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piritual experiences can awaken you to
a higher perspective, but how do you
live a truly awakened life?
As Andrew Cohen explains in this
groundbreaking CD collection, when you begin
to see your life in a cosmic context, you discover
a meaning and purpose for being alive that far
transcends any sense of limitation. You realize that
your own yearning for spiritual transformation is
not separate from the evolutionary impulse driving the entire cosmos—a powerful, creative force
that Cohen calls the Authentic Self.

When you awaken to the Authentic Self,
you experience a profound inspiration to
create new possibilities for human life. Yet the
most challenging part is actually living from
the higher perspective that such an experience
reveals. In Awakening the Authentic Self, recorded
live during a retreat in Tuscany, Italy, Cohen
addresses that challenge directly, presenting
a comprehensive path and vision for spiritual
development in the twenty-first century.
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A Cosmic Purpose for Spiritual Development
Being and Becoming: The Two Aspects of God
From Egocentric to Kosmocentric: Taking On God’s Perspective
Cultivating a Godlike Intention to Evolve – The First Tenet: Clarity of Intention
The Development of the Soul – The Second Tenet: The Law of Volitionality
The Ultimate Spiritual Practice – The Third Tenet: Face Everything and Avoid Nothing
You Are a Process – The Fourth Tenet: The Truth of Impersonality
The Evolution of “We” – The Fifth Tenet: For the Sake of the Whole
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As we face ever bigger
questions, where can you
turn for the best answers?
Lisa Randall

Andrew Cohen

Theoretical Physicist, Harvard + Thinker

Founder, EnlightenNext + Thinker

bigthink.com /lisarandall

bigthink.com /andrewcohen

Ayaan Hirsi Ali

Arianna Huffington

Fellow, American Enterprise Institute + Thinker

Co-Founder, The Huffington Post + Thinker

bigthink.com /ayaanhirsiali

bigthink.com /ariannahuffington

Muhammad Yunus

Bernard-Henri Levy

Managing Director, Grameen Bank + Thinker

Philosopher + Thinker

bigthink.com /muhammadyunus

bigthink.com / bernardhenrilevy

And hundreds of other global thought leaders ….

Get to know.

www.bigthink.com
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42 Is Sex a Path to God?
The Guru and the Pandit
Can tantric sex be a fast track to enlightenment?
Or is the attempt to unite lust with liberation
inherently fraught with peril? The Guru and the
Pandit explore the multidimensional relationship
between sex and spirituality.
ANDREW COHEN AND KEN WILBER

52 Pulp Dharma
He’s bold. He’s edgy. And he’s one of the most
popular teachers on today’s sex-meets-spirit
scene. But could David Deida’s neo-tantric
dharma be the philosophical shell game of
the century? EnlightenNext investigates in this
adults-only exposé.

52

BY ROSS ROBERTSON

64 Their Stroke of Insight
Naked yoga? Sensual research? Orgasmic
meditation? The One Taste community’s “urban
monks” are forging a provocative new spiritual
path. But can their metaphysics of masturbation
take us all the way?

42

BY MAURA R. O’CONNOR

72 Transcendent Sex
Developmental psychologist Jenny Wade takes
a ride on the mystical side of sexuality with her
groundbreaking study of strange awakenings in
the bedroom.
INTERVIEW BY ELIZABETH DEBOLD

64
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PULSE News from an emerging culture
Richard Dawkins supports public displays of atheism;
Ray Kurzweil’s Singularity is near; EnlightenNext picks the
top ten spiritual clichés; an interview with human potential
pioneer Michael Murphy; remembering Adi Da and
Marilyn Ferguson; the many colors of Christ; Politics
and the Occult; and more.

30
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82

111

SKY TO STREET

Closet Mystics
Hidden away on the jagged coastline of California’s Big
Sur, Esalen Institute’s secret society of scholars is quietly
defining the cosmology of the future.
BY JOEL PITNEY

34

76

VOICES FROM THE EDGE

Winning in Afghanistan
Should Pakistan annex Afghanistan? An integral philosopher’s bold strategy to redefine the outdated border
between two of the world’s most volatile nations.
BY STEVE MCINTOSH

38

The Beauty We Create
Postmodern art turned its back on the beautiful and
elevated the mundane. But can culture evolve without
beauty to compel us forward?
BY CAROL ANN RAPHAEL

88

Plus: Books for Evolutionaries with John White;
an interview with Shawn Phillips.

111

76 The Genesis Device

Is Sex a Blessing or a Curse?
BY PETER RAGNAR

BY TOM HUSTON

HEALTH

KOSMIC CONCEPTS
BY TOM HUSTON

8

FEATURES continued
Deep below the surface of the earth, the Large Hadron Collider is
poised to answer scientists’ most pressing questions about the origin
and structure of the universe. What new conceptions of the cosmos
await us?

Defining “Postmodern”
112

88

NATURAL SELECTION

Reviews of books and film

108

38

82 The Buddha of the North

Karma-Free Sex

Discover the life of Emanuel Swedenborg—scientist, statesman, and
mystic extraordinaire—whose easy access to altered states made him
one of the world’s foremost cartographers of human consciousness.

BY ANDREW COHEN

BY GARY LACHMAN
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magazine online
Visit EnlightenNext.org/magazine. With weekly webcasts, original articles,
interviews, videos, blogs, and more, you’ll find a wealth of compelling content and
evolutionary engagement when you explore the world of EnlightenNext online.

ONLINE EXCLUSIVE:

“The Dawn of a New Worldview”
In this special online-only feature, professor
Frank Poletti describes the vision behind the
Esalen Center for Theory and Research, a
mystical think tank that is redefining evolutionary
spirituality and transcending the outdated
polarities between science and God.

Interview by Joel Pitney

Listen to the audio and read the
interview at enlightennext.org/poletti

Explore the Best of
EnlightenNext by Theme
Visit our collection of select articles and interviews,
artfully presented in thematic, easy-to-browse
multimedia pages.
✚ Sex, Religion, and Spirituality
✚ Enlightened Politics
✚ Spiral Dynamics

➜

EnlightenNext.org/magazine

THINK ABOUT THIS

Weekly insights
for Evolutionaries
Expand your mind with thoughtprovoking quotes and videos handpicked by our editors—along with
the occasional update about the
world of EnlightenNext. Sign up
for our weekly email at:
enlightennext.org/magazine

EnlightenNext Unbound
Premium Audios and Videos
Subscribe to EnlightenNext Unbound, our premiere
multimedia service, to receive exclusive weekly
audios, videos, and downloadable MP3s featuring
interviews with the leading-edge visionaries, mystics,
scientists, philosophers, and activists seen in the
pages of EnlightenNext magazine.

This issue’s featured audios:
Transcendent Sex
An interview with transpersonal
psychologist Jenny Wade.
enlightennext.org/wade

✚ The Next Women’s Liberation
✚ Science, Consciousness, and the Soul
✚ Andrew Cohen and Ken Wilber . . . and more!

enlightennext.org/themes

Get a Free
Digital Edition
We’ve gone digital! The
digital version of EnlightenNext
emulates the look and feel of the
printed magazine with a host of
great features, including instant
delivery, zero shipping cost, and
a keyword search—plus, it’s
environmentally friendly.
4Get your free digital issue:
enlightennext.org/freeissue
4Subscribe to EnlightenNext’s digital
edition: enlightennext.org/subscribe

10

In Search of the
God Particle: a
series of interviews
with physicist
Michio Kaku, cosmologist Janna Levin, and theologian
Keith Ward. enlightennext.org/lhc

The Mystical Scholars
of Esalen: a series of interviews
with Michael Murphy, Frank
Poletti, and Jeffrey Kripal.
enlightennext.org/esalen

Strength for Life: an interview with fitness
guru Shawn Phillips.
enlightennext.org/phillips

enlightennext.org/unbound
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Letters
Send your letters to letters@enlightennext.org or PO Box 2360, Lenox, MA 01240 USA

stood and practiced, make a
contribution to the evolution
of consciousness.
Marilyn McPherson
Berkeley, CA

LESS THEORY, MORE
CONTENT

Issue 42
Dec. 2008 — Feb. 2009
DON’T FORGET JESUS
Kudos on the first issue of
EnlightenNext. Articles such
as “The Integral Emergence,”
“A Theologian of Renewal,”
and “Idealism for GrownUps” create a sense of excitement about the future and
what it means to embrace an
integral spirituality. While
I’m all for advancing beyond
“ancient belief structures”
and agree that “traditional
approaches . . . don’t seem
able to meet our contemporary . . . needs” (Andrew
Cohen’s editorial), I want to
put in a word for the example
set by the great master,
Jesus, two thousand years
ago. What Jesus modeled for
humanity has stood the test
of time: humility, selfless
service, and love for God and
others. He lived to disrupt a
merciless and unjust status
quo, and striving to follow in
his footsteps now is no less
radical. Such discipleship
leads to integrity. Wisdom
traditions, unencumbered by
creed and doctrine, uplift and
inspire and, when under-

12

I am disappointed by Ken
Wilber’s comments from the
“Guru and Pandit” article
regarding the absolute and
relative dimensions of consciousness: “What we find,
unfortunately, is that there are
many teachers and approaches,
from the East and the West,
that center on just one or the
other. What we find in a lot
of New Age approaches to
spirituality, for example, is just
a focus on the now.” I am not
sure if Ken intended this, but
in this statement he seems to
be pointing to Eckhart Tolle’s
Power of Now teaching. Well, I
don’t think that Eckhart Tolle
is either New Age or unfortunate, as his method of transcending ego is very effective
and based on genuine enlightenment. I don’t think that the
cause of integral thinking is
served by making negative or
disparaging comments about
practices that may not be
completely integral themselves
but that fit into a larger set of
vibrant integral practices.
In my opinion, integral is
a formalism—a map—and so
it needs content to embody it.
Eckhart Tolle’s Power of Now is
one such practice and probably fits solidly into one or two

quadrants of Wilber’s AQAL
model. You can downgrade
somebody for thinking that
the Power of Now is the ultimate practice and all you need
to be integral, but you can’t
downgrade the practice itself,
because a person may use
that practice in combination
with others to live an integral
lifestyle.
My intuitive feeling toward
the integral thinkers surrounding EnlightenNext is
that there is not enough value
placed on remembering and
valuing everything that makes
up this integral stage in evolution. Integral values are dynamic and change every day.
But I get the feeling a lot of
times, in hearing and reading
integral works or from integral
communities, that they glory
in a dry formalism called integral and forget about all that it
should contain—the contents.
Randy Collins
Richardson, TX

A BIG THANKS
Thanks to Andrew Cohen and
your whole staff for putting
out this magazine. It is so
important to those of us just
waking up to have a sane, intellectual resource to help put
this all into perspective. It is
an immensely valuable tool.
Cate
San Francisco, CA
MAINSTREAM = BORING
I enjoy and learn much from
each issue of EnlightenNext,

but I found the article “Building the Foundations of a New
Worldview,” by Joel Pitney, to
be unsettling. I am all in favor
of enthusiasm and really do
hate to be a grump, but there
is just too big a dose of “geewhiz-omigosh-how-great-weare” to pass on by.
Joel seems ecstatic over the
possibility that the integral
approach seems poised to
become accepted as a mainstream recognized entity,
complete with university credentials. I have spent enough
of my life in mainstream
academia to recognize this
passion, but I see this wish as
the end of something really
promising.
At its best, I understand
the integral approach as a
verb, not a noun—a moving,
shimmering force and not an
entity fi xed in space and time.
The difference is immense. As
a moving force, it dances forever through time and space,
touching and enlivening all
who consume its nectar. But as
a fi xed entity it will get locked
away as an institutional fi xture, like most religions with
their heroes, saints, and deadly
creeds specifying who is orthodox and who is a heretic.
Woe to all who crave success and mainstream recognition. Their worst punishment
is to know their wish granted!
Al Farthing
Nova Scotia, Canada
Letters continued on page 106
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Editorial

A

S I SIT DOWN TO WRITE THIS, it’s only

a few hours since our new President was sworn into
office. We are still flying high on the ecstatic afterglow
and the promise of change that his victory represents
for us all. I recently turned fi ft y-three, and never in
my lifetime have I witnessed so many people from
all over the world experiencing and publicly expressing so much hope for what is possible. It seems as
if literally multitudes are allowing themselves to
actually believe that this world can become the kind
of place we all want it to be in our better moments.
This unprecedented suspension of cynicism and the
outpouring of faith in our highest human values are
exhilarating to behold. After so many decades of false
images and double standards, with the inevitable
ensuing disillusionment and disappointment, the fact
that so many are permitting themselves to have faith
in the moral fortitude and trustworthiness of another
human being is quite an extraordinary event indeed.
It’s a very exciting time to be alive!
This is especially moving for me because at
EnlightenNext we live and thrive daily on a similar
unselfconscious positivity, conviction, and deep faith
in what is possible. That is why it is such a thrill for
us to witness so many having the experience of the
liberating release that occurs when trust and conviction in the potential of our shared higher values are
driving our actions. Oh, but I’m letting myself get carried away . . . I’m supposed to be writing an editorial
for this issue of EnlightenNext. And boy, is this a hot
item you are holding in your hands!
It’s been a very long time since we’ve done an
entire feature section on “the birds and the bees”—
eleven years, in fact. The title of our Spring/Summer
1998 issue was “What is the relationship between sex
and spirituality?” and it included in-depth interviews
about the time-honored spiritual practices of tantra

14

and celibacy as well as the relationship between both
of these paths and our higher development. The provocative issue we have put together a decade later is a
very different animal. It is not so much about sex as
it is about postmodern culture, philosophy, and the
different perspectives we assume as we strive to make
sense out of the human experience. It probes into
the factors that influence the way we think about sex
and the role that lovemaking plays in our ever-morecomplex lives. It’s about questioning our social mores
as they relate to sexuality and spirituality. Sex is one
thing, but how we think about it and the context in
which we think about it are something else altogether.
I’m sure that if nothing else, we will have
succeeded in getting many of our readers to start
thinking and talking about sex and the role it should
play in their lives in ways they haven’t before. In
our main features, we’ve taken on some pretty
avant-garde approaches to this alluring topic, so I
want to apologize in advance to anyone who may be
offended by the graphic content. The nature of the
terrain we are covering simply is what it is; therefore
we had to dare to aff ront some people’s sensibilities
in order to objectively wrestle with some big and important questions. If you can roll with the punches,
I’m sure that after you give this issue a thorough
reading, your ideas about sex and the role it plays in
your life will have been influenced for the better—at
least that’s our hope.

