming, and that’s the evolution part. 

WIE: So could the traditional defi nition of enlightenment as the 
end of becoming actually be an obstacle to the realization of our 
evolutionary potential?

BRUTEAU: If we really think that that’s the fi nal goal and 
there’s nothing beyond it, then it might be.

WIE: A lot of spiritual teachers do think that way. We often 
hear it said that when you wake up, you realize that this world 

The new human community will be some 
kind of an entity, some kind of a Being. 

Jessica Roemischer 
“Women Who Sleep With Their Gurus . . . and Why They Love It”  

Issue 26

Affi rmation, comfort, security, spiritual power, and 
status—despite our authentic aspirations for spiritual 
transcendence, we women are far too willing to transgress 
moral boundaries in order to procure these, much to the 
destruction of the spiritual possibility we long for.
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is only an illusion and therefore nothing of this world matters!

BRUTEAU: Oh yes, I know. But if you really wake up, you should 
discover from the experience itself that it is not the end. In fact, I 
believe it was the Indian philosopher and sage Sri Aurobindo 
who said that Shankara told only half the story. Traditional 
Vedanta says that this world is really Brahman, or the Absolute, 
but it appears as Maya, or illusion. Now where Aurobindo felt that 
Shankara had stopped short was that Shankara did not pursue 
this and say, “Well, what Brahman is doing is manifesting as 
world. And that means that the world is holy and the world needs 
to be encouraged to manifest further.” What we’re looking at is 
the creative activity of the Brahman. There is the Absolute, and 
the Absolute manifests itself in terms of the relative. Both the 
relative and the Absolute are real. Both the Infi nite and the fi nite 
are real. You are a miniature of the same structure. The deep 
Self in you is the Absolute, the Infi nite, the Eternal, the Divine, 
and it’s manifesting as the particular human being that you’re 
embodied as, at the present time. So I would say there are two 
poles. There is a mystical pole, which is what Shankara invites 
us to, and then there is the creative pole, which is this whole 
evolutionary movement. 

WIE: So would you say that a view that recognized only the validity 
of “Being” and not of “Becoming” would be an incom plete view? 

BRUTEAU: I would say that a nondualism that eventually rejects 
or escapes the whole domain of manifestation deprives the 
process of its own intrinsic value. Complex nondualism urges 

that we do not need to reject the manifest phase in order to perfect 
the unmanifest phase. Rather, the desired position is to rest in 
the Unmanifest and express in the Manifest, not alternately but 
simultaneously and by mutual implication. The Unmanifest, 
being of the nature of agape, necessarily radiates Being, thus 
expressing as Manifest. And the Manifest, realizing its deep 
nature as the expression of the Unmanifest, experiences itself as 
That. Our evolution in consciousness is aimed at this complex 
Self-realization and enlightenment. Our spiritual practices are 
to bring us to that realization.

WHAT IS GOING ON

WIE: Do you see a fi nal culmination, or as Teilhard would have put 
it, an Omega point, at the end of the evolutionary trajectory?

BRUTEAU: I tend to go along with the idea of an expanding 
universe; I don’t have an Omega. I don’t think there’s a fi nal 
end point; I think it’s a song that goes on singing. We don’t 
sing the song in order to come to the end of it. The divine Self-
expression isn’t trying to complete itself. We impose that idea 
because we generally do things with some kind of a defi ned 
goal, but here we’re doing something with the Infi nite, and so 
it doesn’t have a limited or defi ned goal for itself. It’s trying to 
express the Infi nite in the various media of fi nitude. I would 
say that life attains its goal—it becomes what it is supposed 
to be, fulfi lls itself—precisely by never coming to an end. If it 
ever did come to an end in which there was no more novelty, 
there would be no more life; it would be dead.

The defi ning moment for me was when the dashing movie 
director Guy Ritchie, wearing a dapper white cap in place 
of a yarmulke, strolled in and took a seat with the rest of 
the men, followed by his very small wife Madonna. She 
sat with us women, frequently holding her hands palm up 
to the Torah in order to receive its invisible energy. “My 
God,” I said to myself, “I’m davening with Madonna.”

Maura R. O’Connor
“A People’s Revolution of Enlightenment,”  Issue 27
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 So you see, it is very important that we participate in this 
because this is What Is Going On. This is reality. We respond 
to it initially on the individual level because that is where we 
are presently experiencing ourselves. And we all must do it 
because we all exist, and no one can be left out. Everyone is 

absolutely essential and infi nitely precious. Since the process 
of forming the next Great Step in evolution, which is the 
manifestation of the Infi nite One, requires that we ourselves 
voluntarily, consciously, and intentionally do the interactions 
that will constitute the energy exchanges that make the New 
Being, we each and all have the honor and the responsibility 
for living and creating the expression of God as world. 
 Every little thing counts because everything is real and 

is part of the picture. Nothing escapes; nothing is on the side. 
Everything is making its difference to the whole. No one is 
ever outside the God-process. But it goes only where we go 
with it. It doesn’t force us; we are the movers from the inside. 
So it won’t go forward unless we move it forward. That is why 
we are all so important. We cannot wait for the world to turn, 
for the times to change that we may change with them, for 
the revolution to come and carry us round in its new course. 
No more will the evolutionary forces of nature propel us in 
their groping way through the next critical point into a new 
state of Being. From now on, if we are to have any future, we 
must create that future ourselves. We ourselves are the future 
and we are the revolution.  

Interview by Amy Edelstein and Ellen Daly
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An interview with 
Sheikh Ragip/Robert Frager

TheManwith
Heads

Managing editor Wren Bernstein describes 

her own struggle to reconcile competing 

worldviews—the psychological and the 

spiritual—in an introduction to a pair of 

interviews with one man who embodies both. 
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Editors’ pick no. 6

INTRODUCTION

way toward wholeness, while occupied 
with all of those sessions and group 
meetings and workshops, while pursu-
ing countless guided meditations and 
visualizations and “heart openings,” I 
had begun to consider the outrageous 
possibility of being absolutely free, or 
enlightened, for real—now. And that, 
I was learning, meant dropping all 
notions of needing to heal fi rst, which 
meant ending all process, leaving the 
past behind, killing the ego. Though 
still a dedicated therapist by day, I had 
begun “moonlighting” in a different 
spiritual world that pointed to a daring 
possibility, where the rules increas-
ingly seemed to oppose those by which 
I had lived most of my adult life until 
that point. Indeed, I had an “issue” that 
no therapist I knew would be able to 
help resolve. 

In some ways it was all coming 
down to the question of the ego. What 
is it really? Are the therapists right 
that it is essentially positive, the indi-
vidual sense of self that needs to be 
stroked and strengthened over time? 
Or is it, as the spiritual masters say, 
an illusion of separation to be instantly 

BACK IN THE SPRING OF 2000, WHEN 
What Is Enlightenment? published its 
issue called “What Is Ego? Friend or 
Foe . . . ,” I was, if you don’t mind my 
“sharing,” in a terrible bind. At the time 
deeply committed to a career as a psy-
chotherapist, I had spent years learning 
about, developing, and strengthening 
the ego—that fundamental sense of 
self and personal effi cacy—in myself 
and in others. And for me, as for so 
many of my (boomer) generation, 
therapy was often much more than just 
something you did to feel better about 
yourself. It was a spiritual endeavor, a 
means of soul development, a way to 
discover and rediscover the “true self” 
on a path to nothing less than the full 
expression of personal potential in the 
quest for wholeness. 

By the time I entered the profes-
sion, therapy had long since leapt off 
its Freudian couch. Over the previ-
ous few decades, it had expanded its 
domain into personal growth work-
shops and mindfulness weekends, had 
stretched into yoga ashrams, and had 
proliferated up and down the social 
class spectrum in the form of recovery 

groups (AA being the godhead, so to 
speak) as a spiritualized version of 
support for just about every personal 
issue you could name. I had expanded 
with it, starting out as your garden-
variety neurotic client, then as a kind 
of therapy-based spiritual aspirant 
(following a profound realization of 
Oneness in a particularly cathartic 
session), then as a student (fi rst in a 
“spiritual psychology” program and 
on to a master’s in social work), and 
fi nally as a therapist helping others 
work their way, one issue at a time, 
to their own spiritual heart. Therapy, 
in its myriad forms, had established 
itself in our post-traditional culture as 
one of the few places where you could 
seek meaning without trying to believe 
in some hopelessly outdated bearded-
man-in-the-sky type of God, and I was 
right there in the middle of it all. A 
true believer, you might say.

So what was the bind? Somewhere 
along the way I had fallen headlong 
onto a spiritual path entirely outside the 
realm of therapeutic process—a path 
of enlightenment, or ego transcendence. 
Somehow, while faithfully nurturing my 
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by Wren Bernstein

dropped as the only obstacle to whole-
ness? Or could there be, I hoped . . . a 
defi nition that would encompass all?

It was on this doorstep of contradic-
tion and inner confl ict that the nice fat 
What Is Enlightenment? issue on ego 
fell with a satisfying thunk. Back then, 
WIE came out every six months, and the 
entire issue would be dedicated to one 
rigorously researched topic explored 
through interviews with a vast array 
of spiritual teachers and experts—and 
this one was no exception. Drawing 
from the wisdom and experience of 
spiritual masters, transpersonal theo-
rists, and psychologists, and even from 
the director of the acclaimed fi lm The 
Devil’s Advocate, it covered the topic 
from top to bottom.

But one article, more than any 
other, promised an answer to my 
dilemma: “The Man with Two Heads,” 
a double interview with Sheikh Ragip 
al-Jerrahi, Sufi  spiritual leader, a.k.a. 
Dr. Robert Frager, transpersonal 
psychologist and professor. For obvi-
ous reasons, I was intrigued with this 
radical concept: two separate side-
by-side interviews with one person 

fully steeped in both the spiritual and 
the psychotherapeutic paradigms. 
And as the original introduction to the 
article indicated, the affable Ragip/
Frager immediately agreed to the 
idea. “Sure,” he said. “You could call it 
‘conversations with a schizophrenic,’ 
because I’ll probably contradict 
myself. When I’m wearing my Sufi  hat, 
I often say terrible things about psy-
chology.” Despite this frank acknowl-
edgment of the contradiction in his 
roles, I thought, wouldn’t he have to 
come to some kind of an answer, a 
resolution to this essential life-direct-
ing question? Wouldn’t he be the one 
to provide a unifying perspective?

Well, yes and no. But rather than 
give it all away, I’ll leave you to dis-
cover for yourself what the esteemed 
sheikh/shrink had to say.

And as for me? It is now six years 
of spiritual practice and contemplation 
later, four years since I shut my therapy 
offi ce door for the last time and came 
to work for WIE. But despite such a life-
changing decision, after rereading this 
article and recalling that time of confu-
sion and inquiry, I have to admit that 

the grappling with ego, in all its defi ni-
tions and dimensions, seems just as 
crucial and as challenging as ever. My 
“bind,” of course, pointed well beyond 
a personal issue to a timeless spiritual 
question—albeit one viewed through a 
therapy-colored lens. And that ques-
tion, for those of us who are attracted 
to spiritual life, seems to be nothing 
less than: Are we, despite countless psy-
chological fl aws, willing to drop ego and 
dare to be free, right now?

While no one can answer that 
question for us, there is help available 
for navigating this at once classic and 
contemporary terrain. That is why I 
chose to share with you, for this spe-
cial edition of What Is Enlightenment?, 
the following pair of interviews. More 
than just a wise and educated guide, 
the “two-headed” Ragip/Frager is in 
fact uniquely positioned to illuminate 
the path of this all-important explora-
tion. So I hope you will value, as much 
as I have, this eminently insightful 
and fascinating investigation into the 
nature of ego, the contours of human 
development, and the spiritual drive 
for ultimate transcendence.

THE MAN WITH TWO HEADS
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SHEIKH RAGIP: It’s interesting that when Freud’s writing was 
translated into English, what was translated as “the ego” is in 
German “das Ich” which means “the I.” So our modern theo-
ries of personality are built on this notion that ego is the “I”; 
it’s my sense of who I am. And Sufi sm would very much agree 
with this defi nition. Sufi sm explains that this sense of self, 
what it calls the “personal soul,” is an outgrowth of our capac-
ity to objectify ourselves, to see ourselves as objects. Now, our 
capacity to do that gives us tremendous power to act, to plan; 
it gives us tremendous control. But the problem is that when 
you begin to say, “There is an ‘I.’ Here I am, an object,” then 
by defi nition you’re also separating yourself from the world. If 
I say, “I” or “me,” that immediately assumes dualism. Because 
there’s “I,” therefore there has to be “other.” But from the Sufi  
point of view, we’re seeking unity—and that dualism, which 
is so powerful, is one of the greatest blocks to attaining unity. 
Who wants to give up “I”? We don’t want to give ourselves up; 
we’re terribly attached to this sense of “who am I?”

PART 1The tyrannical 
        

An interview with 
Sheikh Ragip
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So, fundamentally, the roots of the ego are this sense of 
separateness or individuality. We identify with this separate-
ness instead of identifying with the soul, instead of identifying 
with the divine in us. And to the extent that we are attached to 
our self-content or self-image or separateness, that is one of the 
things that keeps us from truly pursuing a spiritual path. It 
holds us back from our deepest mystical experiences because 
often in those experiences that sense of a separate self dis-
solves. One of my old colleagues once said, “Everybody wants 
God but fi ghts like the devil to avoid union!”

WIE: In your book Heart, Self and Soul, you also defi ne the ego as 
“the collection of all those forces within us that lead us off the spiri-
tual path.” Is the ego, as you’re describing it here, what in Sufi sm is 
called “the tyrannical nafs?”

RAGIP: Yes. In Sufi sm, the lowest level of the nafs or self is the 
nafs ammara, or tyrannical nafs, which refers to all those forces 
in us that lead us astray. And at that level we are also unconscious 
of them, in denial that they exist, very much like an addict who 
says, “I have no problem with alcohol. I just have a little with 
breakfast, a little with lunch, a little something in between, but 
I have no problem.” It’s that denial, that unconsciousness, that 
makes the tyrannical nafs so incredibly powerful. And many of 
us are in that stage more than we’d like to think. I think it’s a 
stage that one drops into, for example, when somebody cuts you 
off on the freeway, or when someone is rude, or when someone 
hooks your pride or makes you angry. We descend to that level 
of unconsciousness. So it’s incredibly powerful.

Now Sufi sm speaks of the nafs as moving through stages 

or levels, and the second level is called the “self-blaming nafs” 
or the “regretful nafs.” At this stage, you’re more aware of it, 
but you’re still caught by it. It’s like, “I know I’m going to say 
the wrong thing, I hope I can stop . . . oh damn, here I go . . . ,” 
and you start the sentence and you know you should shut up, 
but you can’t; you just do it. In that particular stage, we at least 
realize that we’re off-center—we’re in the grip of something 
that is not our highest level of consciousness—but we still let 
ourselves do it even knowing that we’re driven.