Andrew Cohen
Founder and Editor in Chief
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“Epic in scope and purpose”

—BARBARA MARX HUBBARD, author of Conscious Evolution: Awakening Our Social Potential

“Do you want to know what the search for ultimate
meaning might look like in the year 2100? Then
read this book. 11 Days is spirituality at the cutting
edge of human evolution.”
JIM MARION, author of Death of the Mythic God: The
Rise of Evolutionary Spirituality

“Michael Wombacher’s account of his elevenday experience is remarkable for its clarity and
authenticity; it merits being read by whoever seeks
a path to personal development and the evolution
of consciousness.”
ERVIN LASZLO, author of Science and the Akashic
Field: An Integral Theory of Everything

“Wombacher’s engaging account of his spiritual
journey with Andrew Cohen is a beautiful and
compelling read. His book conveys a palpable
sense of the “transmission” that an authentic
spiritual teacher can give to his or her students.
I highly recommend 11 Days at the Edge to
anyone interested in the work of Andrew Cohen
in particular, and evolutionary enlightenment in
general.”
STEVE McINTOSH, author of Integral Consciousness
and the Future of Evolution

“Michael Wombacher has given us a clear and
beautiful story of eleven days spent with Andrew
Cohen, an authentic American spiritual master.
A delightful introduction to Evolutionary
Enlightenment.”
ALLAN COMBS, author of The Radiance of Being:
Understanding the Grand Integral Vision; Living the
Integral Life

(available in paperback)

➜ TO ORDER YOUR COPY TODAY . . .
go to w w w.e leve ndays.c om
a n d a l s o r e a d t h e f i r s t c h a p te r f o r F R E E
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The World of

A Revolution in Consciousness & Culture

EnlightenNext is more than a magazine—it’s an
organization, a movement, a state of consciousness. It’s what happens when the freedom, joy, and
liberating clarity of spiritual enlightenment come
together with a passionate sense of responsibility for
evolution, for what’s next.
Founded in 1988 by spiritual teacher Andrew Cohen,
we’ve been working for more than two decades
to generate new currents of inspiration, purpose,
and awakened optimism that are fueling a cultural
sea change and igniting the creative passion of
thousands of Evolutionaries around the world.

Become an Evolutionary
EnlightenNext is the hub of a growing global network of
Evolutionaries—thinking people who are looking to the
unknown terrain of the future and stepping forward to
help define what that future will be. An Evolutionary is
someone who is interested in evolution at all levels, all
the way from our cosmic origins to the leading edge of
cultural development. If you’re inspired by life, turned on
by what’s possible, and want to participate in unleashing
the enormous creative potential that exists within us as
human beings, then:
➜ SIGN UP at www.enlightennext.org/evolutionaries
➜ TUNE IN to our regular weekly webcasts with featured guests,
including the editors of EnlightenNext magazine.
➜ STAY CONNECTED to a thriving network of Evolutionaries
in more than seventy countries around the world.

enlightennext.org/evolutionaries
16
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pulse

Sites & Blogs

news from an emerging culture

www.metanexus.net
The impressive website of the Metanexus
Institute is dedicated to discovering and
applying transdisciplinary approaches to
the most profound questions of our time.
With a particular emphasis on science and
spirit, and connections to some of the top
academics in the world, the site is a rich
trove of articles, resources, and scholarly
inquiry.

Zeitgeist

Public Displays of Atheism
Move over Heineken and iPod. The latest battle in the war between believers and nonbelievers is
coming to a public bus advertisement near you. In late 2008, atheist organizations in the United
Kingdom, the United States, and Spain kicked off a series of ads encouraging consumers to question
the existence of God, posted on the sides of city buses alongside promotions for Axe shave gel and
the latest Bond movie.
These atheist bus campaigns were initiated in England—one of the world’s more secular societies—by twenty-eight-year-old comedy writer Ariane Sherine after she visited a Christian website
that threatened “hellfire for unbelievers.” Alarmed by the message, Sherine teamed up with outspoken atheist Richard Dawkins and the British Humanist Association to raise money for an irreverent
ad slogan that they hoped would put their fellow skeptics at ease:
“There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.”
To everyone’s surprise, they received £100,000 in donations within
the first three days of fundraising last October, far surpassing their
initial goal and allowing the ad to adorn the sides of more than
eight hundred buses across the UK. Continued fundraising has
since led Sherine and company to launch a series of a thousand
subway ads displaying irreligious quotes from figures such as
Albert Einstein, Katharine Hepburn, and Emily Dickinson.
Not surprisingly, the success of these atheist PR campaigns
Ariane Sherine
has generated quite a public controversy between religious and
antireligious groups worldwide. This Christmas in Washington,
DC, for example, a humanist organization funded the ad “Why believe in a God? Just be good for
goodness’ sake,” which incited a Christian group to counterattack with “Why believe? Because
I created you and I love you, for goodness’ sake. –God.” But not all Christians have opposed the
ads. Some more progressive Protestant groups, like the UK’s Methodist Church, have actually
come out in support. As one pastor put it, the ads are “starting a valuable discussion about
God.” Maybe even when it comes to God, there’s no such thing as bad press.
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www.newageislam.com
Providing an inside look into how Islam is
changing as the internet allows for worldwide debate among followers and scholars
of the prophet Muhammad, this site is a
crucial educational tool for Muslims and
non-Muslims alike.

www.pbs.org/evolution
The companion website to “one of the
most important television series in PBS
history,” this classic site is simple, engaging, and sure to meet the needs of anyone
interested in brushing up on the intriguing
history of the science behind evolution.

www.greentechmedia.com
Even in these difficult economic times,
“greening” your investment portfolio is
all the rage. In response to this impetus,
Greentech Media offers cutting-edge news
and in-depth market research on all the ins
and outs of the emerging field of new ecopositive technologies.
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In Print

W
Why
Walk When
You Can Fly?
Y
W the South American “Guru
Will
Cool” become a sensation in North
C
America? Guru Cool is the nickname
A
ffor Isha, the Australian-born spirittual teacher who has captured the
hearts of many below the equator—
h
aand it’s also the name of one of her
latest CDs. Part of her cool is that she’s a pop-rock singer
and an accomplished equestrian who lives in Uruguay,
where her spa for raising consciousness, La I, is located.
It’s also cool that while Isha speaks about love—as many
women spiritual guides do—she argues that romantic
relationships will never bring lasting and deep happiness.
Only the interior expansion of consciousness, which is
how she defines enlightenment, can bring a happiness
that truly liberates us from insecurity and neediness.
With the launch of her new book, Why Walk When You
Can Fly?, published by New World Library, she hopes to
spread her message of consciousness revolution to the
United States and Canada.

Politics and the Occult
If the end of the presidential campaign has you searching for a new
kind of political fix, look no further
than Gary Lachman’s recently
released book, Politics and the
Occult: The Left, the Right, and the
Radically Unseen. For those readers
unfamiliar with Lachman or his
writings (also featured in this issue on p. 82), prepare to
be impressed. Lachman was a founding member of the
band Blondie; his career as an author has flourished over
the last decade, and it’s hard to imagine there is a more
informed scholar of Western esoteric and occult spirituality alive today. With biographies of Emanuel Swedenborg, Rudolf Steiner, and P.D. Ouspensky already under
his belt and one of Carl Jung forthcoming, Lachman has
turned his attention to politics. So what’s the real story
behind the Freemasons? Was the secret Rosicrucian
fraternity a myth or a reality? What was the relationship
between Rudolf Steiner, Rudolf Hess, and the occultism
of the Nazis? Was Jung really a supporter of the far right?
In this latest work, Lachman pursues these stories and
many more as they twist and turn through the hidden
corners of our history. Somewhere between Will Durant
and the Da Vinci Code, his book promises to be a rare find:
a historical page-turner.

On Screen

The Singularity Is Near
Forget Mayan prophecies about the world coming to an end in 2012.
According to futurist Ray Kurzweil, we’ve got at least until 2045. That’s when
he predicts the “Singularity” will arrive, spelling certain doom for all those
who still haven’t digitized their brains. But fear not, mere mortals, for in
his first feature film, The Singularity Is Near, Kurzweil will tell us what we
can do to survive this technological flash point with our nanotech implants
intact. Weaving a dramatic fictional narrative between talking-head interview
segments, the film follows the story of a robot named Ramona, Kurzweil’s
artificially intelligent alter ego, as she becomes increasingly self-aware. “It’s a
Pinocchio story,” explains Kurzweil. “She hires Tony Robbins, the motivational
speaker, to help her become more human, and the plot goes on from there.”

Wilber Watch
This coming fall, longtime friends Ken Wilber, founder of
Integral Institute (I-I) and Integral Life, and Jim Garrison,
of Wisdom University, will team up to present the 2009
State of the World Forum conference in Washington, DC:
Saving Civilization: An Integral Approach to Climate
Change and the Global Commons. EnlightenNext is
cosponsoring the forum, and we’re excited to participate
in such an important and timely event. The goal of the
three-day gathering is to revolutionize the way thought
leaders and policymakers from around the world approach climate change by introducing and applying the unique insights of the integral perspective. Presenting at the conference will be a world-class cadre of speakers, including Lester Brown, Amory Lovins,
and I-I’s sustainability duo, Michael Zimmerman and Sean Esbjörn-Hargens, whose
800-page tome, Integral Ecology, will be published in March 2009 by Integral Books.
In late 2008, Wilber teamed up with Father Thomas Keating to produce the DVD
The Future of Christianity, in which they envision how this tradition can adapt and
flourish in the future. The insights from the DVD will likely play a role in the Integral
Spiritual Experience (ISE), a five-year course designed to explore the practical and
philosophical dimensions of a new twenty-first-century spirituality. The ISE, which
is sponsored by Integral Life, will bring together leaders from all of the world’s major
spiritual traditions and kick off with a five-day gathering over the New Year in 2010.
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Numbers

Kudos

EVEN TIMELESS WISDOM HAS A SHELF LIFE
You certainly won’t have heard
any of these here first—which
is precisely the point. These
quotes and references will
be familiar to you even if you
have only dabbled in popular
spiritual and self-help literature. They are ubiquitous. They
pop up as epigraphs in books,
appear in email signatures, are
paraphrased in all kinds of writing, flash across workshop PowerPoint
presentations, and are always spoken with a nod to their profundity.
And while most of them do offer some wisdom, it may be time to
retire these veteran all-stars and find a fresh way to express the
truths they touch upon.

10

“The longest journey begins with a single step.” Attributed to Lao-tzu

9

“We are not human beings having a spiritual experience; we are
spiritual beings having a human experience.” Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

8

“Out beyond right and wrong, there is a field. I will meet you there.”

7

“Dance like no one is watching; love like you’ve never been hurt.
Sing like nobody’s listening; live like it’s heaven on earth.”

Rumi

Commonly attributed to Mark Twain

6

“We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.” Hopi Elders

5

Any reference to the Butterfly Effect from chaos theory.

4

“Be here now.” Ram Dass

3

“The significant problems we have cannot be solved at the
same level of thinking with which we created them.”
Attributed to Albert Einstein

2

“Be the change you wish to see in the world.” Gandhi

1

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”
Margaret Mead
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Kudos to the six thousand top
Muslim clerics in India who
issued a fatwa (legal ruling)
against terrorism at a conference
sponsored by the Organization of Indian Scholars, which
is committed to the peaceful
development of the Indian Muslim community. Maulana
Qari Mohammad Usman Mansoorpuri, president of the
organization, called terrorism the most serious problem
facing Islam. He argued that the news media, along with
Islamic radicals, were to blame because they fail to distinguish between the radicals and the majority of Muslims.
The fatwa, written at the Darul Uloom Deoband, India’s
foremost Islamic seminary, stated: “Islam rejects all kinds
of unjust violence, breach of peace, bloodshed, murder,
and plunder and does not allow it in any form. Cooperation should be done for the cause of good, but not for
committing sin or oppression.” We praise the courage
of these holy men in their stand against the extremists
within their faith.
Kudos to author Peter Heehs for
enduring the slings and arrows
of unwarranted persecution after
his attempt to bring a historian’s
objective eye to the life of the
great twentieth-century Indian
sage Sri Aurobindo. Heehs’s
impressive biography, The Lives of Sri Aurobindo, published last year (and reviewed in EnlightenNext Issue 42),
chronicles the extraordinary life of this legendary figure,
presenting Aurobindo not only as a spiritually gifted
genius and pioneering teacher and writer but also as a
unique human personality shaped by the remarkable circumstances of his life. In so doing, Heehs steered clear of
the hagiographic and messianic mythology that has built
up in recent decades around the memory of Aurobindo
and his longtime collaborator, the Mother. For this unforgivable “sin,” internet message boards are on fire, with
many saying the book is “malicious” and “offensive” and
others calling for Heehs to be banned from his work at
the Sri Aurobindo ashram. Even the Indian court in Orissa
temporarily stayed publication of the book in India, an
act that breeds little confidence in the impartiality of the
Indian legal system. Indeed, we can only wonder why
more aren’t thanking Heehs for doing such a masterful
job making this underappreciated spiritual icon, whose
incredible life hardly needs embellishment, accessible to
a broader audience.
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BUSINESS SPONSORSHIP PROGRAM
From all of us at EnlightenNext, we would like to extend a heartfelt thank-you to the businesses
participating in the EnlightenNext Business Sponsorship Program. Without the support of individuals
and companies like these, the production of this magazine would not be possible.
PLATINUM SPONSOR

Roaring Lion Publications
““II have often wondered how it would look
iif someone like Jack LaLanne or Anthony
Robbins—whom I’ve always admired for their
R
iindomitable spirit, incredible self-discipline, and
jjoie de vivre—became enlightened. When I disccovered Peter Ragnar, I think I found out. The
aamazing Peter Ragnar is a modern-day shaman,

GOLD SPONSOR

Taoist wizard, natural life scientist, and selfmaster par excellence. He has spent a lifetime
studying the relationship between mind and
body at all levels.”
Andrew Cohen, EnlightenNext magazine,
Issue 30, Sep-Nov 2005

www.roaringlionpublishing.com

SILVER SPONSOR
Arielle Ford
Everything You Should Know About Publishing,
Publicity & Building a Platform
If you are looking to build a career as a speaker, author,
or expert, this is the program for you. Learn what
publishers are looking for, how to find a literary agent,
and how to do book publicity and marketing—and get
the inside secrets to building a platform.

info@highaltitudesales.com

www.everythingyoushouldknow.com

BRONZE SPONSOR

Frank Michael Art
tel 413.441.3344

esign

www.frankmichael-art-design.com

www
www.philosophersnotes.com

OUR PARTNERS

www.outreachpartners.org

www.piercebroscoffee.com

www.braleywellingtongroup.com

www.thomsonshore.com

www.replicationasia.com

OUR FRIENDS
MacFarlane Office Products, Inc.
Joseph Moncecchi Electric
Clear Lake Press, Inc.
ARS

Angello’s Distributing
Quebecor World
C.G. Blacktop
Clear Lake Press

Arrow Press
Professional Refrigeration
Albert’s Organics
Gene Scott Keller

For more information on sponsorship opportunities with EnlightenNext, please contact Terri Hinton: thinton@enlightennext.org or 917.207.3644.
EnlightenNext, publisher of EnlightenNext magazine, is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization. All donations are tax-deductible to the extent allowable by law.
For more information or to make a contribution, please contact us at 413.637.6000 or visit www.enlightennext.org/donate
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Pulse
Evolutionaries

Michael Murphy The Elder

T

here may be few people on the planet today
as deserving of the title “evolutionary” as
Michael Murphy. Since 1950 when he first encountered Eastern philosophy as a sophomore at
Stanford University, Murphy has dedicated his life
to exploring the outer reaches of human potential
and spiritual evolution. In 1962, he cofounded
Esalen Institute, a spiritual retreat center and
think tank, which has since brought together
many influential scholars, artists, and activists
to help shape a new cosmology based upon the
insights of mysticism, science, and evolutionary
theory. Throughout his illustrious career, Murphy
has written numerous books, including the
bestselling novel Golf in the Kingdom and his
epic tome The Future of the Body.