And then, as we continue to work and see it more clearly, 
as we try to substitute positive action and meditation on the 
names of God, which are positive qualities, little by little we 
ideally weaken those forces and move out of their domination. 
But even then, these forces can get revved up in certain situa-
tions. We may be under control of them ninety-nine percent of 
the time, but they’re still there, except maybe in the very high-
est saints. There’s a classic story of the prophet Muhammad 
(peace and blessings be upon him), where he goes out late at 
night to pray in the desert. And his young wife, Aisha, thinks 
he’s going out to meet another woman. So as he’s going out 
into the silence of the desert, she stomps out, and he looks at 
her and says, “Oh, Aisha, have you brought your little Satan 
with you?” And she says, “What little Satan?” He says, “Every 
human being has an imp, a little devilish part, their nafs.” And 
she asks, “Even you, O Prophet of God?” And he says, “Yes, 
even me. However, I made mine a Muslim.” Now, another 
translation of that is, “I brought mine into submission,” 
because “muslim” means one who submits. So while the great 
saints often exhibit the most extraordinary patience and self-
control in situations in which the rest of us know we would 

   
         WIE
’05 Our faith in our ability to generate our own good 

fortune is a cornerstone of New Age philosophy, and 
it’s also quintessentially American. The American 
dream is the dream of prosperity and abundance, and 
pop spirituality is the American dream spiritualized, 
fueled by an almost mythic, entrepreneurial optimism.

Ross Robertson
“Synchronicity Goes to Hollywood,” Issue 27

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

THE MAN WITH TWO HEADS

08_TwoHeads.indd   129 7/19/06   2:36:00 AM



130     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

blow it, I think that in all but the greatest saints, theoretically 
that potential to be tempted is still there.

WIE: Does that temptation take on different forms as one progresses 
on the path?

RAGIP: Yes. For instance, if we stay with the stages of the nafs, 
what happens next, after the regretful nafs, is that we come to 
what’s called the “inspired nafs,” the inspired self in which the 
wisdom of the heart, the wisdom of that inner light, begins to 
come more and more into the personality, into consciousness, 

so that we really have an alternative now to the forces of the 
ego—which is intuition, a sense of guidance, a sense of con-
nection to truth. The problem is that the lower forces are still 
somewhat in action. The reign of the ego is not by any means 
over, and the biggest danger, of course, is that the ego can begin 
to use the wisdom and the light for self-aggrandizement, for 
infl ation, rather than for self-diminishment. Ideally, one says, 
“This light isn’t mine, this wisdom isn’t mine. It’s something 
that comes through me. It’s something from another source.” 
But the ego wants to say, “This is my wisdom. I know.”

There is an interesting book that’s just recently out by 
Mariana Caplan called Halfway Up the Mountain—which is a 
bad metaphor because it’s probably an endless mountain—but 
it talks about many of the dangers of having spiritual teachers 
who are halfway up the mountain, but have somehow stopped 
at this stage. It’s the most dangerous stage of all because if the 
ego gets infl ated with real wisdom, real light, it’s very hard to 
change things. Because the light is real, the wisdom is real. 
The only problem is that the ego begins to attribute it to itself, 
not to something greater than itself. And so the self gets fi rmer, 
crystallized even; but what we want, of course, is for the self to 
become more transparent, less of a “thing,” lighter.

WIE: Sufi sm has a thousand-year legacy of saints, living embodi-
ments of the Divine who have demonstrated with their own lives 
the possibility of a life that is free from the ego’s tyranny. How does 
the expression of the personality change in an individual who goes 
beyond the ego?

RAGIP: They still have their personality, but one way to put it is 
that the personality doesn’t run them. They run their person-
alities. Another way to put it is that somehow the personality is 
beautifi ed. It’s permeated with light and love. It’s still a personal-
ity, and it doesn’t mean they become generic, like a vanilla shake 
sheikh. They’re all different. But there’s a beauty there, because 
the personality has become like a vessel that holds the Divine. 
Like a clay pot that soaks up its contents, in holding the Divine, 
the personality becomes permeated with the divine qualities of 
love, light, generosity and divine compassion. And also, to push 
the metaphor, it doesn’t leak anymore.

One of my teachers once said, “If you haven’t got your basic 
life in order and have not begun to live a life of calmness, sta-
bility, service, honesty, practicing the basic virtues and then 
you meditate or do other spiritual practices, it’s like having a 
cow that eats organic grass and gives wonderful organic milk, 
but when you milk that cow, the milk goes into a pail with a 
couple of small holes in the bottom.” Terribly wasteful. You 
probably never get to use that milk. The personality is very 
much like that pail. Certain habits like dishonesty or lack of 
calmness are like holes that make it so we can’t hold the state 
of love of the Divine. We lose it. And the great ones don’t.

WIE: Throughout Sufi  literature, the ego is often characterized as a 
kind of willful part of the psyche that actively opposes our spiritual 
progress. What is the driving force behind the ego’s agenda? What 
is the raison d’être of the ego? 

RAGIP: Well, there are probably two answers. One is self-sur-
vival. The ego is scared of change, scared to death of deep mys-
tical experience and transformation, because from its point of 
view, that kind of change is death. It doesn’t think it’s going to 
survive it. And it may not. So it’s a survival mechanism. It is 
the part of all of us that wants to stay the same, a kind of iner-
tial component in all of us that says, “Don’t change.”

Another aspect is that the ego is often talked about by the 
Sufi s as connected to Satan, to the devil. And it’s interesting, 
Jung says much the same thing about the shadow. On the one 
hand, it’s that which we don’t see or accept in ourselves, but he 
also says that it’s connected with larger cosmic forces, what we 
call “Satanic forces.” And no one likes to talk about this. It’s not 
real popular. In fact I’m teaching a course in spiritual psychol-
ogy to one of the new religious groups that is very focused on 
positive thinking, and whenever I bring this up, it’s like I’ve 
poked one of their sacred cows. “How can you say evil exists? 
The universe is good, God is good!” And part of me tries to say, 
“Wait a minute. Whenever there’s light, there’s shadow.”

It also seems like it’s not inaccurate to occasionally refer 

The biggest danger is that the ego
can begin to use real wisdom for 
self-aggrandizement rather than 
self-diminishment.
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to the nafs almost as though it is motivated, like a person. On 
one level it’s a metaphor, but on another level, there’s also a 
sense that it seems to act like an entity. Sheikh Tosun Bayrak 
has often referred to the nafs as “the thief,” something that 
wishes to steal away that which is beautiful and valuable in 
our lives. It’s almost as if it’s a servant of Satan whose job is 
to test our faith. In fact, sometimes he has said to us as well, 
“Be especially careful after you’ve been on Hajj [pilgrimage to 
Mecca], after you’ve really done some spiritual work, because 
thieves usually don’t go to empty houses, but if there’s some-
thing there . . .” When you grow, when you change, in a sense 
almost a counterforce can be activated.

WIE: How does Sufi sm recommend that we guard ourselves against 
this undermining force within our own psyche?

RAGIP: One way that Sheikh Tosun has spoken to this is: “What 
do you do when a thief comes into the house at night and you’re 

in your bedroom, and you hear this thief creeping around, you 
hear the candlesticks going into his bag? If you charge down-
stairs with a knife in your hand, the thief will also have a knife. 
If you have a gun in your hand, the thief will have a gun. No 
matter what you’ve got in the house, the thief is going to have 
the same. It’s going to mirror that power that you use against 
it, and it’s going to be terribly destructive.” So what do you do? 
The answer that he gave is, “You turn the light on!” Because 
the thief is a coward, and if you turn the light of awareness on 
the process, the thief will fl ee. You don’t fi ght. You see, the stu-
pidest thing in the world is to fi ght with Satan. There are lots of 
great stories in Sufi sm and elsewhere that show that when you 
try to fi ght with Satan, guess who wins? It’s a very bad idea.

WIE: There is a famous passage in the Koran where, upon return-
ing from battle, Muhammad says to his followers, “Now we leave 
the lesser holy war for the greater holy war—the war against the 
nafs.” In light of what you’ve been saying about not struggling 
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against the ego, what do you think about the Prophet’s widely 
quoted metaphor of spiritual combat?

RAGIP: I think it was a perfect teaching for the time. But you 
have to understand the context. The Muslims had just come 
back from fi ghting the Meccans who had more money, more 
cavalry, better equipment, better armor, and better weapons. 
But by means of faith, effort, and God’s grace, they won. So 
they’re coming back exhausted but feeling, “Wow, we did it! 
We’re great warriors, look at what we did! We beat the crap 
out of them! All those Meccan nonbelievers, we kicked their 
butts!” And it was at that point that Muhammad said, “Now 
we’re going to the greater war!” He was addressing that little 
piece of pride.

I think the problem is what we tend to do when we hear 
“holy war”—it’s too easy for it to become black and white. In a 
war, you know who your allies are and you know who your ene-
mies are. But the spiritual path is much more subtle. The nafs
never says to you, “I am your enemy. I’m going to mislead you 
from your spiritual path. I want you to meditate a little less. 
I want you to do your work a little less. I want to nail you!” It 
doesn’t do that. It says something like, “You’ve been traveling, 
so why don’t you take it easy. Don’t exhaust yourself; get a little 
more sleep. It’s good for your health. I’m your friend. I have 
your best interests at heart.” So this business is complicated

I also think it’s unfortunate that often we call it the “inner 
holy war” because war sounds very violent. I think it’s far 
more sophisticated to say it’s really an inner training—the 
way you train a beautiful, intelligent dog or horse or, in a way, 

a child. I think transformation through love is far more sane 
and sensible.

WIE: In Sufi sm, the relationship with the sheikh, or teacher, has 
always been considered to be essential in helping the dervish to go 
beyond the ego. There’s a quote from Rumi that states, “Whoever 
travels without a guide needs two hundred years for a two-day jour-
ney.” How does the relationship with the sheikh help the dervish in 
leaving the ego behind?

RAGIP: One metaphor I’ve found very useful comes from a 
German psychologist who’s also a Sufi . She said, “You can see 
yourself clearly enough to make trivial changes in yourself, 
just like if you have a cut, you can bandage yourself. But fun-
damental change you can’t do for yourself because you’re too 
close to it. You can’t see the structure. You can’t see the for-
est for the trees.” She said, “While you can put a Band-Aid on 
your own cut, you can’t take out your own appendix.” And that 
kind of operation is equivalent to what the sheikh can help you 
with, which is fundamental change. Many things you can do 
for yourself, but there are certain levels of depth you just can’t 
reach by yourself. You can’t do it.

The ego is scared of change. 
It’s the part of all of us that 
wants to stay the same.
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Is it possible that it will be science’s failure to solve 
the mind/body problem that will ultimately lead to 
materialism’s undoing? Could neuroscience’s bold 
attempt to penetrate the mysteries of the human 
psyche be that one step too far that brings the entire 
edifi ce crashing to the ground?

Craig Hamilton
“Is God All In Your Head?” Issue 29
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WIE: A growing number of spiritual practitioners in the West 
today are of the opinion that it’s not necessary to have a spiritual 
teacher or guide. Fueled by the antiauthority teachings of Andrew 
Harvey and a number of others, more and more people are now 
attempting to guide themselves beyond ego, often selecting from 
various traditions the practices and ideas they feel will most benefi t 
them in their quest. In Essential Sufi sm you write, “The ego is 
afraid of losing control, and even more afraid of dissolving, and 
comes up with reason after reason for refusing to let go. . . .” Do 
you think that, in general, this impulse to walk the spiritual path 
solo, without a teacher, is possibly just another manifestation of 
the ego’s unrelenting agenda to stay in control of our life?

RAGIP: Yes. I think that’s one way of putting it. But there’s a 
paradox. My teachers rarely told me what to do. At one level, 
I had to do the work myself. I had to do my own prayers. 
My beloved friend Haridas Baba many years ago said, “I can 
cook for you, but I can’t eat for you.” So the teacher can put 

a banquet out that you will then do the work with. Can you 
do that with the banquet that’s available in all the wonder-
ful paperbacks at $9.95 and $15.95? Well, some people would 
say yes. My own experience is that I have been so inspired 
by my teachers. I don’t think I would have had the patience 
to stay with this path if it wasn’t for the love, the acceptance, 
and the example of my teachers. I’m not sure I would have 
had the courage to see myself honestly and clearly if it wasn’t 
for the sense that they saw me clearly and still loved me and 
accepted me.

But I think, even more fundamentally, I see the teacher 
as a powerful role model, an example to show that transfor-
mation is possible. How do you know it’s possible? There’s 
somebody there whose personality has been transformed, 
whose vessel has been permeated by light and love. And I also 
think there are more esoteric aspects. I think certain practices 
frankly don’t have any power unless you’ve been given them 
by a teacher. They won’t work. So I think this business about 
being your own teacher ignores the importance of transmis-
sion, of lineage, of initiation. The spiritual path is not merely 

logical or mechanical. It’s not psychological or spiritual body-
building. It’s something much more subtle. I think there’s an 
energetic connection with the teacher. We talk in Sufi sm about 
the rabita al kalb, the connection of the heart.

Now I think there have been cases where that connection 
was established without a living teacher. I think St. Francis 
did that through Jesus. But that’s rare. How many of us are St. 
Francis? Very few of us. And also, my teachers have said, semi-
humorously, that it’s much better to have a dead teacher than 
a live teacher because they don’t give you much trouble. They 
don’t speak up. They don’t get critical. All they do is say, “Love, 
be happy, don’t worry,” because what else are they going to 
tell you in their writing? They can’t say, “Now, you know what 
you’re doing when you’re doing your practice. Why don’t you 
try not to do that anymore?” in a gentle or not-so-gentle way. 
When it comes to dealing with the subtle tricks of the nafs, it’s 
very useful to have a teacher because some people start to go 
into the woods and don’t know it. You really need someone to 
say, “Wake up, boy! You just took a ninety-degree turn and you 
don’t know it.” 

WIE: Earlier you mentioned that the ego can appear to get stronger 
in response to our spiritual efforts. In Heart, Self and Soul, you 
also describe how your fi rst conscious experience of the tyrannical 
nafs, or negative ego, in yourself came immediately upon your deci-
sion to formally ask to become a dervish [Sufi  initiate]. Why is it 
that when one deepens one’s commitment to the spiritual quest, the 
ego seems to become more visible?

RAGIP: Well, I think most people, especially before they take 
up the spiritual quest, are absolutely under the domination 
of the tyrannical nafs. But if we use the metaphor of the phar-
aoh, the inner tyrant, who’s the best ruler? It’s not the ruler 
who has to call the troops out to keep order. It’s the ruler who 
gives commands and everybody says, “We must obey.” It’s the 
ruler whose authority isn’t questioned. And so it seems to 
me that until one gets onto the spiritual path, the ruler has 
it easy, because there’s no opposition. There’s no rebellion. 
But when we start on the spiritual path, there is a rebellion 
and then what happens is that, in a way, the forces of the 
tyrannical nafs that have been underground, that have been 
hiding, suddenly become revealed. That revealing is actually 
a weakening of their power because they’re no longer uncon-
scious. But what happens is that, paradoxically, very often 
when you start on the spiritual path, you suddenly see the 
power of the nafs, and you think, “Oh, my God! I’m in much 
worse shape than I thought I was.” The problem is, you just 

When we start on the spiritual 
path, the forces of the tyrannical 
nafs [ego] that have been hiding 
suddenly become revealed.
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didn’t know what bad shape you were in before. You were run 
by this thing. You weren’t fi ghting it. So when you fi rst see 
it, there’s a shock.
 For us, one of the greatest blessings is to fast during the 
month of Ramadan from dawn to dusk. One reason is that it’s 
an incredible mirror for the nafs. We get short-tempered. We say, 
“I don’t want to fast. I want to sleep.” Or, “I have to drive today. 
Maybe I shouldn’t fast.” We begin to hear the voice of the nafs. 
And one of the great blessings of fasting or doing any ascetic 
practice is to begin to hear the voice that’s opposing, that’s say-
ing, “Don’t do this. I don’t like this.” It’s a bit like The Wizard 
of Oz. There’s this big powerful voice and you think, “Well, 
obviously we have to follow that.” But meanwhile there’s some-
body saying, “It’s really just the little man behind the curtain.” 
Because the more clearly you see it, the more you really see it is 
like a trickster, and the less power it has. But you have to see it.