Most people associate Darwin with the theory of evolution. Which important
contributor to evolutionary thought has been most overlooked by history?
The Indian political activist and mystic Sri Aurobindo. His vision of spiritual evolution has been largely neglected by Western philosophers, scholars, and scientists.
You have spent much of your career helping to bring forward a worldview that you
call evolutionary panentheism. Could you define it?
Evolutionary panentheism says that the divine is both transcendent to and completely involved in the evolutionary process of the manifest world. The emergence
of new forms of existence throughout history, from inanimate matter to life to
human consciousness, is seen as the unfolding of hidden divinity. As the spirit
within all things progressively manifests itself, what is implicit is gradually made
explicit. To paraphrase philosopher Friedrich Schelling, deus implicitus, over time,
becomes deus explicitus.
If you could spend an hour with any historical figure, who would it be?
I would choose three: William James, the father of American psychology; Frederic
Myers, the founder of modern psychical research; and Sri Aurobindo. They all had
profound intuitions and breakthrough insights about the greater life that calls us.
In your book The Future of the Body, you document hundreds of cases of what you
call extraordinary human functioning. Can you give us an example?
St. Joseph of Cupertino, the seventeenth-century Franciscan monk, known today
as the patron saint of astronauts for his well-documented ability to levitate. His
supernormal abilities were confirmed by nearly one hundred respected members
of society, including Pope Urban VIII, who swore under penalty of eternal damnation that they had seen him float above the ground for up to minutes at a time and
even land in trees.
You recently declared that after decades of researching the evidence, you are
convinced that some aspect of human consciousness survives death. What finally
persuaded you?
The late University of Virginia psychologist Ian Stevenson’s research has made it
harder and harder for me to resist the conclusion that reincarnation is a fact. He
and his associates have carefully studied more than 2,500 cases of children who
claim to remember a previous life and confirmed the accuracy of their memories.
We’re familiar with your passion for golf. Have you ever hit a hole in one? And if so,
were you in an altered state at the time?
I’ve never hit a hole in one, though I’ve sunk shots of more than two hundred yards
from the fairway for eagles. I can’t say that I was in an altered state when I hit
those shots, though I was for a while afterward.
In one hundred years, what would you like to be most remembered for?
Contributing to the birth of a larger and more compelling vision of human possibility and the practices to embody it. The shame of human life is that we settle for
less than what our species is capable of. I hope people remember me as someone
who helped people manifest the divinity and the greater life that are trying to
emerge in us.
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23rd–25th May 2009

Co-creating an Awakened Culture
21st-Century Frontiers in Consciousness
with Thomas Hübl, Andrew Cohen and special guest Ken Wilber*
in the Findhorn Foundation/Scotland
What would a fully awake, vibrant and conscious culture look like in the early 21st-century? Is there such a thing as a
contemporary mysticism? How can we update our spiritual values and practice so that we may fully realize our individual
and collective potential as citizens of a postmodern, Western society?
Three of the leading thinkers and spiritual teachers of our time will guide us on a journey to the frontiers of consciousness.
This event is an opportunity to learn, exchange, experiment and journey within – to explore how we can make a radical shift
in our consciousness.

Thomas Hübl

Andrew Cohen

Ken Wilber

»A true teacher is someone who doesn`t want followers, but rather wants authentic partners
in this great task of evolutionary transformation.«
Andrew Cohen

Thomas Hübl
Andrew Cohen
Ken Wilber

www.thomashuebl.com | www.innerscience.info

www.andrewcohen.org | www.enlightennext.org/magazine

www.kenwilber.com | www.integralinstitute.com | www.integralnaked.com

Cost: £ 475.00 includes full board accommodation for 3 nights

Bookings: can be made directly with The Findhorn Foundation: www.findhorn.org/AwakenedCulture

academy of inner science
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Integral Ideas

What Color Is Your Christ?
What would Jesus do? Would he support or oppose the war in Iraq? Drive a quintessentially American F-150 or an environmentally conscious Prius? Does he more closely
embody Mel Gibson’s Passion or Martin Scorcese’s Last Temptation? Indeed, there
seem to be as many ideas about Christ and what he represents as there are colors in
the rainbow—even among those who call themselves believers. And Bruce Sanguin,
a progressive Canadian minister, says that inherent in this diversity of beliefs is an
important lesson about the evolution of consciousness and culture. After a life-changing experience of cosmic consciousness, Sanguin’s own view of Christ was dramatically transformed. He began to see him as a metaphor for the spiritual impulse itself,
which is expressed differently at different stages of cultural development. In his new
book, The Emerging Church, Sanguin explores how these changing perceptions of
Christ help to illuminate the evolution of spirituality throughout human history.

“I am the one and only son of
God. If you give yourself to me
and me alone, you shall be
saved and granted eternal life.”

The Traditional Christ 5
Where seen: The Left Behind series
by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins

“My teachings are one among
many paths to the Truth. I am
an example of universal love,
compassion, and equality. ”

The Postmodern Christ 5

Where seen: Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical
Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary Faith
by Marcus Borg
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“I am an example of extraordinary
human potential. Those who
strategically apply my teachings
will achieve great success.”

3The Modern Christ
Where seen: The Purpose Driven
Life by Rick Warren

“I am the spiritual impulse
itself—an evolutionary intuition
embedded within the sacred
unfolding of the cosmos.”

3The Cosmic Christ
Where seen: The Phenomenon of
Man by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
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Souls in Transition

From The Knee
of Listening (1973)
“I have seen that real existence is apart
from every kind of seeking. It is from the
beginning radically free of any goal of

Adi Da Samraj
(1939 – 2008)

The last month of 2008 saw the passing of spiritual
teacher Adi Da Samraj, who died of a massive heart attack while staying with students at his island ashram in
Fiji. He was sixty-nine years old. Known by many names
over the course of his life, Adi Da was one of the last of
the truly larger-than-life gurus who arose in the wake of
the blossoming East-meets-West spiritual climate of the
1970s. Born Franklin Albert Jones in New York City in
1939, Adi Da was an enigmatic and controversial figure;
he was known for his unconventional lifestyle and teaching methods but was recognized as a spiritual genius and
a deeply realized man even by his detractors. While there
is certainly much that could be written about his unique
and unusual life, we prefer to leave our readers with one
of our favorite excerpts from the voluminous writings of
this Western guru. The following was written when Adi
Da was a young California teacher in the 1970s, when his
name was still Franklin Jones and he was just beginning
to put his supersized stamp on the emerging character of
the burgeoning “spiritual but not religious” culture.

26

liberation or salvation. It is unqualifiedly
free, present, active, creative and alive.
I have seen that life need not be tied
to seeking and the pursuit of its own
nature as a goal. However, such was
not the case with the ancient path, which
assumed the dilemma of existence from
the beginning. . . .
It is time for an end to all seeking,
all temporary wisdom, all motivating
symbols, all exploitation. The present
world, unlike the ancient one, has decided radically for life. Therefore, its path
and its realization must be unqualifiedly
alive. It must not only realize the truth
prior to creation, but it must realize the
truth of creativity itself.”
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Souls in Transition

Marilyn Ferguson
(1938-2008)

Marilyn Ferguson, author of the 1980
bestseller The Aquarian Conspiracy, was
a futurist with an uncanny ability to see
the shape of things to come. “A leaderless
but powerful network is working to bring
about radical change in the United States,”
she wrote. “Its members have broken with
certain key elements of Western thought,
and they may have even broken continu-

In Memoriam
Alan and Naomi Scherr

Our deepest condolences go out to Master
Charles Cannon and all of his students
and colleagues at the Synchronicity
Foundation of Virginia. On November
26, 2008, Master Charles was staying with

28

ity with history.” At the time, Ferguson’s
speculation about what she called a revolution in consciousness seemed far-fetched.
The glory days of feminism and civil rights
were dimming, as Ronald Reagan entered
the White House and a swaggering consumerism was on the rise. But her insight
into the spiritual and cultural changes of
the coming decades was so prescient that
a recent reviewer noted that the book is as
relevant now as it was when first published.
The Aquarian Conspiracy is often
credited with coalescing and catalyzing
what became the alternative spiritual and
human potential movement known as the
New Age. Ferguson’s unabashed optimism
about the future elicited skepticism from
the intelligentsia, and her promotion of
unconventional forms of spirituality was
decried by fundamentalists. Yet her main
interests, while eclectic, were also soberly
scientific. From 1975 to 1996, she published

the Brain/Mind Bulletin, a newsletter
for a diverse group of ten thousand
subscribers that highlighted the work
of luminaries such as Nobel Prize–winning chemist Ilya Prigogine, psychologist Jean Houston, and physicists Fritjof
Capra and David Bohm. She also published, Leading Edge, which she called
“a bulletin of social transformation,”
dealing with new trends in politics, the
arts, and culture.
When Ferguson died this past October at the age of seventy, the disparate
network that she first identified had
become, due in part to her leadership,
the cultural zeitgeist. As Deepak Chopra
wrote, she rests in the “satisfaction that
a watershed [has] been crossed,” noting
that “Ferguson helped make possible
a new style of politician like Barack
Obama. She was a one-woman movement for hope.”

more than twenty of his students at the
Oberoi hotel in Mumbai, India, when
terrorists burst through the doors and
went on a forty-eight-hour killing spree.
Many of the group were able to barricade
themselves in their hotel rooms and survive through the two nightmarish days,
but the vice president of Synchronicity,
Alan Scherr, and his daughter, Naomi
Scherr, were among those found dead in
the hotel at the end of the ordeal. In a
powerful and touching press conference
soon after the attacks, Master Charles
recounted the tragic events of those days,
the difficulty of having to identify the
bodies of his close students and friends,
and the tremendous courage and grace
under fire exemplified by so many of the
travelers, guests, and hotel staff who were
caught in the maelstrom. Master Charles

himself was physically unharmed, but
several other students were seriously
injured in the attacks. The dignity and
eloquence both he and Kia Scherr, wife
of the slain student, exhibited in addressing the media and the nation so
soon after the killings stood in marked
contrast to the sheer brutality of this act
of violence and its devastating impact
on innocent lives and communities,
even those a world apart from Mumbai.
Despite her loss, Scherr found it in her
heart to offer thoughts of peace to those
who had destroyed her family. “We must
send our love, forgiveness, and compassion,” she said. “They are completely
shrouded and clouded by fear.” An
eternal memorial flame in honor of Alan
and Naomi Scherr was lit in a ceremony
on December 14.
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Sky

to Street

Closet Mystics

Hidden away on the jagged
coastline of California’s
Big Sur, the Esalen Institute’s
secret society of scholars is
quietly defining the
cosmology of the future.
BY JOEL PITNEY

30

In late spring of last year,
a group of scholars from
major universities around
the world converged at
Esalen Institute, California’s
legendary spiritual retreat
center and spa, to investigate
one of life’s most 4
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significant questions: What happens
to us after we die? The gathering was
part of Esalen’s tenth annual “Survival of Bodily Death” conference and
included an impressive collection of
outside-the-box academic researchers
in fields as wide-ranging as neuroscience, psychology, quantum physics,
and religious history. Over five days,
through lectures, paper presentations,
and hearty intellectual debate, this
diverse blend of experts explored a
subject that gets little, if any, serious
attention in the halls of Oxford, MIT,
or Harvard. The “Sursem”—short for
survival seminar—is one of a series
of invitation-only conferences put on
by Esalen Institute’s Center for Theory
and Research. The CTR, as they call it,
is a kind of renegade think tank that,
since its founding in the late nineties,
has been building a body of academic
knowledge and a base of institutional
support for the development of a new
worldview that the mainstream academy has yet to embrace—one that accounts for the best insights of science,
spirituality, and evolutionary theory.
For many people the thought
of Esalen evokes its sixties psychedelic experiments, the assortment of
countercultural icons who frequented
its “clothing optional” hot spring
pools, and the smorgasbord of personal growth workshops that made it a
mecca for a generation of spiritual-butnot-religious seekers. Indeed, in the
decades since it was founded in 1962,
the institute has won quite a reputation within the New Age for its exploration of topics falling far outside the
mainstream vernacular, from Gestalt
therapy and yoga to out-of-body

experiences and tantra. But if you
speak to the visionaries and leaders
driving the institute, such as founder
Michael Murphy, they have a different
take on Esalen. Behind its notoriously
countercultural façade, Murphy says,
it has always been first and foremost
a rigorous intellectual forum for “cutting-edge research related to personal
and social transformation that is not
adequately supported by mainstream
culture and mainstream institutions.”
A quick flip through the institute’s
guest book reveals the names of
some of the twentieth century’s most
influential thinkers, such as Aldous
Huxley, Abraham Maslow, Fritz Perls,

in Houston, Texas, in an interview with
EnlightenNext last fall. “And it’s been
that way for decades.” Kripal is one of
the many mystically inclined scholars who have grown frustrated with
contemporary academic culture, which
he says turns a blind eye to most of
humanity’s significant metaphysical
discoveries. So for Kripal and the hundreds of other serious academics who
have attended Esalen’s conferences
over the years, the CTR is a refuge, “a
safe and sacred space”, where they can
freely investigate topics that might
get them fired from their day jobs. As
Murphy points out, “One of Esalen’s
strengths is that the greatest thinkers

For many, the thought of Esalen evokes
psychedelic experiments, countercultural
icons, and “clothing optional” hot springs.
Boris Yeltsin, and Joseph Campbell.
But it wasn’t until the past decade,
through the formation of the CTR, that
this intellectual thread has become
more explicitly central to Esalen’s mission. And through its more than forty
academic conferences on everything
from integral capitalism to religious
fundamentalism to subtle energies to
evolutionary metaphysics, the CTR has
started to bring much-needed academic heft to the whole East-meets-West
movement it helped to spawn.
“The academy is chock full of closet
mystics,” said Jeff rey Kripal, author
of Esalen: America and the Religion of
No Religion and chair of the Religious
Studies Department at Rice University

from the greatest universities and
research centers come to Esalen to
have conversations they have difficulty having back at their mother
institutions.”
Take, for instance, the whole question about the origin of consciousness, which has been one of the CTR’s
central themes since its inception.
Drawing on the work of researchers
such as the late University of Virginia
psychiatrist Dr. Ian Stevenson, who
spent most of his career documenting
the evidence for reincarnation and
out-of-body experiences, the CTR has
built an impressive case for the fact
that some aspect of human consciousness is independent of the body and
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survives after death. This long-term
exploration led to the publication of
an authoritative book on the subject,
Irreducible Mind: Toward a Psychology
for the 21st Century, written by several
of the CTR’s leading scholars in 2006.
But in spite of the overwhelming empirical evidence, this research has gone
almost entirely unnoticed in most
mainstream universities, which for the
most part operate under the
assumption that consciousness is
merely a product of the brain and dies
with the body.
So what’s behind this academic
blind spot for all things metaphysical?
Frank Poletti, a professor of evolutionary psychology and consciousness
studies at California’s John F. Kennedy
University and CTR’s coordinator over
the past nine years, says that it has to
do with the fundamental cosmology
that guides most of the academic discourse on the planet today. “The materialism of the modern and postmodern
worldviews that currently dominates
academic culture completely denies
spirit. It denies consciousness. It
denies that there’s anything more to
the universe than just the physical.”
And according to Poletti and many of
his CTR colleagues, until we can establish a new cosmology that builds upon
the insights of science, without falling
victim to the purposelessness and disenchantment that often accompany the
modern scientific worldview, academia
and culture at large will continue to
write off any and all notions of spirit,
consciousness, and the metaphysical as
little more than New Age fluff.
That’s why Murphy, Poletti, Kripal,
and the rest of the CTR scholars are so
passionate about a new series of conferences on what they call evolutionary
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Irreducible Mind: Toward a
Psychology for the 21st Century
(2006) was written by
Edward F. Kelly and his wife
Emily Williams Kelly, two
leading scholars at Esalen’s
Center for Theory and
Research, in collaboration
with Adam Crabtree, Bruce
Greyson, Alan Gauld, and
Michael Grosso. The product

metaphysics. Convening for the third
time in March 2009, these conferences
in many ways represent the fullest
fruition to date of the vision upon
which Esalen Institute was founded.
Through the CTR’s unique blend of
academic rigor and mystical exploration,
this group of scholars is attempting
to craft and legitimize a new cosmology for twenty-first-century humanity
called evolutionary panentheism. Drawing on both the rich canon of evolutionary spirituality developed by such
philosophical giants as Fichte, Schelling, Aurobindo, Teilhard de Chardin,
Bergson, Hegel, and Wilber and the
less-than-a-century-old scientific
discovery that we live in an infinitely
vast and perpetually evolving universe,
this philosophical perspective puts an
evolutionary spin on panentheism, a
theological view that sees spirit as both
transcendent to and infused within the
manifest world. By Poletti’s definition,
evolutionary panentheism says that
“the universe is an evolutionary revelation of the divine and that the divine
is transcendent to that process but
also deeply involved and incarnated in
it.” It is just this kind of perspective,
which is broad and deep enough to see
the inherent divinity in the creative
process of life and culture, that “can
guide our human community into the

of over ten years of CTR
research, it is an authoritative
compendium of the scientific
evidence for paranormal
phenomena and life after
death. “No activity in Esalen’s
history,” says founder
Michael Murphy, “has more
potential importance than
the research that produced
[this] book.”

future,” says Poletti.
So how effectively has the CTR’s
view infiltrated academia and culture
at large? We’re not likely to see Out of
Body Experiences 101 or a Science of
Reincarnation seminar in the course
catalog of any well known universities
in the near future. As Murphy points
out, while hundreds of scholars—many
quite influential—have participated
in CTR conferences over the years
and returned to their home institutions to write articles and publish
books, “people like us are still a tiny,
tiny minority when stacked against
the dominant religious and scientific
paradigms of the age.” But in spite of
its modest numbers, what may be most
inspiring about the CTR’s efforts is the
profound optimism these intellectuals
maintain about the potential their own
spiritual and philosophical inquiry has
to move the culture forward. As Kripal
says, “I see the CTR as a kind of seed
community. To use an image that Jesus
used, we’re a kind of esoteric yeast. You
can’t see us; we’re very tiny. But it’s the
yeast that makes the bread rise.”

Listen to interviews with three of the Esalen
Institute’s leading voices at
enlightennext.org/esalen
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Voices from the Edge
Winning in Afghanistan
An Integral Strategy for Peace

by Steve McIntosh

I

N AN INTERVIEW IN the October–December 2007 issue of this magazine, entitled

“Integral Politics Comes of Age,” I advocated for a future goal of an integrally informed, integrally structured world federation. I argued that such a supranational
political structure could be very effective at solving our growing global problems.
However, I also cautioned that to be safe and functional, this kind of political
evolution would require an underlying evolution of consciousness. In other words,
democratic global law will become desirable, achievable, and inevitable only when the
integral worldview is adopted by approximately ten percent of the population of the
developed world.
Yet even though the advent of global law may not come about for perhaps fi ft y
years (assuming no catastrophic regressions between now and then), we can actually
begin using this future evolutionary goal to shape policy in the present. That is, we
can start to plan and act in ways that will simulate the benefits of global law now.
Using an integral political perspective, we can look beyond the current conditions of
a post-colonial world of competing nation-states “in a state of nature” and envision
geopolitical solutions that could be achieved by a future world federation. One such
solution applies to Afghanistan and Pakistan.

The Current Situation in
Afghanistan

Kabul
Islamabad

Afghanistan

Pakistan
Ethnic composition
Pashtun
Baluchi
Border
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The war in Afghanistan is on the verge
of being lost. Unlike the fledgling
government of Iraq, the government
of Hamid Karzai has not been able to
exert control over the Afghan countryside (as is painfully demonstrated
by the burgeoning opium industry,
which finances the Taliban). Despite
the best efforts of the NATO alliance
and many well-intentioned Afghans,
the Karzai government remains a very
fragile entity whose existence is wholly
dependent on the ongoing presence of
30,000 American troops.
Employing the same tactic that
defeated the Soviet Union in the 1980s,
the Taliban have used the border
between Afghanistan and Pakistan as

their primary weapon, conducting
hit-and-run attacks in Afghanistan
and then retreating to their sanctuary across the border. Although
Pakistan has made ostensible efforts
to attack Taliban sanctuaries within
its territory, these initiatives have
been undermined by the ineptitude
of the Pakistani army and by the fact
that many Pakistani military leaders covertly support the Taliban. This
unwillingness to combat the Taliban arises from the perception that
the continuing military viability of
the Taliban is necessary to counter
Afghanistan’s increasingly close ties
with Pakistan’s enemy, India. Karzai
has consistently favored India over
Pakistan in his foreign relations, and
this has helped to fuel the ongoing
“cold war” in the region.
Exacerbating the situation of a
nearly failed state in Afghanistan is
the very real prospect that Pakistan
may also become a failed state. The
recent U.S. ground and missile attacks
into the tribal areas of Pakistan may
have taken out certain Taliban leaders,
but these attacks have also put severe
domestic pressure on Pakistan’s new
democratic government. Thus, the
simplistic strategy of chasing the
Taliban to their cross-border sanctuaries in Pakistan and finishing them off
is not a viable option because of its
destabilizing effect.
President Obama has pledged to
send perhaps 30,000 more troops to
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Afghanistan. However, even a reinforced total of 60,000 U.S.
troops is unlikely to resolve the conflict. During their war in
Afghanistan, the Soviets maintained troop levels of approximately 100,000 and still suffered more than 15,000 deaths
at the hands of the Mujahideen. Like the North Vietnamese
before them, the Mujahideen effectively used the protection
of an international border to defeat a more technologically
advanced enemy. This is the same situation we face today; the
border between Pakistan and Afghanistan is proving to be as
reliable a weapon in this century as it was in the last.
The United States is thus faced with a seemingly no-win
situation. If we withdraw our troops, Afghanistan will revert
back to the pre-9/11 status quo within weeks. If we accelerate the war by attacking the Taliban in the tribal areas of
Pakistan, we could trigger a civil war in Pakistan and destabilize the entire region. And if we try to “stay the course” by
sending in two more brigades of U.S. troops with the hope of
training the Afghans to eventually take over the war for us,
we will have embraced a Vietnamesque losing strategy that
will bleed us slowly until we finally capitulate.

degree of provincial autonomy within a greater Pakistan,
similar to the kind of autonomy enjoyed by the Kurds in Iraq.
Not only would such a bold move devastate the Taliban’s
ability to make war in Afghanistan, it would also strengthen
and support Pakistan (a homegrown Islamic democracy),
making it more successful as a country and thus more
secure in its relations with its Indian and Iranian neighbors.
Moreover, through this action we would remove the primary
justification for the Pakistani military’s tacit support for the
Taliban—with the two countries consolidated into one federal
region, the Taliban’s role of buffer force for Pakistan would
become unnecessary.
Unlike the Iraqi government, which has developed a
relative degree of freestanding legitimacy, the Karzai government’s sovereignty extends for only about five square blocks
in Kabul, and it would quickly collapse without the presence
of U.S. troops. Afghanistan’s de facto government consists of
corrupt warlords, and the countryside is increasingly lawless.
Thus, if we want to bring lasting peace to this region, we
must face the fact that the “nation” of Afghanistan is not a
sacrosanct entity. Like a house
with a faulty foundation, the
current geopolitical platform
of the Afghan people cannot
be built upon in a sustainable
way. As long as Afghanistan
remains occupied by NATO and defined by the 1,600-mile
border that once marked the frontier of the British Empire, it
cannot succeed as a nation.
Despite the inevitable difficulties and objections that such
a bold strategy would surely provoke, if NATO wants to put
an end to the increasing bloodshed on both sides and avoid
spending needless billions in a war without end, we need to
innovate. We need to learn from the lessons of Vietnam and
not allow ourselves to be defeated by a border that we must
recognize but which our enemies may ignore.
I would certainly like to end this war in a less dramatic
and potentially disruptive way, but I fear that until national
borders are adjusted to better correspond to the natural borders of consciousness, this war will continue.

In Afghanistan, we need a bold game-changing
strategy, similar to Nixon’s trip to China in 1972.
Therefore, in Afghanistan we need a bold game-changing
strategy, similar to Nixon’s trip to China in 1972, which
turned the tables on the Soviets and marked the beginning of
the end of the Cold War. We need a strategy that will improve
conditions in Afghanistan and Pakistan simultaneously.
Such a strategy will not be without its own risks, but wars are
rarely won through plodding caution.

Innovating for Lasting Peace
If we want to win in Afghanistan and bring lasting peace
to the region, we need to eliminate the artificial, colonial
relic that is the border with Pakistan. This could be done
by ceding Afghanistan to Pakistan in exchange for a joint
security agreement with the Pakistani military under which
temporary, yet direct, military access to the tribal areas could
be had by NATO forces. The divided region of Pashtunistan,
which currently straddles the border (see map p.34), could be
united as a province within an expanded Pakistan and given a
degree of autonomy. This would provide something of a “victory” for this proud people while simultaneously taking away
the Taliban’s primary weapon—the border that currently
divides their ancient ethnic region. The remaining, Persianspeaking regions of Afghanistan could also be given a high
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Steve McIntosh is the author of Integral Consciousness and the Future
of Evolution. This essay is an adaptation of an op-ed article published
on the German website worldsecuritynetwork.com.

Explore the work of integral philosopher Steve
McIntosh at enlightennext.org/mcintosh
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The Beauty We Create
Inspiring a More Perfect Future
by Carol Ann Raphael

“Real beauty knocks you a little bit off kilter.”
David Byrne

B

EAUTY IS A VAST TOPIC. It has engaged the minds of humanity’s best
thinkers since the days of Plato. And it has motivated human beings to
decorate themselves and embellish the world around them since the beginning of recorded history, if not before. To please the eye and to observe
that which pleases the eye are the province of beauty. The visual arts—
painting, drawing, sculpture, architecture—stem from that fundamental human urge
to please as well as to inform the eye. It is the beauty we create, rather than the beauty
we find in nature or in a pretty face, that I want to discuss. Specifically, I want to take
a look at beauty in the context of our postmodern times.
Historically, art and beauty were assumed to be synonymous. To make a work
of art meant to make an object or an image of beauty, even if the subject matter
was less than genial—say, a battle scene or a mythological rape. Take Greek art, for
example. Combat scenes and warriors were common themes of vase paintings from
the earliest periods of Greek art, and even the story of Leda and the swan, in which
the god Zeus takes the form of a swan to seduce Leda, can be found as subject matter
in art from ancient
Greece. Though
depicting acts of violence, these themes
were portrayed with
grace, proportion,
fine drawing, and
emotional restraint.
One of the great
paintings of early
Renaissance art is
a battle scene: the
Battle of San Romano
by Paolo Uccello.
Images of lances, spears, armor, fallen horses, and wounded soldiers are used to
transform the confusion and chaos of the event into a scene of harmonious forms,
complex patterns of richly colored shapes, and ornate and luscious detailing, all with
a remarkable mastery of the newly discovered technique of linear perspective. Yes,
honoring Florence’s victory over its archrival Siena was the purpose of the painting,
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but in Uccello’s hands the reality of
warfare is elevated to a meditation on
the underlying structure of the physical world.
Beauty as an essential element
of painting or sculpture was rejected
in the early part of the twentieth
century, and for good reason. A group
of artists in Europe and the United
States known as the Dadaists reacted
to the atrocities that were occurring
as World War I broke out. In the midst
of slaughter and destruction, the only
sane response for artists, they posited,
was to refuse to make art of beauty
and meaning. The world had gone
crazy, and art should reflect that madness by being itself nonsensical and
without beauty.
In a sense, the Dadaists opened
a Pandora’s box of art taboos. As the
century unfolded, more and more
expectations about what constituted
a work of art were discarded. At the
same time, the market for art expanded exponentially, making the purchase
of a work of art for many people as
much an act of financial investment
as it was an affirmative aesthetic
response on the part of an art connoisseur. What came to be valued
most in art was, as art critic Robert
Hughes pointed out, the shock of
the new. Add to that the escalating
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price tag associated with that shock value, and a situation
developed that today we take for granted: auction sales in
the millions of dollars for works such as a gleaming stylized
puppy sculpture or a disheveled bed that belongs to the artist
or a depiction of postcoital ennui in an anonymous high-rise
living room. In short, objects and images that flaunt their
disdain for beauty, serious content, and universal truth sell.
Under such circumstances, the return of beauty to art
would be not only a balm to the eyes but a significant way to
imbue art with meaning and purpose. Here’s why.
First, beauty takes your breath away, at least momentarily.
You come to rest, are silenced, in awe. While working as a
tour guide in Florence, Italy, I took nearly all my clients to see
Michelangelo’s noble, larger-than-life marble sculpture David.
And every time I turned the corner in the Accademia Gallery
and saw the heroic youth standing at the end of the hall, I
would stop in my tracks. Not once was I unmoved by the
extraordinary beauty of Michelangelo’s masterpiece.

beauty we observe in a great work of art, such as Georges
Seurat’s stately pointillist tableau A Sunday Afternoon on
the Island of La Grande Jatte, our vision becomes enlivened
and our perception is heightened. That vision, I’d like to
suggest, has as much to do with observing art and the outer
world that surrounds us as it does with knowing the inner
landscape of our dreams, meditations, and aspirations. The
outer stimulus feeds an inner response and vice versa. What
we see takes us deep within ourselves, and awakening to
the most intimate sense of who we are impels us to respond
to the external world. Often when we see a beautiful image
we are inspired to create beauty ourselves, whether we are
artists or not. We long for more beauty in the world, and we
strive for the splendor that we want to behold. Beauty is the
ultimate attractor. It pulls us out of ourselves and tempts us
with the possibility of ever more beauty and more perfection.
It arouses us to do better.
The Jesuit priest, scientist, and visionary Pierre Teilhard
de Chardin said, “More primordial
than any idea, beauty will be manifest as the herald and generator of
ideas.” He understood the power
of art to express spiritual energy,
which he believed was first produced on earth symbolically in art.
It is this spiritual and evolutionary function of beauty—the
power to generate life-affirming change—that is so vital to
the visual arts and culture in general, and it is what is intentionally absent in much postmodern art. Though the horrors
of warfare that the Dadaists were protesting are still with
us today, eschewing beauty does not have the impact it did
nearly a century ago. On the contrary, restoring the centrality of beauty in art may signal more than visual relief from
the tawdriness of today’s art. It would also be a confident
assertion that the future we seek is connected to our desire
for beauty and to an appreciation of how beauty can help
lead us to a more perfect tomorrow.