You see, the danger is that ascetic practices don’t always do 
that. Purohit Swami, who is one of the great Indian teachers 
of this century, has a brilliant translation of Patanjali’s Yoga 
Sutras, in which he says, “I have met many practitioners of 
hatha yoga, all of whom had strong wills and had developed 
great capacities and great power—and very powerful egos in 
the process.” So if you just do ascetic practices without the con-
text that this is a practice of looking at yourself, the danger is, 
of course, you’re going to feed the ego—“I fasted for a month!” 
It’s interesting that in Islam you can’t fast for more than a 
month, and this came about partly to address this problem 
of self-infl ation: “Well, you only fasted for twenty-nine days, I
fasted for thirty-fi ve!” So asceticism gives an incredible poten-
tial for ego infl ation; but on the other hand, if we use it with 

this context of, “Watch what’s going on, watch the process,” 
then it really can reduce the ego tremendously.

WIE: In researching this issue, we learned that Orthodox Christian 
ascetics are often encouraged to soften their discipline when they have 
guests, so that they can’t show off their feats of austerity to others.

RAGIP: There is a tradition in Sufi sm that has a very powerful 
focus on reducing the ego in this way. It’s called the Malami tra-
dition or “the path of blame.” What the Malamis will do, know-
ing that the ego wants to be known and thought well of, is they 
will either be invisible or deliberately soften their practice in 
front of other people, so that other people think they don’t have 
much of a practice. The Malamis, for example, almost never 
wear special clothing. They don’t even have a special meet-
ing place. They avoid all the trappings, because they know that 
the ego loves trappings. I have one very dear friend who is a 
highly respected teacher in this tradition. And I have seen him 
walk into our mosque in Istanbul and look like somebody who 
just walked in from the street, not like a visiting teacher. And 
he’s a wonderful, brilliant teacher. Many of the Sufi s have this 
quality—as opposed to showing your practice to other people, 
almost deliberately showing that you don’t have one and then 
running to do your prayers where they can’t see you. So in that 
sense it is like war. It’s almost like a war against the ego. It’s 
very sophisticated. It’s like, “Whatever you want, I’m going to 
go do the opposite. You want to look good? We’re going to look 
bad. You want to be seen? We’re going to be invisible. And any 
time we’re gonna be visible, I’m going to make sure we don’t 
look the way you want us to.” It’s an incredible discipline.
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Yoga, like spandex, has proved to 
be a perfect fi t for the American 
populace by virtue of its elasticity.

Maura R. O’Connor
“Lifestyles of the Rich and Flexible,” Issue 31
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WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT: In addition to your role as a Sufi  
sheikh, you’re also the founding president of a progressive academic 
institution devoted to transpersonal psychology. You mentioned to 
me previously that you are in some ways a very different person 
in your two different roles, and that as a result, you often even 
contradict yourself. In particular you said that when wearing your 
Sufi  hat you often say terrible things about psychology, your chosen 
profession. Can you speak a little bit about your experience of the 
confl ict between these two worlds?

ROBERT FRAGER: One way of putting the problem is that in 
using the term “psychology” in an academic setting, in an 
institution that offers a Ph.D. degree, we’re taking on the whole 

PART  
can only take us so far

An interview with 
Robert Frager
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Western academic tradition with its emphasis on head alone—
certainly not heart, much less soul. If you break apart the very 
term “psychology,” “psyche” means spirit or soul in Greek; and 
therefore, psychology or psychoanalysis is literally the scientifi c 
analysis, the logical cutting up, or parsing, of the soul, which in 
itself is pretty crazy. How in the hell do you parse the soul? How 
can you be analytic when it comes to the soul?
 When you even use the term “psychology,” you’re buying 
into something that says logic will do it. But logic is a very lim-
ited tool. Certainly, logic has caused me to make a lot of wrong 
decisions in my life. And in Sufi sm, as soon as you get to the 
higher stages, forget logic. It doesn’t fi gure anymore because 
you have a paradox; what is that soul in you that’s transcen-
dent? What is before the before? And after the after? These are 
not questions logic is ever going to handle

So I think psychology can only take one so far. And I think 
the problem with much of modern science and technology, 
including psychology, is that it doesn’t know its own limits. 
Huston Smith, who had the fascinating experience of being a 
professor of philosophy and religion at the “Temple of Science,” 
MIT, wrote beautifully about this. He said there’s the huge 
night sky, which is this vast array of stars and things that you 
can’t see with the naked eye. And science is taking one search-
light and illuminating one piece. The problem with science is 
that it says, “Everything we didn’t illuminate doesn’t count.” 
So one of the problems with psychology, like much of mod-
ern academic science, is that it doesn’t really acknowledge the 
value of where it doesn’t go—which is to issues of the heart, to 
issues of ultimate meaning and value, to issues of the spirit.

Now, psychology does some things wonderfully. I’ve often 
spoken with Muslim psychologists, colleagues who’ve said to 
me, “As a Muslim, should I even be dealing with Western psy-
chology? Isn’t it a distortion from our point of view as religious 
men and women?” And generally I’ve said, “Look, notice that 
the whole clinical fi eld in psychology is really the psychology 
of the lower levels of the nafs [ego or lower self].” That’s all it 
is. It’s very valuable. In fact it teaches us some things about the 
nafs that we wouldn’t know otherwise. The Sufi  tradition, for 
example, doesn’t talk about some of these fascinating defense 
mechanisms of the psyche—like repression or projection, the 
things that Freud and Anna Freud and the neo-Freudians laid 
out. Understanding this is very valuable. But if you think that’s 
all the psyche is, that’s absurd.

WIE: It seems to be a common view among transpersonal psy-
chologists that before we can truly begin the work of abandoning 
the ego, it is essential that we fi rst develop a strong ego. Indeed, 

ever since psychiatrist and meditation teacher Jack Engler fi rst 
put forth the statement “You have to be somebody before you 
can be nobody,” this idea has come to be regarded as almost the 
fi rst commandment of the transpersonal psychological fi eld. I 
recently read Engler’s statement to the Christian Orthodox elder 
Archimandrite Dionysios, and he responded, “That’s like saying 
you have to become the head of the Mafi a before you can become 
president!” What is your view on this?

FRAGER: They’re both right. I’ve noticed, and I’m sure this is 
true in Greece, the spiritual traditions in general don’t take 
children of one year old or even fi ve years old into a monastery. 
But why don’t the ashrams, the monasteries, take kids in at 
birth if they really believe that the kids should be surrounded 

by spiritual beings and by spiritual discipline, instead of being 
surrounded by the worldly life? It seems to me that one reason 
is to give them a chance to develop their personalities, develop 
their likes and dislikes, mature enough so that they come to 
the monastery with a personality—even though, interestingly, 
that personality is developed in the world. You have to let them 
be in the world and develop to a certain extent, because only 
then do they have a real vocation and can they make a reason-
able choice. In other words, they have developed their egos, 
they have developed their personalities to some extent.

My former teacher Kennett Roshi once put it this way; she 
said, “If you look at the Buddhist iconography, there’s a picture 
of Maitreya, the Buddha to come, sitting on a giant beast. He’s 
larger than the beast—bigger, weightier, stronger. He hasn’t 
killed the beast but he sat on it, controlled it.” And that beast is 
the ego. I think that is the goal. The goal is not to kill the ego. 
It’s not to have no personality, but it’s to sit on it and to be big-
ger than it is. Now, sitting on it isn’t beating it or starving it. It’s 
sitting on it. I mean the ego might say, “I’m being abused.” But 
then who believes it? The goal is to somehow have developed 
yourself as a spiritual being so that the ego is a small part of you 
but a developed part.

Now I think Engler’s statement can certainly be misin-
terpreted to mean: “Well, I have to work just on developing 
my ego now.” My guess is the best way to do it is you work on 
developing your ego in the context of sitting on it. You don’t 

Everybody wants God 
but fi ghts like the devil to 
avoid union.

THE MAN WITH TWO HEADS

08_TwoHeads.indd   139 7/19/06   2:39:16 AM



140     What Is Enlightenment?    www.wie.org

just go, “Let me feed this beast and let it go free and then by 
the time it’s really grown I’m going to have a hell of a time 
taming it.” That’s pretty dumb! What you do is feed and love 
the beast, but you train it as you’re nourishing it with love, 
with understanding.

WIE: So you’re saying that whatever aspects of self need to be devel-
oped to grow spiritually can all be developed in the context of spiri-
tual pursuit?

FRAGER: Yes. I think developing ego out of the context of spiritu-
ality, where it’s just pandering to the ego, is a foolish mistake.

WIE: You’ve been speaking about ego in a number of different ways. 
One thing we’ve observed in the course of our research for this issue 
is that “ego” is a word that has traditionally been used differently by 
psychological theorists than it has been by the spiritual traditions. 
Whereas spiritual traditions have tended to use the word “ego” to 
refer to the enemy of the path, the compulsion to maintain and 
preserve at all costs our separate sense of self, our identity, Western 
psychology generally refers to it in positive terms as either our per-
sonality or as a set of capacities or functions that we need to live 
effectively in the world. Yet transpersonal psychology, in its attempt 
to bring psychology and spirituality together, often seems to blur 
this distinction by referring to the ego at times as an obstacle that 
needs to be transcended and at other times as simply the personal-
ity. Isn’t it essential, however, if we really want to be victorious in 
our quest for liberation that we know exactly what the obstacle we 
must face really is, and that we keep a stark vision of the negative 
ego—the enemy of the path—fi rmly in our sights?

FRAGER: Well let me seem to not answer this. I think, from a 

Sufi  perspective, one very important component of the struggle 
to develop oneself spiritually is service—service to humanity 
but also service to the world, to all of creation. One of the great 
tools to do that is the personality structure, including the ego, 
the sense of self. Now even as you’re working to divest yourself 
of that separate sense of self, which is the last stage, in order to 
get there, paradoxically, you need to use that self well. It is the 
beast on which the Buddha rides. If you look at the Mahayana 
Buddhist tradition, when you go through the experience of nir-
vana, you go through the experience of union and dropping all 
separateness. But you come back to serve. In the classic ten ox-
herding pictures, the last image is returning to the world with 
“bliss-bestowing hands”—which means with your personality 
structure. But the difference is that your personality is fi rmly 
under your control. It’s a tool that you use. It’s not the master.

WIE: So in this sense we’re speaking about the ego as personality as 
opposed to identity or attachment to self-image?

FRAGER: Well, ego is an essential part of personality. It’s not 
all of personality, but certainly when you say “I,” that’s a part of 
your personality, the core around which the personality is built. 
The individual personality is built on this funny delusion that 
we’re separate. It’s built around: “Who am I?” and “What have I 
done?” “What motivations do I have?” “What desires do I have?” 
“What relationships do I have?” There’s a weird presumption in 
there that there’s an “I” having relationships, there’s an “I” hav-
ing desires. It’s a linchpin for the whole personality.

WIE: But it seems that the ego that the spiritual traditions are try-
ing to get rid of is very specifi cally the ego as identity, the insistence 
that “I have to know who I am all the time, and I’m going to dis-
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tort reality at any cost in order to see myself the way I want to see 
myself, in order to preserve this solid tangible notion of me.” This 
seems—at least potentially—to be something very distinct from 
the personality itself.

FRAGER: But that notion of a separate “I,” a separate “me”—if 
you pull that out, there’s not much personality left to hang on. 
What’s there?

WIE: Well, as you mentioned earlier, and this has also been my experi-
ence of the greatest masters I’ve known: as that need to have a separate 
sense of self, that need to know who we are, drops away, the personal-
ity becomes fi lled with something else. So there’s still a personality; 
there’s a structure there. But it’s no longer driven by a compulsion 
of anxiety and fear around preserving an identity. That’s gone, and 
what’s left is a fully human expression of something sacred.

FRAGER: There is a personality there, but developmentally that 
personality initially formed around a sense of separate self. 
I’m saying that at a certain point, the sense of self is essential 
in human development. You don’t develop without it. I mean 
without that sense of self we’d probably be feral humans with-
out a lot of intelligence.

In the course of development I think many of the great 
saints have developed a personality. They have developed 
a way of understanding and relating to people. And then 
it gets transformed, but there is still a structure there that 
allows them to understand the problems of people who come 
to them. So I agree with you that the personality ultimately 
becomes a structure that’s imbued with the Divine and it 
doesn’t have the capacity to throw one off, to distort in the 
way it used to. But I think, developmentally, that structure 

did grow up from a sense of “I,” from the ego. In the course 
of normal development, one develops an ego and develops 
a personality structure. And ideally in the course of normal 
spiritual development, one transcends them.

But I do think that to pander to ego growth is absolutely wrong. 
On the other hand, to avoid it is wrong. I think the real answer 

is to hold that growth in the context of the spiritual. It’s tricky 
because we are talking about two different levels. One is the nor-
mal maturation and growth of the ego. But at the same time that’s 
not all that’s going on. There’s another level. There’s something 
far greater going on here. All of this is in a larger context. This 
maturation and growth are happening but there’s a larger whole 
that that’s part of. It may have been Jung who said, “The problem 
with ego is that it wants to be the center of consciousness. It pre-
tends to be the center of the whole psyche, of everything.” So if 
you say, “Grow, but you’re only a part of consciousness, don’t get 
infl ated. You’re useful, but you’re not the president of this system. 
There is this greater Self and we may not see it clearly now, but it’s 
really what we’re going to connect with eventually.” That, I think, 
is one way of seeing how these two aspects fi t together. It’s a 
matter of context.

WIE: It seems that one of the chief aims of transpersonal psychology 
is to bring together the insights of Western psychology and the wis-

The goal is not to kill the 
ego. It’s to sit on it and to 
be bigger than it is.

   
         WIE
’06

Andrew Cohen
“Divine Intervention,” Issue 33

00

01

02

03

04

05     

06     

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.

THE MAN WITH TWO HEADS
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THE MAN WITH TWO HEADS

dom of the spiritual traditions. But are the traditions really defi cient 
in some way? To be complete, does Sufi sm need to be augmented by 
the ego-supporting methodologies of psychology? Do you think, for 
instance, that your own spiritual teacher, Sheikh Muzaffer, would 
have been a more enlightened man and a better master if he had 
undergone Western psychotherapy or been exposed to Western psy-
chological perspectives?

FRAGER: You’re asking someone who is quite biased about 
this. I don’t think he would have been a better man or attained 
a higher level of spirituality had he undergone psychoanaly-
sis, although there is a famous saying in Sufi sm: “Those who 
know themselves, know their Lord.” And certainly, psycho-
analysis is one very powerful way of knowing some things 
about ourselves. My sense is that his full education as a Sufi  
went so deep that he attained a level of self-understanding 
and spirituality that was complete in some ways. However, 
he might have been a better spiritual guide for others had he 
known more about Western psychology. I’m not sure.

WIE: Why do you say that?

FRAGER: Well, to understand some of the mechanisms of dis-
tortion that his students were still stuck in, it may have helped 
for him to understand projection, rationalization, and the pro-
cess of repression. However, my experience of him was that 
he understood the depths of the psyche intuitively in a way 
that was extraordinarily powerful and direct, and in a way that 
theoretical constructs might very well have distorted or inhib-
ited. I felt so deeply seen by him and known by him, and I would 
guess that chances are that might have been somewhat dis-
torted by personality theory. It was a kind of direct knowing, 
and I think when you put theory between the fact of knowing 
and the object that you’re knowing, it tends to distort it.

I had a wonderful teacher, Moshe Feldenkrais, who is an 
incredible teacher of movement and bodily functioning. He 
could work directly with anyone—from those with the most 
severe physical handicap limitations from accidents and birth 
defects, all the way up to great athletes and musicians—to 
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improve their functioning. And he said, “When I’m working 
with someone, I don’t even think in sentences. Because the 
structure of grammar would get between my nervous system 
experiencing the nervous system of the person I’m touching.”

So, from that place, I would suggest that perhaps much 
of psychology, because so much of it is theory, is not neces-
sarily useful if one has the ability to have one’s nervous sys-
tem touch another nervous system, to have one’s soul touch 
another soul. When one gets to that place—and one doesn’t 
get to it by studying theory either—the theory only gets in 
the way.

WIE: So as to whether Sheikh Muzaffer would have been a better 
spiritual teacher had he been trained in psychology, it seems that 
where his capacity to guide really came from wasn’t somewhere that 
would have been in any way helped by more theoretical training.

FRAGER: Yes, yes. And I think that is true of the great spiritual 
teachers. Nobody taught them how to teach. Here you need 
a teaching credential that says, “Okay, now this person has 
theory, they’ve had supervised practice, now they can teach.” 
Well, who taught the great spiritual teachers? Nobody. They 
were able to receive guidance from that spiritual core, from 
that source of wisdom. They taught from that very real, imme-
diate place, which is beyond the personality and beyond the 
limited life experience that any one person has. If one is in 
touch with that which is greater than the personal self, then 
one is in touch with that wisdom that’s greater than our per-
sonal history. So, the more I think about it—no, he wouldn’t 
have been helped by psychology.  

Interviews by Craig Hamilton

Psychology can only take one so far, 
and the problem with psychology is 
that it doesn’t know its own limits.
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a truly imaginary spirit
ual satire

Stacey Heartspring Encounters the 

Postmodern Craze of Neo-Advaita

by Jessica Roemischer
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Hello, my name is Tom, and I was 

addicted to spiritual heroin.

As a recovering junkie, I feel an 

abiding obligation to share my story 

with others—to help spread the truth, 

in whatever ways I can, about the numi-

nous narcotic that nearly destroyed me. 

And as an editor of WIE, I also feel that 

I’d be remiss in my moral duty if I didn’t 

take the opportunity, for this fi fteenth 

anniversary issue, to reprint “Who’s 

Transforming Anyway?”—the most 

hard-hitting exposé I’ve ever read of 

the dangers and dead ends of the divine 

dope I once craved.

Offi cially, it’s known as Neo-Advaita, 

a Westernized version of the ancient 

Hindu mystical teaching of Advaita 

Vedanta, but its most common street 

name is “nonduality.” Vastly more pow-

erful than most postmodern spiritual 

opiates, Neo-Advaita is also cheap, 

easy to acquire, and 

addictive as hell. I was 

only sixteen when I 

injected my fi rst dose, 

and I’ll never forget the 

fi rst time I felt the intense 

euphoria of its fast-acting 

high. Within days, even hours, of inject-

ing that nondual bliss, the whole world 

took on an ethereal, dreamlike appear-

ance, as all distinctions and dualities 

melted before my eyes and I became 

fi rmly convinced that everybody around 

me was completely insane. I have vivid 

recollections of walking through the 

halls of my high school near Seattle, 

Washington, with an inner smile bub-

bling away as I looked upon everyone 

and everything as nothing but an 

illusory display of light and energy. 

Nothing was real, nothing was impor-

tant, for all was nothing but a timeless 
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Associate editor Tom Huston revisits the 

outrageously satirical exposé of Neo-Advaita 

by WIE’s most ephemeral editor.
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dance of purest Consciousness. 
Even the global crises of the mid-

nineties appeared empty to my eyes. 
Global warming? Ha. Species extinc-
tion? Please. The Rwandan and Balkan 
genocides? Atrocities, sure, but all 
part of the same illusion. In me, the 
overarching apathy of Generations X 
and Y had reached an all-new high. 
And why? Because the truth revealed 
by Neo-Advaita makes nihilism seem 
sublime. Through its warped lens, the 
entire universe appears, beyond all 
doubt, to be ultimately pointless and 
absurd. It’s a game, or play, or lila: 
God’s strange dream. Yet as a contem-
porary expression of the same revela-
tion that mystics from every religious 
tradition have testifi ed to—namely, 
the profound realization that “all is 
One”—Neo-Advaita initially appears 
to be perfectly divine. After all, a deep 
understanding of universal Oneness, 
or the seamless “nonduality” of 
Being, seems to be exactly the kind of 
spiritual truth the world needs to help 
bridge the countless divides that con-
tinue to keep human beings separate 
and confl icted, within and without. In 
fact, that’s what spiritual enlighten-
ment is all about, and it’s what saints 
and sages throughout history have 
willingly died to defend, convinced 
that the sacred truth of nonduality is 
more important than anything else. 
But Neo-Advaita serves up the glory 
of cosmic unity with a distinctly sour 
twist. 

Unlike most mystical traditions, it 
prides itself in being nontraditional, 
nonsectarian, and ritual free—an 
ideal form of spirituality for a secular 
Western world—and like many other 

things in the land of fast food and 
MTV, it offers a quick and easy path to 
abiding happiness. But in casting off 
the common Hindu strictures of tra-
ditional Advaita Vedanta (as espoused 
by such luminaries as Shankara 
and Ramana Maharshi), it places no 
explicit value on moral growth, spiri-
tual purifi cation, or character develop-
ment. Anyone and his Nazi brother can 
be a Neo-Advaitin, no prerequisites 
or special skills required. Moreover, 
once you declare yourself a member 
of this all-inclusive club, you’re free 
to embrace that other idiosyncrasy of 
its ever-popular philosophy: the odd, 
unnatural (or at least outmoded) mys-
tical conviction that life is but a dream. 
For if all duality is ultimately illusory, 
then the entire evolving world is too. 
Up/down, good/evil, self/other, higher/
lower, night/day, mind/matter, space/
time, and all other mind-made distinc-
tions simply blur, converge, and vanish 
across the infi nitely still surface of the 
nondual abyss. To someone hooked on 
Neo-Advaita, nothing in the vast multi-
dimensional universe has any inherent 
reality except That and That alone.

Now, to those who have never tried 
it, it’s probably impossible to convey 
the unique feeling of aloof empower-
ment that such a perspective affords 
you, especially when you’re a book-
ish, geeky, lonely adolescent with no 
friends, few ambitions, and very little 
self-esteem. As I shot up Neo-Advaita 
24/7, for months and then years on 
end, even my ongoing state of existen-
tial depression began to seem unreal, 
and I became increasingly numb to 
the inner cries of my soul. Boosted by 
the self-satisfi ed confi dence that the 

Neo-Advaita perspective on reality 
provides, my apathetic smile through 
the aimless halls of the real world 
eventually mutated into a righteous 
rampage through the electronic cor-
ridors of cyberspace. 

Online, they knew me only as 
“Soulplex,” and I dealt my drug of 
choice with freewheeling abandon, not 
caring one whit whose dualistic reality 
I offended or denied. Night after night, 
day after day, I’d storm Zen Buddhist 
forums, atheist forums, Christian 
forums, and even Natalie Portman fan 
discussion forums with my proselytiz-
ing passion for the Neo-Advaita way. 
“You morons think you’re real? Try 
this,” I’d say, as I dished out the intoxi-
cating truth that renders human beings 
and their concerns into utter irrel-
evancy. Even though it was to some 
extent intended to be all in good fun—a 
personally amusing respite from 
my drearily depressed days—in the 
context of a postmodern culture that 
already has diffi culty making clear dis-
tinctions and judgments (especially of 
the moral variety), the perspective of 
nonduality can quickly turn disastrous 
and be easily abused. “If all is One, 
then nothing is wrong,” said the noto-
rious murderer Charles Manson. And 
while I didn’t actually kill anybody as I 
spread my love of Neo-Advaita far and 
wide, I probably did as much damage 
as one can with words alone, subvert-
ing all beliefs, trouncing all opinions, 
actively denying all values, hopes, and 
dreams—and loving every second of it, 
as I savored my absolute power over 
all relativity. Like a spiritualized teen-
age Terminator, I couldn’t be reasoned 
with, I couldn’t be bargained with, and 
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I would not stop until all unenlightened 
views of reality were dead. 

So what, if anything, turned me 
around?

It started with me nearly failing to 
fi nish high school, after having spent 
my senior year in a Neo-Advaita daze. 
All year long, my teachers were con-
cerned and my parents were upset, 
but I couldn’t care less, as I wiled away 
my time insisting that worrying about 
anything meant being lost in igno-
rance. It was only at the beginning of 
the last week of school, as graduation 
day approached and my Fs in many 
classes suddenly loomed large, that 
the reality of my situation hit me hard. 
In panicked desperation, confronted 
by the real-world implications of 
my esoteric apathy, I did everything 
I could for four sleepless days and 
nights to raise my grades to a pass-
able D average. And although I 
miraculously managed to succeed, 
my victory left one fact resoundingly 
clear: something was wrong.

Humbled and confused as the 
tainted rug of my addiction began its 
rapid slide out from under me, I turned 
to the writings of a spiritual teacher 
who, with the aid of his Indian guru, had 
attained enlightenment through the 
power of traditional Advaita Vedanta 
back in 1986 but had since renounced 
the path of Advaita completely. His 
name was Andrew Cohen—the founder 
of What Is Enlightenment?—and, 
intriguingly, in his roles as both spiri-
tual teacher and magazine editor, he 
seemed to be on a decisive mission 
to stop the deadly traffi cking of Neo-
Advaita in the postmodern world.

In fact, the very fi rst issue of WIE, 
produced in the fall of 1991—years 
before I discovered it—featured an 
article titled “The Advaita Shuffl e,” 
which detailed the insanity and inhu-
manity of the Neo-Advaita view. In 
this and many of the early issues of 
WIE, Andrew and his team of editors 
explored the idea that no matter how 
effective a mystical teaching Advaita 
might have been in India’s ancient 
past, its newborn Western child, 
Neo-Advaita, seemed to be missing 
something signifi cant. Isolated from 
its Eastern religious and historical 
context and taught as a quick-fi x, 
no-frills contemporary path to spiri-
tual enlightenment, they noticed its 
tendency to ignore traditional values 
like ethics and the cultivation of per-
sonal integrity. What’s more, it didn’t 
give much credence to the values of 
the Western Enlightenment, either. 
Rationality, critical analysis, and 
common sense all took a back seat 
in its mind-transcending philosophy. 
Yet throughout the early nineties its 
popularity was only growing—a situ-
ation that helped inspire the staff of 
this magazine to begin asking that all-
important and ever-relevant question: 
“What is enlightenment?”

When I fi rst saw that title on the 
newsstands, as an arrogant seven-
teen-year-old Neo-Advaita addict, 
I’d immediately dismissed it as being 
hopelessly naïve. “They’re a spiritual 
magazine and they don’t even know?” 
is what I mockingly thought at the 
time. But when the Neo-Advaita toxins 
fi nally began to leave my spiritually 
tattered bodymind, I started seeing 

life, spirituality, and other human 
beings in a whole new light, and I 
began taking steps onto a far more 
wholesome path: the slow but steady 
repentance of my disturbingly arro-
gant and life-denying ways.

As a survivor of the one-dimen-
sional nightmare that is Neo-Advaita, 
I’ve taken great pleasure in writing 
a few all-out attacks on my former 
source of spiritual sustenance during 
the past three years that I’ve been on 
the editorial staff of WIE, and I hope 
to continue this public service until 
the true hazards of this particular 
brand of pop spirituality are widely 
acknowledged. Which is, again, the 
reason I’ve elected to reprint the fol-
lowing article—the fi nal installment 
of our short-lived and outrageously 
satirical “Stacey Heartspring” series. 
Shocking and extreme, it illustrates in 
graphic detail the ins and outs of the 
Neo-Advaita philosophy and why we 
at WIE believe it poses such a problem 
to spiritual seekers today. By splicing 
together select quotes from some of 
the most popular Neo-Advaita teach-
ers around, this wildly creative dia-
logue aims to educate, entertain, and, 
above all, explore the real implications 
of people like you, me, and Stacey 
attempting to embrace this modern-
ized version of an ancient ideology. I 
had the biggest grin on my face you 
can imagine when I fi rst read this 
article in the fall/winter 2002 issue of 
WIE, and I sincerely hope that many of 
you out there will feel the same way as 
you either read it for the fi rst time, or 
savor its over-the-top humor and evis-
cerating insights once more.

Stacey’s fourth-dimensional, satirical satsang is constructed from direct quotes connected by 
short, fi ctional linking words and phrases. All quoted material appears in italics.
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ne afternoon last spring, I was 
sitting with my dear, wise friend Vera at the local juice 
bar, sharing a blue-green algae shake, when she was 
suddenly overcome with inspiration. “Stacey, your debut 

in the last issue of What Is Enlightenment? [Issue 21, Spring/
Summer 2002] was truly evolutionary. I mean, there you were, 
hosting luminaries from the Buddha to Teilhard de Chardin, who 
were popping in to WIE’s new Fourth Dimension Conference Room 
to offer their views on the latest developments in the spiritual 
world. You have quite the job, old girl. So, I was thinking, why 
don’t you continue breaking spiritual ground and present the 
world’s fi rst fourth-dimensional satsang?!” “Satsang?” I replied. 
“Vera, I have to admit that even with all the advanced personal 
growth work I’ve done, like in my lunchtime yoga class and with 
my holotropic breath counselor, I’ve never actually been to a 
satsang.” “Well, Stace,” she said, “don’t let that stop you, because 
you owe your readers the benefi t of all spiritual possibilities, 
even ones you personally don’t know that much about. And these 
days the ‘satsang circuit,’ with its plethora of new, or ‘neo,’ 
Advaita teachers, is attracting quite of bit of interest.” Now, don’t 
worry, dear readers if, like me, you’re in the dark about satsangs 
and Advaita, because I took Vera’s advice, did some research, 
made a few calls, and am here now to present, for your spiritual 
edifi cation (and mine), this very special event: the fi rst 
Neo-Advaita “satsang,” or spiritual gathering, to take place 
without the usual impediments of space and time.
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Welcome, everyone, to the Fourth Dimension! Wayne 
Liquorman, Esther Veltheim, Tony Parsons, Gangaji, Francis Lucille, and Isaac 
Shapiro, I’m just delighted that you could join me for what is certain to be 
a consciousness-raising event. As some of the most well-known Western 
teachers on the current Neo-Advaita scene, you trace your roots to Advaita 
Vedanta, the ancient Hindu philosophy of nonduality, conducting satsangs 
with people all over the world. This is my fi rst satsang. So, could you begin by 
telling us what a satsang is, and how it relates to Advaita Vedanta?