Beauty is the ultimate attractor. It pulls us out
of ourselves and tempts us with the possibility
of ever more beauty and more perfection.
In those moments of stillness, when confronting beauty,
many things can happen. Perhaps most important, we forget
ourselves. Absorbed by the luminosity of a painting by the
seventeenth-century Dutch painter Jan Vermeer or lost in the
intricacies of a sensuous line in an etching by Rembrandt van
Rijn, we forget where we are and who we are. Simone Weil referred to this loss of self-centeredness as “de-centering.” Our
attention is not occupied with how we appear to others—the
narcissist’s self-concern—but with what appears before our
eyes. We see a vision of perfection. We see a glimpse of the
divine. For the divine is godly perfection.
Harvard professor Elaine Scarry, in her book On Beauty
and Being Just, makes the case that this temporary dropping
of self-preoccupation that beauty can elicit also promotes
justice. When beauty opens our hearts, she proposes, our
capacity to care for what is just and true enlarges. Indeed, the
triumvirate of values—truth, beauty, and goodness—has long
served as a cornerstone of Western philosophical thought and
deserves deeper consideration than this brief essay allows.
Beauty also sharpens our awareness. Awakened by the
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Carol Ann Raphael is a lifelong student of the arts and a contributing
editor to EnlightenNext magazine. She currently lives in the Netherlands.
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Sex
God?
Is

a Path to

In their latest dialogue, spiritual teacher Andrew Cohen
and integral philosopher Ken Wilber explore the complex
and always compelling relationship between
sex and spiritual freedom.
ANDREW COHEN: We want to talk about a fun and
challenging topic today, which is the relationship between
sexuality and spiritual development. As we both know,
sexuality can be an incredibly confusing area of human life,
one that is very difficult to negotiate with simplicity and clarity.
There are a lot of reasons this is the case—especially for those
of us who have grown up in this postmodern cultural context
and are now striving to discover what lies beyond it.
The sexual impulse is one of the most overwhelming forces
we can experience. The drive to procreate, as I see it, is the
physical expression of the evolutionary impulse behind this
entire universe. What could be more powerful than that? When
any one of us feels the stirring of the sexual impulse within
our own body and mind, we are feeling, at a biological level,
that same creative surge that propelled something to burst out
of nothing fourteen billion years ago. It’s awesome to consider.
But, of course, in our lack of humility, too many of us underestimate the power of what we’re actually dealing with, and it’s
easy to see why we often lose our balance in this arena. The
biological procreative impulse is designed to be overwhelming. And then, of course, we have to add to the picture the way
culture conditions us to respond to this powerful impulse.
In the postmodern era, for example, we are in a unique

situation, because we have grown up in the age of sexual
liberation, in which most traditional taboos have been broken. We have cast aside many seemingly outdated notions of
morality in relationship to sexuality. I grew up, as I’m sure
you did also, being told that sex is basically a good thing, as
long as it doesn’t harm anybody. Sexual experimentation was
implicitly encouraged. I was never really given any guidance
as to how to make sense of this particular area of life—everything was very open. Only when I became more interested
in my own spiritual development did I begin to see how
problematic and often deluding, or obscuring of awareness,
sexuality can be when our relationship to it is very conditioned and unliberated. And I’ve noticed that being given
sexual freedom doesn’t necessarily make an individual more
enlightened about the role that sex or sexuality is supposed
to play in human life. I’ve met many sophisticated, smart
people over the years who have plenty of sexual experience,
but I can hardly say I’ve met any who express a sense of real
clarity, self-confidence, and objectivity in relationship to this
area of life. The question of what is the right relationship to
this overwhelming force is an important one. We only have
to look around us to see that there is no easy answer—in
spiritual or secular life. 4
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ANDREW COHEN: GURU
[n., Sanskrit]: one who teaches
spiritual liberation from his or her
own direct experience or realization.
Self-described “idealist with
revolutionary inclinations” and
widely recognized as a defining
voice in the emerging field of
evolutionary spirituality, Cohen has
developed an original teaching for
the twenty-first century which he
calls Evolutionary Enlightenment.
He is also the founder and editor in
chief of EnlightenNext magazine.
KEN WILBER: PANDIT
[n., Sanskrit]: a scholar, one who is
deeply proficient and immersed in
spiritual wisdom.
Self-described “defender of the
dharma, an intellectual samurai,”
Wilber is one of the most highly
regarded philosophers alive today,
and his work offers a comprehensive
and original synthesis of the world’s
great psychological, philosophical,
and spiritual traditions. His books
include A Brief History of Everything
and Integral Spirituality.

You can get people to awaken,
to become one with the All, by
meditating for ten years and
focusing on consciousness. But
guess what, folks—you can do the
same thing sexually. And doing it
sexually is much more fun!
Ken Wilber
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What’s often happened in traditional spiritual contexts is
that people either have chosen to leave this particular part of
life behind or have integrated it into their religious life and
practice. Some religions, like Judaism, for example, include
lovemaking as an integral part of their cultural code of conduct. But that usually involves very traditional roles for men
and women that many of us, particularly in the West, have
outgrown. So I’m very interested in finding a way to embrace
this dimension of life that makes sense in our time and culture and that neither avoids it nor makes it the central focus of
our attention.
Most approaches to sexuality fall into one of two extremes:
either concluding that “sex is bad,” as do some of the traditions or, as does the culture in which we grew up, concluding
that “sex is good.” But I realized at a certain point that sex
itself is neither good nor bad. It’s basically a neutral force—
an evolutionary imperative that’s being carried out through
this particular biological function. The function itself has no
moral dimension: it’s neither good nor evil. Of course, it can
be expressed in ways that are positive or negative. But I think
realizing that the nature of the force itself is beyond these
moral distinctions is very important, because it compels us
to really think about the question, What is my relationship to
this neutral force? So that may be a good place for us to start.
KEN WILBER: That is a good place to start. And I think the
distinction between sex as ordinarily understood and sex as
a neutral but much larger force is really, really important. It’s
a distinction that is made in the traditions, and it is really
crucial to understanding transformation and development.
Those people who are interested in an integral or evolutionary
perspective don’t have any trouble understanding that there is
a spectrum of consciousness that has developed over time. The
terms we often use to describe these stages in the evolution of
consciousness are archaic, magic, mythic, rational, pluralistic,
and integral. Each of those levels of consciousness represents
an increase in care, in compassion, in love, in concern, in
awareness—as long as there isn’t a pathology or a dysfunction.
But what is not always understood is that alongside that
spectrum of consciousness is a spectrum of prana, which can
simply be defined as energy. This notion is found in the great
traditions from Vajrayana (Tibetan Buddhism) to Vedanta
(Hinduism). One way to put it is that “every mind has its body.”
Every stage of consciousness is supported by a type of mass
energy, or prana.
When we use the term prana, there are two meanings.
In a small sense, prana means vital energy, bioenergy,
bioelectricity, the energy of vitalism, and so on. And in its
small form, prana is responsible for uniting one organism
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to another. In its big form, it’s responsible for uniting one
sentient organism with the entire universe. And that oneness, of course, that One Taste, that nondual experience, is
what the great liberation is all about. It’s what being one with
everything is all about. And it brings you a deliverance from
the small self and the small self’s sex.
So when we talk about spiritual liberation, about enlightenment, about waking up, we’re not just talking about a shift
in consciousness, which is almost the only thing that’s talked
about nowadays. “Just focus on the power of the now,” people
tell us. “Just pay attention to the present moment.” And
they’re right on the money when it comes to consciousness.
But they forget the embodied part of the picture. They don’t
address the actual flesh, matter, energy part, which is prana,
sexuality. And so what we want to see with enlightenment is
not just a shift in consciousness from small self to Big Self or
Big Mind but also a shift in sexual patterns, which is a shift
from narrow prana to big prana—which is the sexuality that
Big Mind has, if you will.
And so what we’re looking for is a spectrum of sexuality
that parallels the spectrum of consciousness from archaic
to magic to mythic to rational to pluralistic to integral. And
very briefly, one of the systems in which we find these correlations drawn out happens to be the chakra system of the

Hindu tradition. There are seven chakras, and those chakras
are energies that correspond with the seven major levels of
consciousness, running from the bottom to the top. Level one
is the energy of food, level two is the energy of sex (in the
small sense), level three is the energy of power or intentionality, level four is the energy of love, level five is the energy of
self-expression or self-actualization, level six is the energy of
self-transcendence, and level seven is the energy of oneness
with the All. So this is a type of map that we can find in the
traditions that reminds us that every change in consciousness
has a corresponding change in energy, or sexuality, in the
body.
COHEN: So what you’re saying is that sexuality develops
through an evolutionary spectrum in the same way that
consciousness does.
WILBER: Yes. And this is what tantra is devoted to. Tantra
came along and said to the Neoplatonic traditions and the
Theravadin traditions and so many of the already existing
traditions, “Look, you can get people to awaken, to become
one with the All, by sitting on a cushion, crossing their legs,
and meditating for ten years. Focusing on consciousness, they
can drive their identity up the great chain of being to that
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full oneness at the top as a conscious realization. But guess
what, folks—you can do the same thing sexually. And sexually
is much more fun!” So once you learn how to use these
sexual energies, you’re going to drive your sense of identity
up through the chakras—from being one with food, to being
one with sex in the narrow sense, to being one with power,
then with love, with self-expression, with self-transcendence,
and ultimately, to being one with the All. But at each of those
steps, it’s going to be a blissful, joyous, radically erotic feeling.
Instead of having to use willpower to push yourself through
these stages of development, you can use fucking. You can use
visualizations of sex and activities of sex and engaging prana
in a real and vivid and vibrant and living fashion. So that’s
one of the things we want to keep in mind here as we talk
about a post-postmodern sexuality. One of the things that we
want to slip into this new formula of what sex is and can be
is: Sex is a route to God. It is a short, fast, incredibly blissful
path to discovering your own deepest, highest self. That’s
one of the great things that tantra came along to remind us
of, which we want to include and update and clean up and
revise to take account of what we’ve learned in the modern
and postmodern world, particularly with regard to the
evolutionary current.
Evolutionary spirituality is actually driven by big prana,
by this big energy, and that big energy is the correlation of
big awareness, of the Big Self; it’s the correlation first of what
you call the Authentic Self and then the purusha, or Big Self.
What the traditions didn’t understand so well is the incredibly dynamic nature of these energies, the fact that they are
evolving and that the goal is not to get into some equilibration state where nothing is moving and you’re in a sort of
unmanifest absorption. That’s actually a lower realization.
The true realization is coming out through that unmanifest
state, united with big prana and therefore finding a union
with everything that’s arising, that’s driven by Eros, by this
fundamentally sexual orientation toward the entire manifest
world.
COHEN: Everything you said is very beautiful and makes
perfect sense theoretically. But on a practical level, I
personally have never seen such an elegant, deeply spiritual,
inherently enlightened embrace of Eros as sexuality.
WILBER: You mean in the actual tantric practices?
COHEN: Yes. What you are describing is a deeply integrated
vision that makes sense because it’s so inherently inclusive.
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But when we go from theory to reality, I’ve never in my life
seen any kind of manifest expression of what you’re speaking
about in real human beings. And I have definitely looked
around. I’ve paid a lot of attention to my own experience
in this arena, and that of my students. I’ve been married
for more than twenty years. I have students who are in
committed relationships and students who choose to be
celibate for periods of time. I’ve met thousands of adults from
all around the world, including people who claim to practice
tantra, and I continue to meet more and more. As far as I can
see, with very few exceptions, it’s an area that most people
seem to be incredibly confused about.
You know, Ken, there were a couple of important experiences I had as a young seeker that shaped my own thinking
about this subject. In my mid-twenties, I started to realize
how deeply conditioned I was in relationship to lust and to
sexuality. Ongoing introspection and contemplation were
showing me how unfree I was in this deeply challenging and
profoundly confusing area of life. It became obvious that I
had little genuine freedom of choice in this domain, and I
didn’t like it. I’ve never been a prude or a moralistic individual; I’m definitely a product of the sixties. But it was dawning
on me that my relationship to sexuality had become conditioned by a materialistic culture that seemed to be blurring
the distinction between eroticism and pornography.
So I decided that I was going to be celibate for a period of
time. I wasn’t living in an ashram; I was living in New York
City, and I was by myself. For three years I abstained from
any engagement with the sexual impulse. I was very, very
serious about it.
WILBER: In New York City, at that age, that’s quite an
accomplishment!
COHEN: Yeah, it was—unbelievable. I would tell some of my
friends what I was doing, and they thought I was insane.
But this period of celibacy was a very powerful time in
which I learned a lot about the relationship between mind
and body. I eventually ended the practice after three years,
because I sensed that its lesson had been learned and that
celibacy was becoming more of an attachment than a source
of freedom. But the insights I experienced during those three
years remain ever new. Their liberating power is as vital and
profound for me today as it was when I first experienced their
truth almost thirty years ago.
One of the most important things I learned from the
years that I chose to practice celibacy was not to be so victim-
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ized by the experience of sexual desire. I’ve observed that
most people, men and women, but particularly men, feel so
overwhelmed by the power of the sexual impulse that instead
of it really being empowering, they often feel victimized by it.
There is an automatic conclusion drawn by a lot of guys when
they become sexually aroused that “the power of this force
is stronger than me,” and this automatically puts them in a
victimized relationship to it. In an emotional and psychological and cultural context between men and women, that is a
losing position right from the very beginning.
So, as a teacher, one of the things I do is try to get men
to do enough spiritual practice to get to the point where they
don’t feel victimized by the sexual impulse. I am convinced
beyond any doubt that unless we get to a point where we
know that who we are is stronger than that impulse, we are
never going to be able to embrace it and express it in any kind
of freely chosen, appropriate, and even spiritual manner. I
just don’t know how we could possibly do it. To me, it doesn’t
make sense to even begin to talk about this potential in tantra
until an individual has reached this foundational point.
WILBER: Well, I’d say a couple of things about that. What I
laid out is my overall theoretical summary of what sexuality
could be and should be—idealistically. And I think you and I
agree on that essential summary.
COHEN: Sure.