Wayne

GANGAJI

Tony Isaac

Francis ESTHER
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GANGAJI: Stacey, somehow, by some stroke of good luck, 
your individual consciousness has been called to satsang. . . . 
[Since] this is your fi rst time in satsang, let me tell you what 
satsang is. Satsang means in Sanskrit association with 
the truth. . . . If there is some obstruction to that truth, it 
is brought out in satsang. . . . Satsang confi rms your true 
identity as pure consciousness. . . . There is only pure pristine 
consciousness. 

WAYNE: Gangaji, it must be God’s will because I’ll confi rm that. Pure 
Advaita points to the understanding that everything is ONE . . . all is 
Consciousness . . . all is God. 

ESTHER: I’ll put it this way: A wave appears in the ocean, but that 
doesn’t change the nature of the ocean—it’s still water. The wave has 
never been anything separate to the ocean—they are not-two. 

TONY: [And everything is discovered to be] the ground of unconditional love, for there is 
nothing that is not sacred and . . . grace is continuously available. 

ISAAC: Yes, Stacey, and to be with Yourself is to be love, peace, and silence. . . . 
This is the ultimate truth. 

STACEY: Wow, the effect is immediate. I can already feel myself starting to 
relax and expand . . . “I am love, peace, silence . . . All is consciousness . . .” 
You know, I really appreciate hearing that because I got stuck in a massive 
traffi c jam on my way to work. And even though, on a deep intuitive level, I 
know that what you’re all saying is true, it’s really easy to forget that “grace 
is continuously available” when you’re on the New Jersey Turnpike, not to 
mention just about everywhere else. 

ISAAC: You can be in prison or in any circumstance. . . . This is not dependent 
on time, place, circumstance, or anything else. 

FRANCIS: Right, Isaac. There comes a moment where this feeling of . . . 
benevolent space around you no longer goes away; you fi nd yourself at home 
everywhere, even in the packed waiting room of a train station.

STACEY: Or in bumper-to-bumper traffi c! Boy, this could totally change my 
relationship to commuting.

GANGAJI: There is nothing that keeps you from the realization of your inherent, permanent, 
present freedom except your imagination that somebody or something is keeping you from that. 

ESTHER: Which means You are everywhere . . . dimension-less, limit-less, and time-less . . . 
formless, infi nite, and eternal. . . . You aren’t bound or limited by any-thing, You simply ARE. 

GANGAJI

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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Wayne

STACEY: “I am everywhere . . . formless, limitless, timeless . . .” With every word, I feel myself 
sinking deeper and deeper, as if I were in a warm bath, with little bubbles. The truth is so 
comforting, reassuring, and freeing!

ISAAC: Yes, beautiful. Simply be. . . . Because . . . the entire universe 
is appearing in you. . . . All of eternity, every known universe, every 
known reality, every known galaxy is appearing in you. 

WAYNE: And speaking of the universe, my dear teacher 
wrote: “The Universe is uncaused, like a net of jewels in 

which each is only the refl ection of all the others, in a 
fantastic interrelated harmony without end.”

 
STACEY:  Wow, “a net of jewels.” I just love that. My beloved 
grandmother Bertha, may she rest in peace, used to call me her 
jewel. And now you’re telling me that all these jewels are appearing 
inside me. How perfect! I could rest in this blissful feeling forever, 
but for the sake of my readers, I have to inquire further. Could you 
please say more about Advaita?

WAYNE: God wills me to, Stacey. Consciousness [is] the Source and the Substance of 
everything. . . . It is infi nite potentiality. . . . And whether you call that Genesis or the Big 
Bang, doesn’t matter; this is the point at which that which is infi nite potential expresses into 
manifestation . . . into all this stuff of life. 

STACEY: Infi nite potentiality . . . You know, at the end of my last interview I learned 
something extraordinary from one of my guests, Father Teilhard de Chardin. I learned that I had 
signifi cance, evolutionary signifi cance, and potential. And I discovered how the universe, which 
includes me, is evolving.

(. . . Of course your life has evolutionary signifi cance.)

STACEY: Oh Father, how kind of you to drop in. 

TEILHARD DE CHARDIN: Bonjour, Stacey, it is just wonderful to see 
you again. I was on my way to the Omega Point, and knew that even 
a short visit here would be evolutionary. So remember, in us, the 
evolution of the world towards spirit becomes conscious . . . as the 
terms of a vast process in which the whole mass of the universe is 

involved. 

WAYNE: It is an appealing notion . . . because it gives a purpose 
to this incredible manifestation that is comprehensible to 
the human mind, “Ah, this is God setting in motion a process 
whereby there is a disidentifi cation seeking reunifi cation.” Such 
a concept is an overlay on this existence which is as valid as 
any. But understand that it is a human mental construct that is 

overlaying this phenomenal Reality. 
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TEILHARD: Our perfection, our interest and our salvation as elements of creation can only be to 
press on with this evolution with all our strength. . . . Remember, we hold the earth’s future in 
our hands. But the Omega Point is calling. I’ll have to be on my way now.

WAYNE: Stacey, let me describe the nature of Reality another way. Out of this incredible 
potentiality extrudes Universes and Solar Systems, and out of the Solar Systems is extruded 
this planetary system, and this little planetary system here is extruding out into Earth, and 
out of this Earth are extruding all of these various body-mind mechanisms. And they arise 
and they live a little span and then they fall back into this infi nite potentiality; and new ones 
are created . . . so that you have this one particular extrusion—we’ll call it ‘you’. . . .

STACEY: I, Stacey Heartspring, “an extrusion that merely 
arises and falls back into potentiality”? To be honest, I think 
I liked being a timeless jewel better. And getting back to my 
evolutionary potential—

GANGAJI: This idea of you becoming more of what you are, or of 
the world becoming something different, is nonsense. 

ISAAC: As funny as that sounds, there is nothing you
have to do, because you cannot control anything.

There is not a you to do it! 

TONY: We are so locked into the belief that our lives have some 
sort of pur  pose . . . but when there is an acceptance and a resting 
in there being no purpose, a new wonder can arise. 

STACEY: A “new wonder” can arise through accepting that my life 
has no purpose? I think Father Teilhard would have certainly put his two cents in here! 

TONY: Stacey, I really have to disagree with your friend Teilhard. Consciousness simply is. It is 
energy manifesting without any interest in any of the concepts that our minds have about . . . 
purpose or meaning. It is absolutely impersonal and has no particular direction. It is playing 
the game of creation and destruction. 

ESTHER: And with each arising and subsiding of the Absolute, universes are created and 
destroyed. With the appearance of each bodymind, one could say a droplet of Consciousness
is superimposed upon, or assumes a manifest appearance. Each droplet is unique in its own 
way, but all the droplets are still only Consciousness. The droplet plus the bodymind give rise 
to “I am.” 

STACEY: So, let me see if I’m getting this right. According to Advaita there is no real 
evolution, no becoming, no purpose. Instead, I’m a droplet of consciousness that’s fallen onto 
my bodymind? I can relate to the droplet part—you know, consciousness—but “bodymind ”. . .? 
That sounds a little dry, even with the droplet. 

Isaac

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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ESTHER: And to use you as an example, Stacey, your 
“birth” is simply part of a coincidental chain of events, a 

synchronicity that comes about spontaneously and for 
no particular reason. . . . One could say that your “birth” 

is just an accident. There is no particular reason for it. 

STACEY: No particular reason for my being here? My birth just an 
accident? Just try and explain that to my dear Grandma Bertha, who 
always called me her jewel. You know, I’ve done a lot of personal 
growth work to deal with my anger, but Esther, that’s hitting below 
the belt.

ESTHER: Angry? Well, if you think others make you feel and act a 
certain way, you are saying they have power over you. This would 
mean that you blame them for how you feel. If you think it’s your 
fault that you act a certain way, you are saying you are to blame. 
Either way, you are saying that you and others have personal will, 
personal volition—aren’t you? 

STACEY: Absolutely yes, of course. I mean, if I’m not doing it, who is?

TONY: So what is it that is angry? 

STACEY: Me. I am.

TONY: And who are you?

STACEY: I am myself, Stacey.

TONY: So are you your name?

STACEY: No, but that is my identity. 

TONY: But it is not constant and it arises from memory. It can change—
and so who are you? 

STACEY: Boy, is this how you talk in Advaita? I’m not only feeling 
confused, I’m feeling dizzy, like I’m in a trance, and let me tell you, not the 

kind of trance I would recommend to anyone.

ESTHER: Don’t worry, confusion is good because it means your mind has been 
thrown off balance. But of course this isn’t to say it was actually balanced in the fi rst place! 

STACEY: Esther, did you actually say that?! I’m beginning to feel a little desperate here!

GANGAJI: Find who is feeling desperate. The feeling of desperation only continues because you 
assume that you are, in fact, something that the feeling is hooked on to. 

ESTHER
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ESTHER: Right. And what you have given lip service to up until now is being questioned. And 
about “purpose,” to fi nd your life’s purpose may help you cope and feel better about yourself. 
But if you are unable to then carry out that purpose . . . you discover that it helped you feel in 
control. Don’t you think that is what fi nding a purpose is all about—control? 

STACEY: Control? I don’t want to be in control. I want to have evolutionary signifi cance. I 
want to help create a brighter future. I mean, the future is calling, can’t you just feel it? And my 
intuition tells me that my personal evolutionary signifi cance is about more than just being a 
bodymind extrusion—

TONY: Relax, Stacey, you are the divine expression exactly as 
[you] are, right here, right now. [You do not have to] surrender, 
be purifi ed, or go through any kind of change or process. . . . [You] 
don’t need to be serious, honest, dishonest, moral or immoral, 
aesthetic, or gross. . . . The infi nite is not somewhere else waiting for 
us to become worthy. 

FRANCIS: In this welcoming we live in the Now. 
There is nothing to gain, nothing to lose. . . . 

We already have all we need. 

STACEY: Gosh, I’d love to be reassured that it was all so simple. 
But what about evolution and the fact that everything’s obviously 
changing? And not only that—if I’m honest, I’d also have to admit 
that there are things I need to change about myself—you know, 
like more than just my taste in jewelry. And I’m reminded of that 
fact every day when I’m ready to kill the guy who cuts me off on the 
freeway, and I avoid acting on my impulses.

WAYNE: But you will “choose” one way in one moment and entirely differently in the very next 
moment. . . . Because a moment from now . . . another thought will have gone through the mind, 
or another hormonal change will have taken place in the body. . . .

STACEY: Yes, that impulse is defi nitely stronger at certain times of the month.

WAYNE: And in any case, all of these bodymind mechanisms are created by Consciousness and 
operated by Consciousness, [so] that every thought, every action, every emotion and every 
response is the thought, the action, the emotion, and the response of Consciousness. 

STACEY: The response of Consciousness? Does this mean that I, Stacey, actually have no free 
will of my own?

WAYNE: Yup. Everything IS. The script is written. The entire fi lm is in the can. . . . Everything 
[is] happening in accordance with the will of God, or the play of Consciousness, or the dance of 
Shiva, or whatever you want to call it.
 

ISAAC: Right, Wayne. It’s simply a functioning of this bodymind: it has nothing to do with You. 

Francis

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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TONY: So relax and let it all happen—because it will anyway. . . . You have no responsibility in 
any way for anyone or anything. There is no one there, and there never has been anyone there 
who can take responsibility. 

ESTHER: And, anyway, in certain areas of the world a very different value is placed on human 
life. Very different “laws” exist in different areas of the world. What one culture sees as bad, 
another fi nds quite acceptable. You may say they are wrong, but who made you the morals 
police? . . . The actions themselves aren’t the problem. It’s the belief systems that accompany 
actions that are the problem. 

(. . . Esther, that is music to my ears! After all, it is all relative, a matter of perception, a 
point of  view.)

STACEY: Who’s that?! The Marquis de Sade, the notorious and scandalous French 
author?! Well, for obvious reasons, you most certainly were not invited. But 

since you made the trip all the way from the eighteenth century, what have 
you got to add?

MARQUIS DE SADE: Stacey, you’re already outnumbered. And, 
I’m sorry, but I’m going to add insult to injury. I agree with Esther. 
Similar to the concepts of virtue and vice, [justice and injustice] 
are purely local and geographical; that which is vicious in Paris 
turns up, as we know, a virtue in Peking . . . that which is just in 
Isfahan they call unjust in Copenhagen. . . . Justice has no real 
existence. . . . So let us abandon our belief in this fi ction, it no 
more exists than does the God of whom fools believe it the image: 
there is no God in this world, neither is there virtue, neither is 
there justice; there is nothing good, useful, or necessary but our 
passions. . . . [And] the idea of God is the sole wrong for which I 

cannot forgive mankind. . . . 

ESTHER: The misinterpretations [of God] that have been given to the 
various world religions have come about because man wanted to have a 
reason for everything. If you ask me, the religions that teach you that God 

created you sinful so that He can save you depict a pretty sadistic God. 
 

DE SADE: Ah, sadism . . . well, we are no guiltier for following the primitive impulses 
that govern us than is the Nile for her fl oods or the sea for her waves. . . . All universal 

moral principles are idle fantasies. 

ESTHER: Right, and to understand this is to realize that guilt is just a fanciful notion and that it 
has absolutely no validity.

STACEY: No guilt? No moral principles? But, what about all the awful events in the world? I 
mean, just look at what happened to all those people in the World Trade Center—
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WAYNE: Stacey, I recently explained in a workshop that from the point of view of the bacteria 
that got to feed on those bodies, it certainly wasn’t a tragedy, so who are we to judge what’s right 
or wrong? 

STACEY: What?!! I mean, all those innocent people! It was an unspeakable act, the most 
shocking—

TONY: Well, if you want to call it a sin, Stacey, from an Advaita 
point of view, all concepts of good or bad, original sin, karma or 
debt of any kind are products of an unawakened mind. . . . 

FRANCIS: The only sin is to take oneself for a sinner. . . . 
There is no point in condemning oneself as a sinner or in trying 
to change oneself. Sense of guilt and desire to change also 
reinforce the ego. 

TONY: And, for that matter when [Christ] told 
people their sins were forgiven, he was really 

saying to them that they had never had a past 
that they could be held responsible for. They had 

simply been characters lived through by the 
infi nite, never having had any choice or free will. 

STACEY: Tony, are you serious? You know, I’m Jewish, so no, I 
didn’t go to Sunday school and I’m hardly an authority, but I’ll 
be damned if Jesus ever meant anything like that! He really should have the opportunity to respond 
to this, but I just don’t have the courage to invite Him to join us. I’m afraid of what He would do! 
And far from being uplifted by all this, I’m starting to fi nd it really depressing.

ESTHER: Stacey, actually what is “depressing” is the misperception that you need to care and 
that things need to matter. You see if you understand that your True nature IS neutrality, 

caring and making things matter is really missing the mark. 

STACEY: But I can’t not care. Aren’t care and love important, you know, in a human 
way? And for that matter, what about God? Doesn’t most everyone say, “God is Love”?

ESTHER: When it is said that “God is Love,” the word love signifi es neutrality. 
It has nothing to do with the opposite of hate. God is just another word for 
neutrality, and neutrality denotes “not helping or supporting either of two 
opposing sides. . . .” 

And remember, there is no point, no purpose, and no meaning. . . . You think 
of caring as something important because you misunderstand caring to mean 

“something to do with the heart.” 

STACEY: Whoa, just wait a minute. Of course it has to do with the heart. I mean, what 
about when people suffer? What about all those poor people in the World Trade Center? 

Tony

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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And, for that matter, what about my Great Uncle Mischa? Even though I’ve never told anyone his 
story, he’s often on my mind. You see, one day dear Aunt Beryl took me aside and confi ded in me: 
“Stacey, you should know what happened to our family during World War II, so I’ll tell you. When 
the Nazis invaded Romania, which is where some of your Jewish ancestors were from, they fi rst 
looked for the Jewish doctors and teachers in the small villages. And they came upon your Great 
Uncle Mischa, who was a teacher and was in the middle of teaching his young class. And they 
marched him out of the school at gunpoint, with his class of students following him. And right 
in front of his students, in the school yard, they forced him to dig a large ditch, and then in 
front of all his students, they buried him alive. And that was how the Nazis destroyed the Jews, 

and it worked.”

(Of course it worked. . .!!!)

STACEY: Who’s there? Who said that!? Adolf Hitler?!! Oh my God!!

HITLER: Stacey, since you were talking about God’s will and the 
extermination of the Jews, nothing could stop me. I had to respond. 
You see, I received a divine mandate while I was recovering from a gas 
attack during the fi rst World War. And as I lay there, it came over me 
that I would liberate the German people and make Germany great. . . . 

[And I was] animated with an inexorable resolve to seize the Evil 
[the Jews] by the roots and to exterminate it root and branch. To 
attain our aim, [I knew] we should stop at nothing, even if we must join 

forces with the Devil. 

STACEY: And I heard that the people who participated in this extermination 
wanted to commit these unspeakable acts. Through their own free will. 

TONY: Stacey, there is no question of there being free will, simply because there is no 
one there in the fi rst place who can have a will or make a choice.

HITLER: But, I could not have done it without so many willing 
participants. And here with me is one of my commanders, Eduard Strauch, 

who will testify to that.

STRAUCH: Heil Hitler! No one should ever doubt the eagerness 
of the men who served under you. Even if the killing was hard 
and unpleasant . . . we [were] convinced that someone must 

carry out these tasks. I can state with pride that my men [were] 
proud to act out of conviction and fi delity to their Führer.

TONY: Everything that happened . . . could not have been any other way. 

ESTHER: And while the spontaneous, uninhibited, unpremeditated 
action is happening there is peace. . . . While you are acting with full 
focus and putting all your energy into it, minus judgments, there is peace. 
You see, peace is there when you experience what is as it is fully. 
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STACEY: Peace? What do you mean peace? Do you think my Uncle Mischa or his students 
or his family or any of the families of the World Trade Center victims experienced peace 
on those fateful days? And what about the fact that Hitler, and everyone who committed 
these heinous acts, had personal responsibility?

TONY: Don’t worry, Stacey. [Hitler], like everyone else, played out the character that 
consciousness chose, and death is simply a return to the source from where the character 
appeared. The beloved plays every part in the play. . . . From the point of view of the 
separate self, everything . . . seems to be a battle ensuing between good and evil. . . . Once 
awakening happens, it is seen that there is no such thing as right or wrong. 

WAYNE: Yes, Tony, and when there’s the understanding that this manifestation is the 
perfect functioning of God, of Consciousness, or Totality, in that acceptance is peace. . . . 
 [Because] what we’re talking about here is What Is, not how you think it should be, how 
you would like it to be, how you, if you were God, would make it! God is not human-hearted. 

GANGAJI: Pain is simply pain; sensations in the physical and emotional body. Suffering 
is in time and has with it some story line about pain. The story line generates infi nite 
strands and permutations—who caused the pain, why, when, how, and on and on. There 
can be an enormous investment in the story, and therefore, a reluctance to let it all go. 

TONY: And anyway, where is this suffering? I don’t see it. 

STACEY: Well, dear readers, I think it’s time to call on a true authority—Sri Aurobindo, 
philosopher, revolutionary leader, and spiritual visionary. I couldn’t imagine anyone 
better qualifi ed to guide us toward the Truth, and boy, do we need guidance. I sure am 
hoping that God wills you to join us from the subtle physical plane. 

SRI AUROBINDO: Yes, Stacey, I shall join you for the evolutionary benefi t of 
all. And this is how I can best answer this most fundamental question of human 
meaning: Man’s greatness is not in what he is but in what he makes possible. His 

glory is that he is the closed place and secret workshop of a living labour in 
which supermanhood is made ready by a divine Craftsman. 

But he is admitted to a yet greater greatness and it is this that, 
unlike the lower creation, he is allowed to be partly the conscious 

artisan of his divine change. His free assent, his consecrated 
will and participation are needed that into his body may 
descend the glory that will replace him. His aspiration is 
earth’s call to the . . . Creator. 

If earth calls and the Supreme answers, the hour can be 
even now for that immense and glorious transformation. 

GANGAJI: Well, I disagree with you radically. . . . I would say that’s a 
“landing.” . . . [Because] what’s missing is the realization that this idea of a 

doer is a thought and empty.
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STACEY: A “landing”? I was just starting to feel elevated. I mean, Sri Aurobindo, there is some 
way it can all make sense, and there is some greater purpose to our lives, isn’t there? I would 
end with your exquisite, glorious words, except for one thing I know my dear readers would want 
to understand: What does make this new, or Neo-Advaita teaching different from traditional 
Advaita? Sri Ramana Maharshi, as one of the greatest Advaita teachers of all time, could you 
please join us from your sacred mountain in India? 

RAMANA: I’ll join you, Stacey, because God has willed me to set the record straight. I agree 
that it is true that we are not bound and that the real Self has no bondage. It is true that you will 
eventually go back to your source. But meanwhile, if you commit sins, as you call them, you will 
have to face the consequences of such sins. 

TONY: As I said before, all concepts of good or bad, original sin, karma, or debt of any kind are 
the products of an unawakened mind . . . 

STACEY: Tony, are you implying that Sri Ramana is—?

RAMANA: Don’t worry, Stacey. Just concentrate on what I’m saying here. 
Whatever is done lovingly, with righteous purity and with peace of mind, is 
a good action. Everything which is done with the stain of desire and with 
agitation fi lling the mind is classifi ed as a bad action. Do not perform 
any good action through a bad means . . . because if the means is bad, 
even a good action will turn out to be a bad one. Therefore even the 
means of doing actions should be pure. . . . You cannot escape them. . 
. . [Otherwise] what is the use of merely saying with your lips, 
“I am free”? 

STACEY: Dear Ramana, Gangaji said at the beginning that “if there is 
some obstruction to the truth, it is brought out in satsang,” and I think that 
obstruction has been revealed. I do think I’ll sleep better tonight. 

FRANCIS: From the vantage point of a personal entity, of a bodymind, deep 
sleep is . . .

TONY: Francis, the sense of a separate entity is illusory. Presence is what you are. 

ESTHER: Tony, where did that thought come from? 

GANGAJI: And if thought is insubstantial and is not there, what is there? 

TONY: There is no one here doing anything. There is energy in a form discussing something with 
energy in another form. 

ISAAC: Yes, it’s simply a functioning of this bodymind: it has nothing to do with You. 

WAYNE: Right, a bodymind mechanism in the phenomenal dream-play, just like all of the rest of 
these bodymind mechanisms. . . .

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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STACEY: Even if I am a bodymind mechanism, I’d like to conclude on that note, by expressing my 
gratitude, most of all, to you dear readers—

ESTHER: For gratitude, there has to be someone (a ME) experiencing the gratitude and 
someone . . . to direct the gratitude towards. Again, this is evidence that you are not there yet 
and that the mind is still playing its conceptual tricks.

STACEY: Esther, tricks or no tricks, my dear readers are out there, and they certainly deserve 
thanks for staying with me as I navigated the high seas of the spiritual world’s fi rst fourth-
dimensional satsang—which God has certainly willed to be a very enlightening event! 

WHO’S TRANSFORMING ANYWAY?
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2012: The Return of Quetzalcoatl may 
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books to come out of a major publish-
ing house in the last decade. Melding 
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inquiry, the scope and length of Daniel 
Pinchbeck’s new book is enormously 
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secular upbringing in New York City 
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crop circles, indigenous peoples, as 
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Contrary to our modern super-rational 

and materialistic prejudices, con-
sciousness is the “ground of being 
rather than an epiphenomenon of 
physical processes” and at this 
moment in history, consciousness 
is undergoing a series of dramatic 
changes that will culminate in a fi nal 
shift on December 21, 2012. The 
Mayans ended their calendar on this 
date when they created it in the sixth 
century, and Pinchbeck is one of a 
growing number of people around the 
world who believe that the Mayans 
were prophesying a major paradigm 
shift in consciousness, one that will 
liberate the West from its “constricted 
rationality,” usher in a “worldwide 
resurgence of shamanism,” and give 
rise to a “new planetary civilization.” 

Pinchbeck is an accomplished 
journalist and author whose work 
has appeared in the New York Times 
Magazine, Artforum, Esquire, the Village 
Voice, and many other publications. 
His previous book, Breaking Open the 
Head (2002), detailed his experiences 
while traveling to Africa and South 
America to take psychedelics with 
indigenous peoples. In his second 
book, Pinchbeck is still talking about 
psychedelics, but he also explains 
how he discovered the “2012” theory: 
by way of the infamous psychedelic 
prophet and writer Terence McKenna. 
McKenna, who died in 2000, believed 
that the 2012 shift would kick-start 
an “archaic revival” that would bring 
“shamanism, ecstasy, orgiastic 

sexuality, and the defeat of the three 
enemies of the people,” which he 
believed were “hegemony, monogamy, 
and monotony.” Inspired by McKenna’s 
work and a handful of others, the idea 
that the Mayan end time is a schedule 
for humanity’s collective return to 
the mystical worldview of the original 
tribal cultures (a worldview that is 
often misunderstood as being more 
holistic, peaceful, and spiritually 
enlightened than that of the modern 
and postmodern eras) is more popular 
today than ever before. 

Unlike McKenna, Pinchbeck is 
reticent to completely endorse the 
idea that we should revert to a prera-
tional, premodern, pretechnological
way of life come 2012. Perhaps this is 
because he has absorbed the work not 
only of thinkers like McKenna—who 
see our tribal past as a Golden Age 
we have fallen from and must return 
to—but also of philosophers and theo-
logians with an evolutionary, devel-
opmental view of human history and 
consciousness. Indeed, the works of 
Teilhard de Chardin, Jean Gebser, and 
Rudolf Steiner, each of whom posit 
that evolution is a process moving us 
toward greater levels of complexity, 
integration, and ultimately whole-
ness, are cited throughout the book. 
So where does Pinchbeck ultimately 
stand on this question? Is the next 
stage of human development going to 
move us forward or backward? With 
Pinchbeck, it’s when you start trying to 
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that come 2012, “we will be able to 
consciously transform the planet in 
whatever way we like. . . . The planet 
will become Burning Man . . . with 
running water!”

Claims such as these will strike 
any thinking person as bizarre. 
Indeed, despite Pinchbeck’s note-
worthy brilliance in being able to 
synthesize the ideas of an incredibly 
diverse group of philosophers and 
theories, 2012 only gets stranger the 
more you read. Sometimes, it calls 
to mind the spiritually eclectic lit-
erature and far-out explorations into 
consciousness published during the 
sixties and seventies: think of Carlos 
Castaneda’s psychedelic mysticism 
mixed in with Aldous Huxley’s peren-
nial philosophy and visions of a sexu-
ally liberated utopia presented in his 
1962 novel Island. But the underlying 
quality of 2012 is dark, expressing 
an emblematic sense of Gen-X nihil-
ism, moral confusion, and profound 
impotence and fatalism in response 
to today’s global crises. One could say 
that under the surface, 2012 evokes 
more of the mood of Apocalypse Now 
than Be Here Now. As if to confi rm 
this, the last fi fty pages of 2012—in 
which Pinchbeck travels deep into 
the Amazon rainforest on a boat 
surrounded by Wiccan priestesses 
drinking copious amounts of the hal-
lucinogen ayahuasca—appear to be a 
parody of Captain Benjamin Willard’s 
journey up the Mekong River and his 
descent into insanity. 

The book’s fi nale is even more 
bizarre and includes the author’s 
confession that he is in fact the 
vehicle for the ancient Mayan god 
Quetzalcoatl’s return to earth, in part 
because he was born in June of 1966 
(666). Pinchbeck seems vaguely aware 
that after many years of exploring the 
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defi ne what “backward” and “forward” 
would look like that things begin to get 
really convoluted. 

Indeed, the closest he comes 
to offering a vision for the future 
is describing the drug-induced, 
neoshamanic bacchanalia, or fes-
tival, called Burning Man, held in 
the desert of Nevada every year. 
Pinchbeck describes it as the “occult 
nexus of avant-garde chaos” and in 
one peculiar passage writes how a 
couple of years in a row he carried 
on a “telepathic chat with an alien 
intelligence—introducing itself as 
a representative of the enlightened 
hive-mind of the praying mantis.” In 
2003, Pinchbeck gave a talk at the 
festival in which he told the audience 
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occult, the paranormal, and his own 
subconscious through psychedelics 
such as iboga, ayahuasca, LSD, and 
DMT, he’s landed himself directly in 
what the writer Robert Anton Wilson 
dubbed, “Chapel Perilous, that vor-
tex where cosmological specula-
tions, coincidences, and paranoia 
seem to multiply and then collapse, 
compelling belief or lunacy, wisdom 
or agnosticism.” Though he cites 
this quote three times in the book, 
Pinchbeck remains ambiguous to 
the end, leaving it up to the reader to 
decide which category he is in. 

According to its author, 2012: The 
Return of Quetzalcoatl is “a gift handed 
backward through space-time, from 

beyond the barrier of a new realm.” 
But by the end of the book, this claim 
feels utterly unconvincing. Rather 
than being on the leading edge of a 
shift in consciousness that we will all 
experience on December 21, 2012, it 
seems more likely that Pinchbeck is 
entrapped in the same generational 
dilemma so many of us fi nd ourselves 
struggling with—craving a higher 
spiritual context with which to face the 
future but as of yet unwilling to tran-
scend our narcissism and emotional 
immaturity in order to truly forge one. 
More so than Mayan prophecy or the 
gods of old, it’s this issue that seems 
most worthy of our attention. 

Maura R. O’Connor
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OPEN TO THE SOURCE
Selected Teachings of Douglas E. Harding
Edited by Richard Lang
(Inner Directions, 2005, 
paperback $15.95)

Currently approaching his ninety-
eighth birthday, Douglas Harding 
has been teaching his fresh, down-

to-earth brand of enlightenment 
for over half a century now. So it’s 
only fi tting that his latest book, Open 
to the Source, embraces a spirit of 
commemoration, offering not only a 
basic introduction to his life’s work 
but a bona fi de hit parade of its many 
highlights.

Composed of excerpts from 
Harding’s entire catalog of writ-
ings, this anthology begins with a 
dramatic account of his spontaneous 
awakening that fi rst appeared in his 
1961 spiritual classic, On Having No 
Head. The year was 1943, and he was 
walking along a Himalayan ridge 
overlooking a broad valley when his 
mind suddenly went still, time fell 

away, and he forgot everything he 
thought he knew about himself. In 
that breathtaking instant, Harding 
realized to his surprise that there 
was “a vast emptiness” where his 
head should have been, a space of 
open presence and perception that 
was entirely free of himself—and 
thus entirely available to everything 
else. “I had lost a head,” he writes, 
“and gained a world.” Eventually 
developing a pragmatic approach 
to self-inquiry that was reminiscent 
of nondual traditions like Zen and 
Dzogchen yet unadorned by religious 
trappings, he took up the teacher’s 
mantle in the early sixties and began 
guiding seekers directly into the spa-
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cious, empty ground of awareness 
at the heart of their own immediate 
experience of being.