thing. But one theoretical problem I have is that it begins
with a presumption of duality or opposites. Opposites
have to unite to experience union. To me, from a spiritual,
philosophical position, I find that difficult, especially, as you
were saying, in our postmodern context. If you take two
unenlightened people and put them together with the idea
that they need each other to experience spiritual union or
fulfillment, that’s inherently problematic. In our culture,
men and women are already expecting, asking, demanding,
and hoping for far more from their romantic and sexual
relationships than those relationships could ever provide.
Partly this is because there’s a utopian promise in any
expression of the evolutionary impulse, including its most
basic biological level, which is the sexual impulse. So when
one is sexually aroused, there’s a kind of precognitive sense of
promise that if I fulfill this aspiration, follow it to its culmination, then I will experience some form of utopia, some kind
of bliss that will deeply fulfill me. This is compounded by the

If you take two unenlightened people
and put them together with the idea
that they need each other to experience
spiritual union or fulfillment, that’s
inherently problematic.
Andrew Cohen

WILBER: Then the next question is, Do any tantric
practitioners actually do that?
COHEN: Exactly.
WILBER: And the answer is going to be, well, let’s just say,
damn few! The notion of tantric sexuality came to America
largely after World War II, riding on the wings of the
Japanese, Hindu, and Tibetan influx into this country, and
it started to have a certain kind of impact. But the kind of
impact, I agree entirely with you, has not been nearly as
positive or favorable as it could or should be, because the
interpretation that tantric sexuality is given often comes from
the postmodern, or pluralistic, stage of development, or what
is often called the green meme.
COHEN: Right. And this is where it gets really tricky. As I
said, I have nothing against the practice of tantra as a higher
expression of the sexual impulse—I think it’s a beautiful

fact that in postmodern culture, as you’ve said in your own
work so many times, there is nothing higher than the self,
no grand metanarratives, no Absolute that transcends the
personal ego. So the romantic/sexual experience, the promise
of whatever happens between two individuals, has, I think
by default, become the realm of the sacred. It has become
the most important, most cherished, most precious area
of human life for the postmodern self. From movies, from
books, from every possible direction, we are told that this is
where we will find perfect fulfilment. Of course, most people
will admit that they’re not really getting out of that particular
experience what they would like or hope or what they think
they are supposed to be getting.
WILBER: Right.
COHEN: And now, of course, a lot of people are interested
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in spiritual evolution, and they think this particular kind of
relationship is going to give them a sense or experience of
intimacy with life, with self, with other, and ultimately with
Spirit or God. In my own experience, I just don’t think this is
how it works. But because for so many of us God or Spirit has
not been found, we tend to project our craving for spiritual
union onto our romantic relationships. So if unenlightened
people begin to embrace a tantric philosophy and practice,
I wonder if these cultural hopes and expectations aren’t just
getting played out in a spiritual context.

experience of sexual intimacy and of the bliss, excitement,
and creative friction of polarities awakening is great! But unfortunately, when the fireworks are over, we still have to deal
with all the emotional, psychological, and cultural complexity
of these two individuals when they’re not identifying fundamentally with their sexuality. Sexual bliss is beautiful, but
I think it’s unrealistic to think we can have that experience
without all the other factors that tend to complicate things—
although, being a man, I can certainly understand just wanting to have the bliss and not any of the rest!

WILBER: I agree entirely that there is very little good that
comes from playing with so-called sexual tantra. Most of the
“sexual tantra” in the West is nothing but sexual games made
up by Westerners that have very little to do with Eastern
tantra. In Eastern tantra there are no orgasms. “Little sex”
reverts to “Big Sex”—a whole-body blissful thrill, one with
everything that arises—not just a single partner but the
entire universe, mystico unio. That is the ultimate goal and
ground of sexuality, not any play of mere genital energies
and their egoic romantic involvements. If you’re having an
orgasm, you ain’t doing Eastern tantra. If you’re just lying
down with your girlfriend and getting sexually hooked up
and holding that for a half hour so you have a bigger orgasm,
that has nothing to do with tantra.

WILBER: Right. Of course, as I was saying, I was giving an
idealized overview, whereas you are talking about what we
really face. That’s the difference between a guru and a pandit!
A guru consents to take on the karma of those he interacts
with, which is one of the most difficult, heart-rending, and
heart-opening endeavors a person can undertake. So that’s
what you face as a teacher, in the trenches, working with
individuals day in and day out.

COHEN: [Laughs.] You know, to be honest, I’ve come to the
conclusion that there’s nothing inherently evolutionary
about the sexual experience. It can, for all kinds of practical,
personal, and cultural reasons, either be constructive and
strengthening, and even a source of individual confidence, or
be a destructive experience, emotionally and psychologically.
But as far as I’ve seen personally, the sexual experience itself,
even practiced in a spiritual context, doesn’t necessarily help
a person evolve in any kind of fundamental way. I’m not
saying there’s anything wrong with sex. I’m just saying I’ve
never actually seen it have that kind of evolutionary effect.
So I’ve come to the conclusion that the sexual experience
doesn’t necessarily affect deep self structures—the kind
of structures involved in the process of the individual
literally moving to a higher level of development. And more
important, I’ve observed that even with all our best spiritually
enlightened intentions, sex tends to create karma, in the
sense of consequences that burden the self, more often than it
creates liberation or lightness of being. It tends to create more
confusion than clarity.
That doesn’t mean sex is bad or immoral in any way. The
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COHEN: Right. It’s part of the reality of human existence that
it is often as a result of being sexually aroused and attracted
to a particular individual that we make life choices that define
our destiny—and those choices are not necessarily made
in moments of big-minded objectivity! Too often, they just
happen when we get emotionally carried away, and then
we have to deal with the consequences later. Those kinds of
moments usually create an enormous amount of karma. So
although I feel that for the postmodern self who’s striving for
a higher level of development it doesn’t make sense to exclude
sexuality from the picture, as some of the traditional paths
do, I think the important question is: How can we embrace
sex as an inherent part of the human experience without it
creating karma? That’s been my approach to all of this. How
can I include the sexual experience in my life, not necessarily
as a vehicle for the experience of higher consciousness, but
simply in such a way that no karma is going to be created as a
result of it—so that it won’t be a source of bondage?
WILBER: There are two points that you bring up, and I
think they’re both extremely important. One is the role of
pranic energy itself in ongoing growth and development and
evolution. And the term prana, as I was saying earlier, is used
in two ways. On one hand, it’s simply the energy of Spirit,
the energy of spirituality—wherever there’s spirit in action,
there’s prana. So neither you nor I want that prana denied,
because obviously that’s the juice of life, the light from the
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sun, moon, and stars and the love that moves all of them,
to paraphrase Dante. But then there is prana meaning the
emotional-sexual energy in a specific form, which is most
commonly associated with the second chakra. As you said,
there is karma associated with the second sheath in Vedanta,
prana maya kosha, the sheath made of emotional sexuality.
So the question is, How do we deal with that?
This is an important issue. As one’s individual psyche
or self or soul is developing from birth, in essence it moves
through these seven broad levels of consciousness, which
are fairly well represented by the seven chakras. It starts
out exclusively identified with each level, and then as it goes
forward, it disidentifies from exclusive attachment to the
previous level and moves to the next. So, for example, at the
first level, there is identification with food—with the oral and
then the anal ends of the alimentary canal—and you get what
in Freud’s system are known as the oral and anal phases of
psychosexual development. If that goes well, the self lets go of
that identification and moves to the second chakra, the phallic stage of development, and so on up through the chakras.
What happens as it moves up is that the self disidentifies with
food and sex, for example, but doesn’t lose the basic motivations of food and sex. You still eat, you still have prana, you
still breathe, you still have emotions, you still have sexuality,
but unlike when you were at those stages, you’re not exclusively identified with them. If a part of the self remains exclusively identified with a lower stage, there will be a resulting
pathology. If, for example, a part of the self remains identified
with the anal stage, according to psychoanalysis, you have
an anal personality structure. If the self remains identified
with the first chakra, or food, then it’s going to have either an
allergy or an addiction to food; if some part of consciousness
remains fi xated, stuck, or repressed at the second chakra, the
individual will have either an allergy or an addiction to sex—
either they will either be puritanical or they will be Hugh
Hefner. That is true up through the whole spectrum.
What spirituality is, in the last instance, is disidentifying
with all of the narrow identifications with the seven chakras
but leaving the seven chakras themselves in place. So we still
eat, we still have sex, we still have intentionality and drive, we
still have love, we still have self-expression, we still have integral awareness, and so on, but we’re not identified with them
anymore. That allows us to use these drives and motivations
and needs and desires as they come up, but they’re not going
to create karma.
COHEN: Because we’re not fundamentally identified with

them. They are parts of the self, but they’re not the source of
the self.
WILBER: Exactly. We’re not exclusively identified with them.
Pathology is when part of the self exclusively identifies with
the chakras or the developmental stages as they’re unfolding.
That also shows what it is that we are trying to do with
spiritual practice, and why in many cases spiritual practices
include a period of fasting. There’s food fasting, where you
go, say, seven days without eating, and it will really force the
exclusive identification you have with food into awareness.
Once you are aware of it, you can look at it and make that
subject into an object. The same thing is true with the second
chakra. You can go on a seven-day period of sex fasting—or

Most of the “sexual tantra” in the West
is nothing but sexual games made up
by Westerners that have very little to
do with Eastern tantra. In Eastern
tantra there are no orgasms.

Ken Wilber

go on a three-year period of sex fasting—whatever is required
to help you see this exclusive identification with sex and make
that subject an object. That’s an important part of what we
are doing with sexuality: actually holding it in awareness. So
what we need to learn to do is, in a sense, to “mind fast”—to
go through periods where we don’t act on the drives and
needs and desires of each of the seven chakras so that we can
break our exclusive identification with them. That’s one of the
practices that helps us see our addictions.
COHEN: Exactly.
WILBER: And, of course, what we are trying to do now, in our
culture, in our time, as “over–Hugh Hefnerized” as the West
is, is to ask: Are there ways that we can pass through sexuality
and not become either addicted to it or allergic to it? That’s
part of what a spiritual path should do for us: help us see our
relationship to sexuality. It’s fine to go through periods of
fasting, as we were saying, but not to have a chronically sexnegative attitude toward life.

March – May 2009

G&P.indd 49

49

1/21/09 4:18:23 PM

The Guru and the Pandit

COHEN: Well, hopefully, most people at the postmodern
stage are beyond that.
WILBER: Yes. The vast majority of people in this country
who are interested in these types of things are indeed at the
pluralistic, or postmodern (green), stage of development.
As we both know, that stage of development has plenty of
problems of its own! For one, it denies any sort of differences.

Sexual bliss is beautiful, but I think
it’s unrealistic to think we can
have that experience without all
the other factors that tend to
complicate things.
Andrew Cohen

It’s an egalitarian approach to the world, and what that means
when it comes to sexuality is that it completely destroys
any sexual tension between men and women, destroys the
creative, vital sparks of difference that make sexuality such
an extraordinary thrill and joyful and blissful experience. It
wants to water it down into “same for you, same for me. You
want to be on top this time? No, you go ahead.” Yawn, yawn,
yawn.
COHEN: Well, that’s the problem they’re having in Northern
Europe. The differences between men and women have
been denied to such an extent that the men have become
feminized, as Elizabeth Debold wrote about in a recent issue
of this magazine. I’ve heard, interestingly enough, that
more and more women in Sweden and Denmark are getting
into relationships with Muslims, because they want to be
with what they would consider “real” men instead of the
emasculated, feminized Northern European men.

postmodern or postconventional stage, differences become
less and less emphasized. And when people get stuck in
that stage, it almost wipes out sexual energy. It destroys the
creative difference between men and women that allows that
joyful spark and juice to arise sexually when the male body
and the female body are brought into contact and allowed to
do their thing.
I find that people have a hard time with this idea, but I
think that at the higher stages of development, like Carol
Gilligan’s fourth stage, for example, which she called
“integrated,” men’s and women’s roles in each person are
integrated. But what that means, paradoxically, is that a man
becomes more masculine but less identified with it. So he can
become just a very strong source of presence and—
COHEN: —strength.
WILBER: Yes, and sexual energy, but he’s not identified with
it. He is not a macho shithead. He’s very caring, open, and
loving, and he’s masculine. That’s one of the things that
happens as we continue to disidentify with the exclusive
attachments to these various chakras. I think it’s one of the
things that happens with individuals who follow the path that
you outline. They go through a stage when they come to you
and they are just blanded out . . .
COHEN: You know, that’s true. And then as they evolve
beyond the postmodern ego, there’s a kind of authentic
autonomy that emerges, and in some ways, the best qualities
of the masculine and the feminine become liberated.
WILBER: Exactly.
COHEN: Instead of masculine and feminine qualities being
neither clearly differentiated nor consciously owned.
WILBER: Yes. And similar variations on that theme should
be the goal, in my opinion, of men and women in the postpostmodern age.
COHEN: Amen!