Open to the Source thoughtfully 
captures Harding’s methods and 
philosophy, which he named the 
“Headless Way” after his initial life-
altering insight. It also showcases 
his fl air for creative wordsmithery 
as, page after page, he marvels at 
the depths of that consciousness 
beyond time and space with unusual 
warmth, novelty, and precision. Yet 
the spiritual shine that glimmers 
through Harding’s meditations starts 
losing some of its luster as he applies 
it to the complex questions and chal-
lenges of life in the world of time and 
space. For example: “It is unneces-
sary . . .,” he writes, “to worry about 
what to say or do, or think or feel: the 
fi tting expression of First Personhood 
occurs as a matter of course, spon-
taneously. . . . When they are really 
required, the right things are done.” 
This common idea about enlighten-
ment—that an always appropriate 
response to life will automatically 
result from the experience of mysti-
cal or nondual states—may be true in 
some cases, but as a blanket teach-
ing, it is problematic. In the post-
modern era, we’ve discovered that 
one’s interpretation of those higher 
states—and thus, how one expresses 
them in action—is always dependent 
on the degree of one’s development 
and fi ltered through the many layers 
of one’s historical and cultural condi-
tioning. In this respect, there is much 
more to spiritual liberation in the 
twenty-fi rst century than experienc-
ing mystical oneness, staying in the 
present moment, and then just letting 
the rest fl ow naturally.

That being said, Harding himself 
is still brimming with vitality and 

SHAM
How the Self-Help Movement Made 
America Helpless
by Steve Salerno
(Crown Publishers, 2005, 
hardcover $24.95)

What do the popularity of Oprah 
Winfrey, the famous McDonald’s 
“coffee burn” lawsuit, and lower stan-
dardized test scores have in common? 
They are but three of the dangerous 
and troubling results of the “Self-
Help and Actualization Movement” 
(SHAM)—that is, according to Steve 
Salerno, author of SHAM: How the Self-
Help Movement Made America Helpless. 
With such an intriguing title, you might 
hope for an insightful analysis of a 
cultural trend that many critics have 
noticed—that independent, strong 
America has somehow become a 
land of helpless victims. However, 

inspired conviction at almost a hun-
dred years old—no small feat, and no 
small testament to the kind of irre-
pressible strength that pours forth 
from those who dare to venture into 
that trackless territory which lies for-
ever beyond the mind.

Ross Robertson
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our society’s moral decline.
What, specifi cally, does this indus-

try produce? First and foremost, 
Salerno says, it is an endless stream 
of useless self-help books, work-
shops, motivational speeches, and life 
coaching sessions that have scores of 
uncredentialed “experts” fi lling their 
pockets with your hard-earned money. 
But these are just the packages 
delivering a double-sided message 
that boils down to one thing: You need 
help, either because you’re a victim 
of oppression, childhood trauma, or 
biological makeup or because you’re 
all-powerful and only lack the knowl-
edge of how to do whatever you set 
your mind to (or some combination of 
both). His primary point is that “SHAM 
artists” have successfully sold us the 
notion that our personal satisfaction 
is paramount, and this has not only 
made us more needy (and therefore 
kept us purchasing ever more advice), 
but it has led to such widespread 
social ills as the proliferation of crazy 
victim-driven lawsuits; higher divorce 
rates; increased use of medications 
for depression and anxiety; poor 
performance in schools, where “self-
esteem” is valued over healthy compe-
tition and academic accomplishment; 
and a general acceptance of the notion 
that if we have a problem, someone 
else is to blame.

But someone must be respon-
sible for this decline in our nation’s 
values, right? Despite his exhortation 
to stop blaming others for our woes, 
Salerno’s answer is an unequivocal 
yes, and he doesn’t hesitate to name 
names. In a fl urry of celebrity gossip 
that would put People magazine to 
shame, he attempts to discredit just 
about every well-known self-help 
guru there is, devoting considerable 
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you realize you’re in for a ride when 
Salerno starts out by defi ning self-
help as “an enterprise wherein people 
holding the thinnest of credentials 
diagnose in basically normal people 
symptoms of infl ated or invented mal-
adies, so that they may then imple-
ment remedies that have never been 
shown to work.” From that infl amma-
tory beginning unfolds a star-stud-
ded, sensationalistic tract that is far 
more polemical than analytical. The 
bottom line, Salerno goes so far as to 
say, is that “SHAM” is an 8.6-billion-
dollar “industry” that has not only 
failed to help anyone but has cynically 
never intended to do so. Even worse, 
he claims, it is actually the cause of 
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attention to impugning the motives 
and messages of Dr. Phil McGraw, 
Tony Robbins, Dr. Laura Schlessinger, 
John Gray, Marianne Williamson, 
Suze Orman, John Bradshaw, and 
Oprah Winfrey (for shamelessly pro-
moting such self-promoters), as well 
as many lesser-known authors, moti-
vational speakers, relationship coun-
selors, and productivity consultants.

Not content just to disempower 
those who advocate empowering 
yourself through positive thinking, 
Salerno also excoriates the recovery 
movement for convincing us all that 
we are addicted to something, and 
he condemns alternative heath care 
for such techniques as homeopa-
thy and healing touch, which, along 
with a whole host of other methods, 
he claims are nothing more than 
modern versions of snake oil. He 
never quite explains how groups like 
AA fi t in with his insistence that it’s 
all fundamentally about money (all 
of the “anonymous” meetings in the 
recovery movement are free), but 
Salerno wholeheartedly believes that 
nontraditional healing methods and 
the notion that our psychology can 
affect our physiology simply add up to 
a major medical scam that has count-
less self-aggrandizing practitioners 
laughing all the way to the bank.

While these “exposés” are well 
written and make for entertaining 
beach reading, they are a disturb-
ingly superfi cial treatment of a seri-
ous national trend. Most would agree 
that our individualistic postmodern 
times are marked by an unprec-
edented level of self-absorption. 
Perhaps some would even concede 
that self-help only feeds our narcis-
sism. But presuming, as Salerno 
does, that there is an industrial behe-

moth whose agents have somehow 
conspired to overthrow everything 
that made America great stretches 
the point beyond recognition. In fact, 
it is part of the problem itself. That 
is why any recommendation for this 
diverting anti-self-help book should 
come with an ironic caveat: Beware 
of buying a simplistic explanation for 
all that ails our world. To do so would 
be to fall prey to Salerno’s conviction 
that you have been victimized by a 
“movement” whose sole devious pur-
pose is to convince you that you’re a 
victim. And where’s the responsibility 
in that? 

Wren Bernstein

THE OMNIVORE’S DILEMMA
A Natural History of Four Meals 
by Michael Pollan
(Penguin Press, 2006, 
Hardcover $26.95) 

Want to know why corn is the bane 
of the American economy, not to 
mention directly responsible for 
both the extraordinary rise of type 
2 diabetes in this country and the 
emission of fourteen billion pounds 
of carbon into the atmosphere 
every year? Ever wondered about 
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FROM SCIENCE TO GOD
Exploring the Mystery of Consciousness
Directed by David Champana
Featuring Peter Russell
(Hartley Film Foundation, 2006,
DVD, 23 min., $24.95)

In his new short fi lm, From Science to 
God, consciousness researcher Peter 
Russell accomplishes something 
extraordinary. In less than twenty min-
utes, without reference to any obscure 
terminology or concepts, he explains 
the ultimate nature of the mind with a 
simplicity and depth that would make 
even the Buddha seethe with envy.

Based on his 2002 book of the 
same title, Russell’s beautifully 
produced made-for-TV fi lm is a com-
pelling testament to his belief that 
scientifi c materialism is an outmoded 
philosophical paradigm. The reason 
that scientists haven’t been able to fi g-
ure out what consciousness is, Russell 
says, is not for lack of effort but 
because they’re proceeding on false 
premises. What if, he asks, instead of 
being a byproduct of the human brain, 
consciousness is to varying degrees 
present in everything that exists? 
While this might strike some as an 
unconventional proposition, Russell’s 
sagely manner and English lilt make 
it seem like common sense, and it is 
this down-to-earth sensibility in dis-
cussing the most esoteric topics that 
makes this fi lm so surprising. 

Somehow, through a series of 

the evolutionary signifi cance of 
disgust in humans or how it is that 
grass, of all things, is one of Mother 
Nature’s most miraculous creations? 
These topics represent just some 
of the wealth of information to be 
found in The Omnivore’s Dilemma. 
Written by New York Times journalist 
Michael Pollan, the book is framed 
around Pollan’s consumption of four 
separate meals and his research 
into where each of their ingredients 
comes from. What ensues is part 
travel narrative, part intellectual 
journey, and part philosophical 
pondering of four completely 
different modes of food production—
the industrial agriculture system, 

the organic supermarket, the 
postindustrial sustainable farm, 
and the wilds of nature itself—and 
the level of consciousness at work 
in each of them. By the end, Pollan 
has managed to succeed in his goal 
of grasping the full implications of 
the karmic chain we become a part 
of each time we eat as Americans. 
Beautifully written and at times 
laugh-out-loud funny, this unique 
book has received a lot of attention, 
and deservedly so; it is an important 
milestone that manages to take a 
remarkably ethical, whole-systems 
view on food. 

Maura R. O’Connor
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two- to three-minute segments span-
ning twenty minutes, punctuated by 
onscreen quotations and impressive 
visual effects, Russell manages to 
make clear and obvious some of the 
deepest spiritual truths—such as the 
cause of human suffering, the nature 
of reality, and the transcendent depth 
of consciousness itself. Yet From 
Science to God goes beyond science 
and traditional spirituality, speaking 
directly to one’s immediate experi-
ence of consciousness in a way that is 
disarming, profound, and completely 
relevant to life in the secular West. 
The fi lm is, in other words, a minor 
masterpiece. And if you’ve been look-
ing for a brief introduction to enlight-
enment and mysticism for your family 

and friends, you couldn’t hope for 
anything better. 

Tom Huston

ONE: The Movie
Created and directed by Ward M. Powers
(Circle of Bliss Productions, 2005, 79 min.)

Produced by amateur fi lmmaker and 
trial lawyer Ward M. Powers as a 
response to 9/11, ONE: The Movie is an 

attempt to remind people that we are 
all, essentially, “one.” The format 
incorporates person-on-the-street 
interviews with appearances by 
some of the most popular spiritual 
teachers, thinkers, and authors of 
today (including Deepak Chopra, 
Ram Dass, Father Thomas Keating, 
Robert Thurman, Barbara Marx 
Hubbard, Thich Nhat Hahn, and many 
others). For a fi lm about humanity’s 
fundamental unity, there’s a wide 
diversity of viewpoints expressed in 
these interviews, covering a broad 
swath of cultural and philosophical 
territory. In one scene, an elderly 
member of the Michigan chapter of 
the American Atheists bitterly insists 
that “God is just something that is 
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made up so that people can deny the 
truth of death.” In another, the popular 
mystic Deepak Chopra says, “If you’re 
not totally amazed and bewildered 
and mystifi ed by your own Self, then 
you’re still not fully human.” And while 
the discordance of some of these 
responses might seem to contradict 
the movie’s constant repetition of our 
common unity, the narrator helpfully 
reassures us: “Oneness doesn’t mean 
everyone being the same.” 

In addition to its frequent 
interview clips, ONE periodically 
weaves in a series of black-and-
white sequences that include a man 
who looks like a down-and-out 
rock guitarist wandering an urban 
landscape, apparently seeking for 
something. These scenes—a sort 
of visual metaphor for the spiritual 
aimlessness of the secular West—lend 
an interesting atmosphere to the 
fi lm, but what it could benefi t from 
more than atmosphere is a clear 
plot trajectory. Although it starts off 
promising, ONE soon exhibits an all-
too-postmodern tendency to take no 
defi nitive position in relationship to the 
material it presents, with the narrator 
even stating up front that the fi lm 
was created with “no attachment in 
saying that it should ‘be’ something.” 
The result is a kaleidoscopic jumble 
of personalities and information, 
all obviously tied to the concept of 
“oneness” and presented with what 
are surely the sincerest of intentions, 
but lacking clear and compelling 
development in the dramatic fl ow.

Fortunately, as the fi lm comes 
to a close, the narrator explains 
the stages of plot progression that 
were involved in the journey the 
viewers just undertook, stating that 
“somewhere along the way, our 
‘kumbaya’ notion of oneness changed. 
Oneness became more colorful . . . 

more intense . . . more inclusive . . . 
and oneness became more internal.” 
Yet while these distinctions may 
help explain the movie’s inclusion 
of certain personalities and scenes, 
they fail to alleviate its general 
sense of vagueness. Finally, as the 
credits roll, the British Sufi  sheikh 
Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee delivers 
ONE’s concluding statement, which 
introduces a striking concept from 
out of the blue. “It is our work,” he 
says, “to bring this next level of 
evolution into being.” But exactly what 
that next level of evolution might be is 
anybody’s guess.

Tom Huston

THE FIVE KEYS TO MASTERY 
Produced and directed by David Lent
(Wellspring Video, 2005, 
DVD, 60 min., $19.98)

“I’ve definitely felt there were 
times when there was no stopping 
me.” With that opening remark by 
Olympic gold medalist Kelly Clark, 
The Five Keys to Mastery proceeds to 
inspire, challenge, and ultimately 
convey the palpable sense that 
almost anything is possible if we 
truly want to achieve it. This DVD 
documentary is based on the 1991 
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book Mastery, by social pioneer, 
author, and president of the Esalen 
Institute George Leonard, who 
provides context and commentary 
throughout the film. The originator 
of the term “the human potential 
movement,” Leonard dares us to 
consider the striking possibility that 
all the world’s ills are due to the fact 
that ordinary people like you and 
me fail to develop our far-reaching 
human capacities. Therefore, he 
is on a mission to combine all the 
known recipes for success, boil them 
down to their essential elements, 
and make them accessible to all. The 
result is his “five keys to mastery,” 
each presented in its own section of 
this finely crafted DVD: “Surrender 
to Your Passion,” “Practice, Practice, 
Practice,” “Get a Guide,” “Visualize 
the Outcome,” and “Play the Edge.” 

To bring each of these “keys” 
to life, a diverse array of highly 
accomplished individuals candidly 
share insights gleaned from their 
struggles and successes. From 
guitar legends Carlos Santana and 
BB King to Nobel laureate Eric 
Kandel, NBC newscaster Wendy 
Rieger to character actor Stephen 
Tobolowsky, those interviewed 
make greatness human, immediate, 
and, most strikingly, feasible. When 
Carlos Santana states that “everyone 
has the capacity for grandeur,” one 
instinctively senses that it’s true. The 
Five Keys to Mastery is powerful and 
uplifting, transmitting the energy 
of self-actualization. It inspires 
the recognition that we all have an 
extraordinary potential and purpose, 
which can be fulfi lled if we’re willing 
to pay the price—through surrender, 
diligence, guidance, vision, and risk.

Jessica Roemischer

SECRET MYSTERIES OF 
AMERICA’S BEGINNINGS 
The New Atlantis
Directed by Christian J. Pinto
(Antiquities Research Films, 2006, 
DVD, 171 min., $29.99)

Was America’s secret destiny to 
re-create the lost civilization of 
Atlantis? That is the controversial 
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NOW A MAJOR MOTION PICTURE FROM LIONSGATE
COMING TO THEATERS IN JUNE

PEACEFUL WARRIOR
BASED ON THE BESTSELLING BOOK BY DAN MILLMAN WAY OF THE PEACEFUL WARRIOR

assertion of a new DVD documentary 
entitled Secret Mysteries of America’s 
Beginnings. Weaving a historical tale 
of Freemasonry, secret societies, the 
double life of Benjamin Franklin, the 
hidden plans of Francis Bacon, the 
unique architecture of Washington, 
DC, the Iraq War, and much more, 
this documentary sets out to show 
how America’s eventual role as 
leader of the free world and fount 
of democratic self-rule was not a 
matter of chance but of a centuries-
long design. The film purports 
that America’s Founding Fathers 
were inspired by the new utopian 
society envisioned by Sir Francis 
Bacon in his classic work The New 
Atlantis. And it suggests that Bacon’s 
thought was so influential in those 
revolutionary days that it was 
actually instrumental in shaping the 
country’s political and philosophical 
direction, causing ripples that 
can still be felt today. Though the 
documentary’s conspiratorial 
narrative is highly overwrought 
and many of its controversial 
claims occupy the outer edges of 
believability, there are nevertheless 
some interesting surprises and 
bits and pieces of historical fact 
contained here that will entertain 
the uninformed and tantalize the 
curious. Conspiracy theorists will 
find a feast, the rest of us just some 
good snacks at the buffet.

Carter Phipps

PEACEFUL WARRIOR
Based on the book by Dan Millman
(Lionsgate Entertainment, 
2006, 121 min.)

Way of the Peaceful Warrior by Dan 
Millman is one of the most beloved 
spiritual novels of the last two 
decades. It is a story about a gas 
station attendant/spiritual teacher 
named Socrates who endeavors 
to teach a brash young gymnast 
the nature of spiritual life. Even in 
the early eighties, it was a story 
that seemed custom-built to be a 
movie script. But spiritual scripts 
haven’t exactly been big business 
in Tinseltown until the last few 
years, when The Passion of the Christ 
and What the Bleep Do We Know!? 
surprised everyone by raking in 
record profi ts. Now Hollywood—
where imitation is truly a form of 
art—is fi nally ready to test the waters 
of spiritually oriented fi lms, and 
one of the fi rst mainstream results 
of that endeavor is Peaceful Warrior, 
the fi lm adaptation of Millman’s 
bestselling novel. 

Nick Nolte stars as Socrates, the 
no-nonsense, tough love spiritual 
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believable, authentic manner. In 
particular, the relationship between 
student and teacher is expertly 
treated and doesn’t resort to cheap 
irony or cynicism. Nolte’s Socrates 
is not only wise and compassionate 
but also pushy, demanding, and 
uncompromising. He makes you 
believe in your own capacity to reach 
higher, push farther, and transcend 
your own limitations, spiritual and 
physical. In a culture that has grown 
so accustomed to reminding us 
ad nauseam how our heroes also 
have feet of clay, this is no small 
accomplishment. Nor does the fi lm 
descend into personal sentimentality, 

another trap common to stories that 
attempt to portray a more spiritual 
context for human life. Peaceful 
Warrior is fun, easy to watch, and 
in its own modest way, leaves you 
uplifted at the end. 

A number of classic spiritual 
novels and books are currently in 
production, and the viewing audience 
is about to be besieged with “spiritual 
but not religious” themes. Let’s hope 
that Peaceful Warrior is the example 
rather than the exception and that the 
successful translation of Millman’s 
work to the big screen is a sign of even 
better things to come. 

Carter Phipps

teacher who challenges the young 
Dan Millman to reach far beyond his 
perceived limits. Nolte actually does 
a wonderful job bringing the gruff 
but wise Socrates to life. In fact, 
the movie as a whole is enjoyable, 
well made, and genuinely inspiring. 
Yes, it has its share of clichés, and it 
may lack the megawatt star power 
necessary to make it a blockbuster, 
but the fi lm also manages to pull 
off the seemingly miraculous feat of 
conveying complex spiritual themes—
the battle with ego, the nature of the 
student-teacher relationship, and 
even the experience of heightened 
states of consciousness—in a 
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and the ones that are poisonous have 
already been documented. In other 
words, the paths to enlightenment are 
shown by the enlightened—humble 
yourself.
Tenzin Konchok
via email

EINSTEIN’S MIRROR
Discussing the problem of Einstein’s 
mirror (if you’re traveling at the speed 
of light and hold a mirror out in front 
of you, would you see your refl ec-
tion?), Ken Wilber is quoted as saying 
the answer is “no” because nothing 
travels faster than light. Sorry, but 
that’s incorrect. The laws of phys-
ics are the same for all observers in 
uniform motion. That is what gives us 
“relativity” compared to other observ-
ers. For those who travel at the speed 
of light, everything works the same as 

for those who are “stationary,” so the 
beam of light refl ected from your face 
would leave your face at the speed 
of light, no matter how fast you are 
traveling. In the case of Einstein’s mir-
ror, you would see your refl ection.
Alan Prater 
Shreveport, LA

CULTURAL CONGRUENCE? NOT ALWAYS
The Wilber/Cohen discussions are 
always welcome, but in your latest 
issue the authors made an over-
generalization—namely, that all 
mystical experiences are culture-
congruent. I’m certainly not the only 
one who has had experiences so 
counter-congruent that they later 
sent me into research mode to fi nd 
out where they originated. It may 
well be that most experiences arise 
from one’s cultural tradition, but that 

isn’t always the case. One can have 
encounters so divergent from one’s 
background that they force one’s 
brain to scramble for new interpretive 
contexts even while the encounters 
are occurring.
Barbara Barnum
New York, NY

DARK ENERGY AND HUMAN AWARENESS
Thanks much for the brilliant interview 
with James Gardner. I wonder: Could 
dark energy be the physical equivalent 
of human awareness? If attention is 
the building material for intelligence, 
and awareness were to be defi ned as 
the amount of free attention, wouldn’t 
it then make sense that as the human 
race expands free attention, the uni-
verse would expand? 
Ronald Wopereis
The Netherlands

letters continued from page 13
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TIME IN THE TIMELESS
In Carter Phipps’s recent article on 
reincarnation, the concept that the 
subtle realm is not fi xed relative to our 
own is quite interesting and provides 
a good solution to some informational 
disjoints that have been bothering 
me. Two of my signifi cant resources 
are the works of Swedenborg and 
Michael Newton (Journey of Souls 
and Destiny of Souls). The disjoint is 
that both of these sources provide 
detailed information about the subtle 
realm, but their descriptions are very 
different—each source refl ects the 
worldview of the time of the author. If 
you assume a likewise evolution of the 
subtle realm between the earthly times 
of these two sources, then that would 
provide a reasonable reconciliation of 
the disjoint. However, there are many 
references to the “timelessness” of 
the subtle realm, where “time” doesn’t 
even exist—at least, not time as we 
know it to be. But how can we have 
evolution without time? We don’t have 
a current mental construct that would 
allow this to happen, and Phipps is right 
that we need to develop new models. 
Doug Nommisto
Elk Grove, IL

BUGS THE GHOST
I loved your article “Do Animals Have 
Souls?” The answer is a defi nite yes—
all living things have souls. Souls are 

FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE POWER OF NOW

Also Available on Audio CD
www.newworldlibrary.com
www.eckharttolle.com

the auras of living things. I once had 
a rabbit named Bugs who accidently 
broke his neck in the bushes. One 
night, I saw the ghost of Bugs run 
through my garage. Bugs had an aura, 
and when he died, that aura left his 
body and became what we call a ghost. 
As you pointed out, there are many 
stories about ghostly animals. Their 
souls are made of pure energy, and 
they go to a pure energy world—call it 
heaven if you want, but it’s a world of 
pure energy because on the quantum 
level, we are all energy beings.
Paul Dale Roberts
Elk Grove, CA 

ALL GENDERED OUT
Oh, how my heart was singing after 
reading Elizabeth Debold’s most 
recent article on the Divine Feminine. 
Why? Because fi nally someone gets it!

I have never responded to an 
article before. In fact, I almost didn’t 
even read this article because I 
thought it would just rehash the old 
concept that women are better than 
men, etc. So you can imagine my 
surprise when I came to the end of it. 
I’m so tired of hearing about the issue 
of gender—man vs. woman—and who 
is better. We inhabit male and female 
bodies as our vehicles on this plane of 
existence, but in truth, we are merely 
vibrational beings who chose one body 
over the other this time through.

We are one in spirit and part of the 
One Source, and when we can view the 
other and say in our hearts with all our 
being, “I am in you and you are in me,” 
then we can really begin to transform 
our planetary consciousness.
K.C. Craig
via email
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DO YOU KNOW YOUR EXACT WEIGHT AND HOW MUCH
of that is fat? Maybe you might take the position that 
an attractive, young, but fat woman took with me: 
She retorted, “I love myself exactly as I am!” 
I shut up. Later, as I thought about it, I realized what 

a tragic justifi cation it was. If she truly loved herself—
that is, if she had deep respect for the life force within her 

body—she would do more to safeguard it. You must accept 
where you are before you can do anything about it. Denying the 
existence of a physical problem is in essence becoming blind to 
a solution. 

When I hear someone say, “I love myself just as I am,” I 
realize that person is no longer able to grow—except in waist size, 
of course. Why doesn’t that person examine the justifi cation and 
deeply consider these questions: What virtues and attributes do 
I have for justifying my claim? Do I really like what I see when 
I strip down before a full-length mirror? Now, in full honesty, 
wouldn’t I really, I mean really, rather be thin and fi t? Well, then, 
what the hell am I waiting for? 

This is the kind of self-talk that gets things done. However, 
once people realize they can’t wave a magic wand or swallow 
a magic pill to get the weight off, they will often revert back to 
a self-deceptive acceptance that it’s “just the way it is—it’s a 
genetic thing, you know.”

Well, actually it’s a mathematical thing. If you eat more 
calories than you need for your physical activity, they will be 
stored as fat. To lose fat and build muscle, you have to exercise 
and eat less. Pretty simple, right? Exercise uses fat for eighty 
percent of its fuel. Did you know that a reported 250,000 
deaths per year are attributed in part to the lack of a regular 
workout program? One hundred thousand cases of cancer are 
related to obesity per year. If one hundred million people in 
this country are overweight, where does this put you? The ratio 
in the U.S. is that every two out of three people are in this 
category—fat!

That’s why I stated at the beginning of this discussion 
that if your waist size is more than thirty-four inches, you 
could fi nd yourself in the morgue. When you have over forty-
eight million adults who live a sedentary lifestyle and do not 
exercise, it’s no wonder that cardiovascular problems, cancer, 
and diabetes are on the rise. 

If you do not get off the couch and exercise, your body 
weight will increase. It’s all simple math. If you fail to burn 
those extra calories and allow your waist size to swell—that is, 

if you are above your ideal body weight—your mortality rate 
increases by around twenty percent. That’s how I came up with 
the headline for this article. One researcher discovered that if 
your waist size was more than thirty-four inches, you were in 
the high-risk zone. 

When measuring obesity by calculating body mass index, 
which is the ratio of lean body mass to fat, one problem that 
comes up is that very muscular people can be misdiagnosed 
as overweight because muscle is heavier than fat. So, here’s 
what you can do. Measure your waist at your navel, your hips, 
and the widest part of your buttocks.  Now divide your waist 
size by your girth (the largest number). If your number is 0.85 
or below, you are generally at a very low risk of heart disease, 
stroke, or diabetes. If it’s over that fi gure, you have some work 
to do. The good news is that now you have a target number to 
aim for. (Bear in mind that if you use inexpensive calipers for 
measuring, there can be a fi ve percent margin of error.)

The experts tend to agree that the ideal body fat percentage 
for men is around fi fteen percent, and for women, twenty 
percent. Personally, my fat percentage has ranged from six 
percent to fi fteen percent, depending on my body weight. 
Exercise is the key to staying in the lower percentile. 

In one Harvard study of 17,000 men, Dr. Ralph Paffenbarger 
and co-researchers found that men who burned only fi ve 
hundred calories a week in exercise had the highest death rate. 
Those who burned a thousand calories a week had a twenty-
two percent lower mortality rate, while those men who burned 
up to 3,500 calories a week working out had a whopping fi fty-
four percent lower death rate! 

Now, what will it take to burn 3,500 calories a week in 
exercise? Five to ten hours a week of intense workout time. I 
personally work out seven days a week on a split-body-part 
routine with weights and do Qi Gong twice a day, coupled with 
intense meditation, like the exercises from my Art and Science of 
Physical Invincibility course. Static, isometric-like holding builds 
unbelievable internal strength. Having a fi t, lean, and youthful 
body does wonders for your self-esteem. Having fi t and youthful 
internal organs does wonders for your physical longevity. So, 
when might be the best time to begin your program? 

Here’s another thing that might interest you. When you burn 
fat, the byproduct is ketone. Ketones curb appetite. Now, don’t 
start increasing your fat consumption—the American diet is 
already estimated to be around forty-fi ve percent fat. The highly 
touted diet of longevity researcher and heart prevention specialist 

If Your Waist Is More than 34 Inches, 
You Could Find Yourself in the Morgue!

WIE presents Peter Ragnar on Health
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To download Peter Ragnar’s e-book, How 
You Can Build Muscle on a Raw Food Diet, go to 
www.wie.org/Ragnar.ebook

Nathan Pritikin calls for only ten percent of calories from fat and 
eighty percent from complex carbohydrates. I fi nd this somewhat 
extreme, yet benefi cial, especially if you are a heart patient. Since 
I eat copious amounts of organic nuts and seeds, my fat intake is 
much higher than what Pritikin advises. However, the additional 
protein stores provide for a positive nitrogen balance: that’s 
an anabolic condition where it’s easy to cut body fat and build 
muscle, providing you exercise on a regular basis. No matter how 
you cut it, it takes 3,500 calories to burn a pound of fat. By the 
inch, it’s a cinch; by the yard, it’s hard!

Meditation can help you lose weight! What? How is that 
possible, you say? I say this because meditation is stress 
medicine. Stress keeps you fat by causing your adrenal glands 
to produce cortisol. Cortisol will cause your brain to produce 
a chemical called neuropeptide Y. It is this release that causes 
you to crave carbohydrates, like that last fat-laden large order 
of fries that you scarfed down with the large soft drink. This is 
also where you get the joke about your local stress-eaten police 
offi cers’ fetish for donuts. Sadly, only around nine percent of 
Americans eat the recommended daily fi ve servings of fruit 
and vegetables. 

Naturally, I must be an oddball in recommending an all-
raw, organic diet with a solid exercise program. But if you 
make a new commitment to yourself, I guarantee that the next 
time we meet in this column, you’ll be feeling much more 
comfortable in your skin! In fact, you might just glow like the 
sunlight you’re made from. Do we have a deal? And about your 
new slim waistline . . .   

Peter Ragnar is a natural life 
scientist, modern-day Taoist wizard, 
and self-master par excellence. A 
martial arts practitioner for over 
fi fty 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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