WILBER: Right. If we look at this developmentally, we can see
that in the traditional or conventional stage of development,
the sexes are highly polarized. Women stay in the kitchen,
and men earn the bacon. But moving beyond that to the
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S

ex at a Funeral

Everybody knows sex sells. Sex kills, too (in delicato flagranto
morto, aka “caught dead with your pants down”). Sex creates some of the most intimate and powerful bonds known
to humankind—and can also quickly destroy them. And if
the conventional wisdom in today’s spiritual marketplace
is true, sex might even be the ultimate postmodern path to
enlightenment.
Of course, there is plenty of disagreement about whether
sex can truly lead to happiness or not, let alone spiritual
liberation. Primatologists tell us that it seems to work pretty
well for bonobos at least, a species of chimpanzee for whom
copious copulation helps keep tribal tempers mellow and
conflict to a minimum. But human beings are a good deal
more complicated than that. When it comes to our biology,
sex and evolution obviously go hand in hand, but what is the
relationship between sex and spiritual evolution? Sex and
consciousness? Sex and God?
God . . . sex . . . death. For several thousand years at least,
these have been three of humanity’s fundamental concerns,
and it’s little surprise that for many (if not most) of us, they

could scarcely have imagined. And many of the most prominent voices on the contemporary spiritual scene, including
Margot Anand, Mantak Chia, Jenny Wade, Diane Musho
Hamilton, Tony Robbins, Saniel Bonder, Miranda Shaw, and
Marianne Williamson, agree that love, sex, and romance constitute some of the most potent routes into, and through, the
entire sacred dimension of life.
But perhaps never before in the long, colorful, scandalous
history of our species have God, sex, and death been linked
together in quite the same way as they have been by the
twenty-first century’s most popular tantric trendsetter and
provocateur: David Deida.
Author of ten books published in more than twenty
languages, including The Way of the Superior Man, Finding
God Through Sex, and Instant Enlightenment: Fast, Deep, and
Sexy, and leader of the taboo-breaking “Wild Nights” series of
workshops in the esoteric arts of sexual yoga, Deida has made
a strong case for himself over the last ten years as one of the
spiritual world’s most recognizable—and most controversial—
Casanovas. Thousands of people have experienced his work
directly, and many thousands more have passionately studied
and discussed it—no small testament to the hunger in posttraditional spiritual circles for a perspective that can clarify
and reconcile the three spheres
of life that we often find ourselves
most desperate to understand:
sexual intimacy, spiritual awakening, and the ultimate meaning
of being here.
“I’ve been looking for a way to
link my interest in Buddhism to
my fascination with women,” said
one Deida workshop participant,
“and it looks like he’s the guy.”
Indeed, we’re obsessed with sex at the same time that
we’re confounded by it, and for all of our efforts to find a
higher way through the quagmire, even the savviest among
us seem to have a hard time not getting lost. In days gone by,
sex was understood to be such a perplexing terrain for the
spiritual aspirant that St. Augustine, a celibate monk, is said
to have developed the doctrine of original sin in order to find
some way of explaining the incomprehensible intensity of his
desire. But we’ve come a long way since then. Now, against
the backdrop of a Girls Gone Wild, gratification-saturated cultural landscape, our experience of sex and sensuality may be
more bewildering than ever—simultaneously more ordinary,
more out of hand, and more unencumbered by all the moral-

“I’ve been looking for a way to link my
interest in Buddhism to my fascination with
women, and it looks like he’s the guy.”
remain so today. In fact, they’re often related to one another,
from the French word for orgasm (petit mort, or “little death”)
to the mating habits of the female praying mantis, who
sometimes chews off her partner’s head during intercourse.
Eastern religious traditions from Hindu and Buddhist tantra
to Chinese Taoism have long held that the divine is not separate from the world and the body but intimately entwined
with them and that sexuality can be a road to union with God
(and maybe even immortality). Millions of Westerners in the
sixties and seventies believed that if they could learn how to
love—and make love—freely, fearlessly, and with no hang-ups
whatsoever, they would not only enjoy better relationships
but could also gain access to realms of timeless joy and subtle
energetic ecstasy the likes of which their parents’ generation
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ity and ethics of the past. These days, the big question seems
to be: What form of spirituality can include and integrate
it all? And for any child (or grandchild) of the spiritual and
sexual revolutions of the sixties, what better answer could
there be than a path that not only is compatible with our
heightened sexual freedom but is actually based on it?
“We will die fully given, or we will die ungiven, still waiting,” Deida writes in the preface to his book Waiting to Love.
“Now is our chance. Let’s be rude together, like lovers at a
funeral, touching each other wide open amongst the straight
faces, laughing our fullest offering of love for the sake of the
dead.” If you’re not yet familiar with his work, his irreverence and immodesty are part of what has made his voice so
fashionable within the growing community of seekers looking to transcend both the taboos and formalities of traditional
religious worldviews and the bland sensitivity of your average
politically correct, spiritual nice guy. His basic philosophy—
that God and sex, death and life, consciousness and energy
are all part of one divine play, and you never know when you
might be run over by a truck or struck down by lightning,
so now is the time to worship at the altar of life, love, and orgasm as if this was your last day on earth—has garnered him
a great deal of attention over the past decade. But it has also
created its fair share of ambiguity and confusion.

“We live in the postmodern world,” former Czech president Václav Havel once said, “where everything is possible
and almost nothing is certain.” Interestingly enough, Deida’s
particular brand of tantric spirituality can be seen as both a
response to that postmodern predicament and a fascinating
reflection of it at the same time. I’m a perfectly postmodern
guy myself—married, no kids, at home with complexity,
constantly horny, interested in deep spiritual questions—
and I find Deida’s perspective on gender, sex, and spiritual
freedom both intriguing and often difficult to get a bead on.
It’s multilayered and multifaceted, filled with many interesting insights and revelations, especially on the subject of
gender roles and dynamics in this mixed-up, topsy-turvy
world of contemporary relationships. A lot of what he has to
say about gender is pretty cool, actually. A lot of what he has
to say about sex is . . . how shall we say . . . more controversial? I’ve personally never had sex at a funeral before, and I’m
not sure that particular experience is high on my priority list,
but Deida is certainly doing his best to redefi ne the term
“sex-positive,” and there’s some portion of that project I
defi nitely agree with. Finally, there’s the whole spiritual
side of his philosophy, which is a different ball of wax
altogether—and one that can sometimes begin to border
on the downright strange.
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Deida’s homegrown dharma is complicated, an awkwardly
creative and sometimes incongruous mix of pop psychology,
tantric philosophy, integral sophistication, nondual spiritual
teachings, and good old-fashioned “crazy wisdom” bravado. I’ve
actually been tracking this territory for a while now, and I’m
going to do my best to go through it step by step in the rest of
this article. Suffice it to say for the moment that Deida’s unusual
position on enlightenment, liberation, and the ultimate nature
of reality provides a disturbingly rich palette for spiritual and
cultural reflection. And this colorful mix has enabled him to
develop quite a loyal—and diverse—following over the years.
Take, for example, his latest legion of fans. In 2007, Deida
headlined a conference in Toronto organized by a group called
Natural Seducers, part of an emerging subculture that has come
to be known in recent times as the “seduction community”—a
loose confederacy of pickup artists (PUAs) devoted to perfecting the craft of getting laid. Documented for the first time in
2005 by author Neil Strauss in his book The Game: Penetrating
the Secret Society of Pickup Artists, the PUA phenomenon has
skyrocketed since then; now its own reality show, “The Pick-Up
Artist,” draws millions of viewers on VH1. And the PUAs have
taken to Deida like the proverbial bees to honey. In an informal
study conducted by EnlightenNext magazine, roughly half of all
daily Google hits on the term “David Deida” over a six-month
period in 2008 linked to PUA blogs and websites singing the
praises of his philosophy as the ultimate key to sexual mastery.
As one blogger at naturalseducers.com writes,
David’s work is not for the mere club-haunting pick up
artist . . . the shallow minded, pussy-chasing assholes
who have very low respect for women (if you are one
of those guys, please don’t bother reading further). It
is for men and women who do not want to settle for
mediocrity in sex or in intimacy. It is for those who
want to escape from surface contact with women and
who are ready to break into new areas of personal
mastery, sexual communion and living the kind of
unrestrained, unconstricted life such that when you
die, you won’t regret a moment.
This open collaboration between an acclaimed spiritual
teacher like Deida and the arguably dubious seduction community has stirred up considerable commotion, with some
commenters livid and others not quite sure what the fuss is
all about. For his own part, Deida has tried to distance himself from it all, posting an audio on his website explaining
that his ideas are not meant simply to help facilitate conquest
in the bedroom. But the cat seems to be out of the bag, and
many of the questions that seem to have been percolating
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under the surface for a long time now are finally begging to be
answered: What exactly is Deida’s work really about? Where did
his ideas come from, and have they somehow gone off track?
Why do neo-tantric teachings like these so often seem to be a
source of uncertainty and confusion, and what does that confusion reveal about prevailing cultural attitudes regarding the
deeper connections between spirituality and sex?
These are questions we would love to have asked him
ourselves, but he declined to be interviewed for this article.
Because of the subtle, complex, and integral nature of his
work, he told us, he was afraid of being misunderstood.

F

eel Without Limitation

The Tao of Steve, an off beat romantic comedy from Sony
Pictures Classics, is the story of an overweight philosophy
buff named Dex and his spiritual art of seduction based on an
eccentric blend of Heidegger, Kierkegaard, and Eastern philosophy. At one point during the film, Dex is in the process
of training a young protégé in the finer points of this “Tao of
Steve” when his pupil, fed up with much struggling, protests:
“I’m not looking for enlightenment, Dex. I’m just looking for a
girlfriend!”
Unfazed, Dex replies simply, “It’s all connected.”
While there may not be any secret brotherhood of
enlightened ladies’ men that extends into antiquity, the connections between spiritual awakening and the awareness of
a fundamental sexual polarity in the cosmos go back at least
as far as ancient India and China. For the old tantric masters,
the universe was driven by the endless love-play of shiva, the
static masculine principle (representing consciousness), and
shakti, the dynamic feminine (representing energy, creation,
and change). For their Taoist counterparts in China, it was
yang and yin, and though the elements of the polarity were
understood slightly differently, the basic notion of a bipolar
cosmos eternally balanced between masculine and feminine
forces was the same. Generally speaking, traditional tantric
practices—which sometimes included ritual intercourse—
involved some form of disciplined engagement with subtle
life-force energies known in Sanskrit as prana or kundalini
and in Chinese as chi or qi. The goal of these practices was
both simple and profound: to unite heaven and earth by
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bringing the microcosm (the individual practitioner) into
greater alignment with the macrocosm (the harmonious
cosmos). And according to noted Indologist Georg Feuerstein,
together they represented “the ancient world’s most sophisticated endeavor to utilize the great reservoir of sexual energy
locked into our bodies for spiritual purposes.”
But that was then, and this is now. “In the opening
decades of the twentieth century,” explains Feuerstein in
Sacred Sexuality: The Erotic Spirit in the World’s Great Religions,
we saw “the emergence of the first Western schools of that
ancient tradition. These schools of Neo-Tantrism are, by and
large, popularizations of the tantric teachings, and consequently misunderstandings abound.” For one thing, tantric
sex in premodern Asia occurred within the context of formal
religious and cultural structures that are entirely foreign to
postmodern sensibilities, and in Feuerstein’s view this is clearly
a problem. “We cannot divorce sexual techniques from their
spiritual and moral bedrock,” he warns, “without running the
risk of corrupting the tradition we have chosen to follow and
without debasing our own life.” Yet the story of popular tantric
philosophy today may be somewhat more complicated than
that. At the very least, contemporary forms of “sacred sex” have
to be understood in their own context and on their own terms,
and they are certainly not without precedent.
Another (perhaps greater) difficulty in making sense of neotantra in the age of freedom, information, and internet porn
is its sheer sophistication. Deeply dualistic on the one hand,
with its emphasis on the dynamics of masculine and feminine
opposites, tantric philosophy is decidedly nondualistic on the
other in that it seeks to embrace and include the entire manifest world, including all the bodily cravings and impulses that
have often been seen as the greatest pitfalls on the spiritual
path, while transcending this world utterly at the very same
time. As Feuerstein portrays it, it’s the idea
that the Divine is not, as in monotheistic religions,
separated from creation by an unbridgeable gulf;
rather, the world is an aspect or manifestation of the
Divine. . . . This revolutionary insight is expressed in
the Sanskrit equation “samsara = nirvana”—that is,
the changeable world is identical with the eternally
unchangeable Reality.
Of course, how to actually live this realization of radical
nonduality has always been a very challenging question, and
spiritually speaking, becoming a tantric adept has always been
a bit like going for your Ph.D. In layman’s terms, it brings to
mind the old adage about playing with fire: If you’re not careful, you’re probably going to get burned.

David Deida was a student of the late Adi Da Samraj, an
even more contentious spiritual figure than he is, who—along
with Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche and Osho Rajneesh—
was one of the twentieth century’s most well-known tantric
modernizers. All three were spiritual giants, recognized
and revered by many as powerful translators of the Eastern
dharma for the Western world. Yet they also created tremendous controversy and were each caught up in allegations of
scandal and misconduct, both sexual and otherwise. Adi Da,
for example, taught very passionately that yogic sexual awakening could be “a process in which humankind, in the form
of individuals who are responsible in love, is sacrificed into
Communion with the All-Pervading.” His own experiments
with drugs, alcohol, wife swapping, and “crazy wisdom,” on
the other hand, resulted in several lawsuits and his eventual
migration from the United States to a remote island in Fiji.
According to Deida’s own semi-autobiography, Wild
Nights, he was influenced by a mysterious man named
Mykonos at least as much as he was by Adi Da directly.

Spiritually speaking, becoming
a tantric adept has always been
a bit like going for your Ph.D.
Mykonos was one of Da’s closest students, and he initiated
Deida into the crazy wisdom tradition of his guru by exploding Deida’s assumptions about what it meant to be a sincere
seeker. This coarse, pugnacious Vietnam vet was an enthusiastic proponent of everything Deida had always believed
to be antithetical to spiritual life—drinking, smoking, group
sex parties—and yet he also possessed a rare confidence and
natural authority that captivated everyone around him. “Feel
everything,” Mykonos challenged his informal beach-going
band of disciples. “Feel without limitation.” And let me warn
you—he wasn’t kidding. As Deida got to know him better, he
witnessed many of his old ideas collapsing, especially ideas
about the value of spiritual purity, propriety, and renunciation that he’d been clinging to for as long as he could
remember:
“Our poor friend here,” Mykonos said, nodding toward
me, “he is afraid to fuck. He is afraid to dance with
the lady, ma. He wants to stand back and watch, like
a scientist. He’s afraid to leave his room, to lose his
purity and peace that he has worked so hard to attain.
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He’s afraid to lose his precious stillness. . . . [But] our
boy here won’t know love absolute, he won’t know
what real freedom is, until he can fuck you, and be
fucked by you, so that only the Great One shines in
his place. . . . Ours isn’t a world of angel wings and
white spires. Maybe when you die and go to the other
side, you’ll flit around as golden light. But that’s not
how love shines in this human realm. Here, in this
place of hot blood and rosy flesh, the Great One makes
love through bodies of desire.”
Ahem.
In his meeting with the bawdy Mykonos, Deida’s essential posture as a proponent of neo-tantric philosophy seems
to have jelled and taken shape. He came to see sexuality—
and the courage to embrace it boldly, rudely, and without
reservation—as both the perfect expression of divine polarity
in action and the perfect context for understanding spiri-
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tual life and practice as a whole. Sex, for Deida, is where the
struggle to let go of all our old, fearful, selfish habits and
patterns is most difficult—and therefore most freeing. It’s the
ultimate testing ground for learning how to “open as love.”
And because it is the most direct path of engagement with the
subtle masculine and feminine forces that shape the entire
universe process, he believes, deepening our experience of
sex automatically deepens and enriches our experience of
everything else.
“There is the energetic light aspect of existence, and the
consciousness aspect of existence, and they are not separate,”
Deida says. “Light is the shine of consciousness. Consciousness is the cognizance of light or energy. It’s the knowing
aspect of energy, and it’s impossible to separate them. They’re
together, and that’s why sex feels so good, because sex is the
recapitulation at the human level of consciousness and light
in unity.”
Leaving aside the question of whether sex really feels
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good for that particular reason or whether it’s got more to do
with that time-honored combination of getting buck-naked
and then rubbing your genitals together, let me see if I’ve got
this straight. Consciousness, as Deida describes throughout
his work, is the masculine pole—stoic, penetrating, unperturbable, and instinctually capable of ripping the feminine
open to God. Light, on the other hand, is the feminine—hot,
passionate, beguiling, ultimately desirous of being ravished
open to the brink of ecstatic madness. Men tend to have
a stronger masculine essence, he explains, and women a
stronger feminine, but it doesn’t really matter which partner
assumes which side of the polarity in the end. The main
thing, according to him, is not to suppress this masculinefeminine, ravisher-ravishee dynamic for the sake of equality
but to embrace it as the root of a relationship’s authenticity
and interpersonal magnetism. And these days, in a social
climate defined by ideals of egalitarian partnership between
the genders, where acknowledging any inherent differences between men and women is often frowned upon and
sometimes emphatically rejected, that’s an awesomely bold
statement to make.
We live in times of “politically correct sameness,” Deida
writes in The Way of the Superior Man, an age of feminine
men and masculine women distinguished by both a lack of
clarity over what our roles should be and a growing discontent with simply making them up as we go along. In calling
men to be men and women to be women again—and not in
the old way but with an eye toward creating forms of relationship that are intentionally new—Deida is appealing to
many people at the leading edge who are “ready to move to
the next stage, grounded in . . . mutual respect and equality,
but celebrating the sexual and spiritual passions inherent in
the masculine/feminine polarity.” From his vantage point,
this is the way toward exactly the kind of spiritual depth so
many of us are hungry for, because to line oneself up with
one’s sexual essence is to line oneself up with the truths of
creation, ultimately leading to the age-old spiritual recognition that real happiness comes only through serving others
and “giving one’s gifts” to the world.
Deida never quite explains how these two are related—the
deep embrace of one’s masculine or feminine essence and
the arguably deeper discovery that life doesn’t necessarily
amount to much unless you’re living for something larger
than yourself. But he does outline three basic stages on the
path of sexual-spiritual growth. The first stage is characterized by self-serving egotism and also by the traditional 1950s
gender roles of man as breadwinner and woman as stay-athome mom. Stage two is the “fi ft y-fi ft y” level of empathy
and balance we see in much of the postmodern West today,

where equality and congeniality reign supreme between the
genders and our main aspiration is really just to get along.
Then there’s stage three, he says, where we finally break free
of the more timid and passionless aspects of second-stage
partnership and begin to reawaken the masculine devotion to
mission or feminine desire for love that allegedly will bring
back our vital core energy and lead to a renewed sense of
purposeful being.
This deep tantric realignment, at least in theory, is what
liberates the individual to let go of self-concern and marks the
emergence of Deida’s ultimate spiritual context for practicing
“living as love” in every moment. And what is that ultimate
context, exactly? Similar to that of classical tantra, it’s the recognition that all of manifest existence is essentially a nondual

“How you like infinity disclosed
is a matter of taste, really.” — David Deida
“play,” a divine show of energies, polarities, and sensory
objects that move through our day-to-day, moment-to-moment
experience but in no way fundamentally define who we are. Instead, we’re defined by our own deep subjectivity, by the space
in which all of our experience arises, by the posture of the witnessing consciousness that sees everything coming and going
but remains free of and unmoved by any of it. “Your job, your
children, your wife, your money, your artistic creations, your
pleasures,” Deida writes, “are all superficial and empty, if they
are not floating in the deep sea of your conscious being.” As he
often puts it, it’s kind of like living as if you’re already dead, in
the bare immensity of having no “hopes and dreams” to hold
on to, “nothing to look forward to. No future to wear.”
In the end, Deida’s third-stage position of the “superior”
woman or man is meant to be nothing short of a total transformation, a radical reorganization of one’s outlook on the most
basic truths of existence—which is, believe it or not, that there
really aren’t any:
Truth is inherently banal. . . . All paintings are equally
just paint; an idiot’s truth isn’t more or less real than
the most sophisticatedly accurate representation. How
you like infinity disclosed is a matter of taste, really. The
mystery that is shows itself to itself through every hole
of being that notices anything.
And that, mesdames et messieurs, is where things start
getting tricky.
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T

he Strange Conflation
of Nirvana and Nihilism

Pulp Fiction, by Quentin Tarantino. Scene 72. INT. CHEVY
NOVA (MOVING) —MORNING.
Jules is behind the wheel, Vincent in the passenger seat,
and Marvin in the back. . . . Vincent turns to the back
seat with the .45 casually in his grip.
Vincent: “Marvin, what do you make of all this?”
Marvin: “Man, I don’t even have an opinion.”
Vincent: “Well you gotta have an opinion. I mean,
do you think that God came down from Heaven
and stopped the bullets?”
Vincent’s .45 goes BANG! Marvin is hit in the
upper chest, below the throat. He GURGLES blood
and SHAKES.
Jules: “Ohh! What the fuck’s happening?”
Vincent: “Ahh, man. I just accidentally shot Marvin
in the face.”
This scene, one of the most startling and famous vignettes
from Quentin Tarantino’s iconic crime drama Pulp Fiction, is
just one of myriad moments of hypersensory violence that
drive forward the film’s brilliantly disjointed, quintessentially
postmodern plot line. “I write movies about mavericks,”
Tarantino says. “About people who break rules.” Or elsewhere,

dom, and enlightenment—my thoughts have often returned
to Tarantino and just how similar the two are to each other.
They work with a similar swagger and a comparably dark
comic flair, with an almost savage irreverence for convention
and a penchant for undermining every authority they get
their hands on, including their own. Reading Deida’s works,
I often feel like I’m in a Tarantino movie because of how
suddenly he’ll turn a corner in his prose and just bite down
on something provocative or vulgar or titillating. He’s always
tossing in an extra “fuck,” “cock,” “slut,” “pussy,” “cunt,”
“anus,” or “asshole,” as if to impishly query his audience, “Are
you hip enough, are you free enough, to get over yourselves
and relish in reality?”
As a card-carrying member of Gen X myself, whenever I
hear baby boomers go on like this, I always find myself wondering who exactly they are trying to embarrass. Opening
Wild Nights at random, for example, my eyes land on these
lines:
“Is there anybody here who is afraid of pleasure?”
“Not me,” Layla answered, teasingly stroking Mykonos’s belly. We were all quite drunk.
“Oh, really?” Mykonos raised an eyebrow at Layla.
. . . “Can you take the pleasure from your cunt and let
it spread into your heart? Hmmm? Can you open your
heart as big as your pussy is open? Breathe that fuck
all the way into your heart. Feel your whole body and
heart as one big cunt. Wide open. Hmmm? . . . Let us all
see your body fucked open by God alive as love!” . . .
Mykonos took another drink, looked around the
room, and then he looked right at me. “You have
nothing to fear. You are already dead. This is the
other side,” Mykonos smiled while he
stroked himself.

Whenever I hear baby boomers go on like
this, I always find myself wondering who
exactly they are trying to embarrass.
referring to the violence in another one of his epic aesthetic
bloodbaths, Kill Bill: “It’s supposed to be kind of amusing and
poetic at the same time. And also just a teeny-tiny bit solemn.
. . . It’s all together. Funny. Solemn. Beautiful. Gross. All at the
same time.”
As I’ve pondered Deida’s many-fingered dharma—subtle
and complex as he warned us it would be, especially when
we get down to the larger questions of truth, reality, free-
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God, sex, and death indeed. Generally these three together, generally with
a dose of morbid fascination, and generally with a wink and a nod that seem to
say: “You know I’m not serious, right? . . .
Or am I? What makes you so sure?” Deida asks readers of his
book Instant Enlightenment, for instance, to ponder the nature
of love, happiness, and higher consciousness by squeezing
their nipples while pretending to be Mother Teresa, imagining
themselves mangled in a car accident, or picturing “living as
a bug beneath dog crap.” Like Tarantino, who raises pointless
conversation to the level of poetry, he likes to have fun with his
audience while always staying one step ahead of them.
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“It’s all in fun,” wrote media theorist Thomas de Zengotita
about Tarantino in an article in the August 2004 edition of
this magazine, a piece that could almost have been written
about Deida instead. “Sensationalism is the ideology of fun in
general, but this particular kind of fun is far from innocent.
It is designed to put the Tarantinian one up, always, and to
expose those who recoil from the graphic violence as congenitally out of it.” Replace Tarantino’s violence with sex and the
macabre aesthetics of death with, well, the macabre aesthetics
of death, and Deida’s got the same basic postmodern formula
that took Tarantino to Cannes—a posh kind of skepticism, and
the incorrigible coolness of not giving a damn.
And that brings me back to where things get tricky. When
Deida says things like “Truth is inherently banal”
or “All paintings are equally just paint,” this is the
ground that it lands on, this postmodern milieu
where honesty is relative and irony is, almost by
definition, profound. In the postmodern ethos,
there’s no such thing as higher truth; truth is boring, obvious, commonplace. Truth is a democracy,
and the “mystery that is,” as Deida puts it, is
available to everyone equally, simply by virtue of
being born. It “shows itself to itself through every
hole of being that notices anything.” Truth is flat,
cheap, and easy, so what’s the big deal, dude? And so it goes,
even for much of postmodern spirituality. You have your
truth, and I have mine. This may not exactly be surprising,
given that our ideas about ultimate truth, reality, and meaning often tend to be as much a product of our times as our
ideas about anything else—nature, gender, politics, etc. But
what is it that makes a spiritual teaching spiritual if there’s
nothing whatsoever that is higher about it? If everything is
equally high, is there anything high at all?
“Eat organic foods,” Deida says:

moon or the empty sky, at the unrepeatable “suchness” and
passing fragility of all temporal phenomena. But they’re
not the same thing. One of the most common philosophical objections to Zen and its notable emphasis on emptiness,
in fact, has always been that it is hard to distinguish it from
the emptiness and meaninglessness of nihilism, and Buddhist scholars and teachers have often gone to great lengths
to try to explain the difference. “Do not imagine,” writes D.T.
Suzuki, “that Zen is nihilism. All nihilism is self-destructive,
it ends nowhere. . . . When it is said that Zen has no philosophy, that it denies all doctrinal authority, that it casts aside all
so-called sacred literature as rubbish, we must not forget that
Zen is holding up in this very act of negation something quite

Deida’s got the same basic formula
that took Tarantino to Cannes—a posh
kind of skepticism, and the incorrigible
coolness of not giving a damn.

Feel really healthy. Save the world. But ultimately, the
world is going to rot. This is a temporary level. We
could make it as beautiful as we want, but it’s still temporary. The true third stage perspective is the unity
of doing your best to improve your life, other people’s
lives, and the world’s lives from a place of realizing
that no amount of improvement is going to save any
of this. You’re doing your best to serve, but it’s riddled
with such humor and compassion because it’s not going anywhere. It’s just going to dissolution.
At first glance, statements like these may seem to resemble
the enigmatic, enlightened laugh of the Zen master at the

positive and eternally affirmative. . . . To be free, life must be
an absolute affirmation.”
Postmodernity, however, has often been thought of by
philosophers and critics of culture as an epoch literally defined
by nihilism, by the disorienting blurring of boundaries
between the high and the low, the true and the false, the
casual and the serious, the real and the merely simulated.
We’re so lost, we have to laugh about it—hence the popularity and the grim appropriateness of artists and auteurs like
Quentin Tarantino. But that nihilistic mood is all the more
disorienting when seen in exactly the place—a spiritual
context—where one would least expect to find it. And it leads
us to an unsettling Catch-22, to say the least: Without anything higher or absolute to affirm, what’s left to live for? To
worship? To feel reverent about? Many of the greatest philosophers of postmodernity have grappled with this question too,
and one of the most influential of them all, the French social
theorist Jean Baudrillard, came up with a very interesting
answer, especially in light of the subject at hand. It’s an
answer, no doubt, that the pickup artists would be glad
to hear about.
He called it seduction.
By that, I think he meant the allure of the material, the
sensate spell of existence and irrefutable immediacy of raw
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Upanishad “that shines beyond all things on earth, beyond us
all, beyond the heavens, beyond the highest, the very highest
heavens”? Or is it something else entirely, something more
like nihilism, albeit dressed in sacred thread?
“I don’t really want to have sex,” Deida writes at one
point in Finding God Through Sex. “I’m feeling a little
tired. But my lover seems to need it. We both need it.
Neither of us is particularly horny. But I can feel her need.
Her body is tense, like she’s not quite sunk into it completely. Her mind is chaotic. Her emotions are agitated,
ungrounded in anything real. She has lost touch with profundity, and so have I. . . . It is during these times—when
I make love for her sake or she does for mine—that we
realize the true form of our loving.” Don’t get me wrong—
I’m all for sex-positive forms of spirituality, for bringing
consciousness and passion to relationships and intimacy,
for inhabiting more authentic masculine and feminine
modes of being. Bring it on! But does it
have to feel like this?
In a world delineated by secularism
and scientific materialism, it makes sense
that the materiality of the things you see
and feel in front of you would be the only
— Charles Baudelaire
source of meaning worth believing in. But
that’s a very different world than the world
of enlightenment, of spirit, and of mystical nonduality that
Michel Foucault, for example, was so desperate for the experiDeida claims to inhabit. As much as the postmodern denial
ence of transcendence that he died tragically of AIDS at just
of absolute truths and value hierarchies might appear to be
fi ft y-seven, after years spent chasing bliss and degradation on
the same as the tantric discovery of unity and emptiness at
the San Francisco S&M scene. “Nothing is negative in transthe very heart of things, they’re really polar opposites. And
gression,” he’s famous for saying. As historian James Miller
the problem with Deida’s “pulp dharma,” in the end, is that
explains, it was Foucault’s belief that
he conflates the two: nihilism, the total absence of meaning;
nonduality, the overwhelming omnipresence of a meaning
by letting its most agonizing [erotic] impulses run
incomprehensible by the mind. Masquerading as a purveyor
wild . . . a human being might “recognize itself for
of timeless wisdom and profound spiritual liberation, he
the first time”—and simultaneously feel the transforseems instead to be co-opting the language and tradition of
mative force of “the transcendens pure and simple.”
enlightenment on behalf of a very different kind of liberty—
“Transgression,” Foucault writes, thus “affirms this
the freedom and impunity of the postmodern cynic who
limitlessness into which it leaps,” opening a space of
places his faith in the ultimate pointlessness of everything.
possible transfiguration and offering us moderns our
In the words of another great postmodern auteur—or pair
“sole manner of discovering the sacred in its unmediof them—the Coen brothers, who poke fun at the unpredictated content.”
able (and pointedly sexual) dangers of nihilism in their own
cult classic The Big Lebowski:
The question remains, however: Was the limitlessness
Foucault experienced in transgressive sex really the same
Vee believe in nossing, Lebowski. Nossing! Und tomorthing as the limitlessness of the spiritually free? Is the postrow, vee come back und vee cut off your chonson! ■
modern shattering of taboos, truths, and traditional boundaries really synonymous with the nonduality of the mystics, the
“peace that passeth understanding,” the light of the Chandogya
experience. “Seduction is the world’s elementary dynamic,”
Baudrillard writes. “For what has happened to good and evil,
to the true and the false, to all these great distinctions which
we need to decipher and make sense of our world? . . . Seduction hurls them against one another, and unites them beyond
meaning, in a paroxysm of intensity and charm.” In an age
of materiality, when every sort of value hierarchy is suspect,
it’s hard to beat the charm and intensity of transgression—the
shock value of the crass and the crude, the adrenaline rush of
breaking taboos—to lift us up, at least momentarily, from the
featureless horizons of the surrounding flatland.
“I want to top expectations,” says Tarantino. “I want to
blow you away.” Or as Deida quotes Charles Baudelaire in
Waiting to Love: “What is exhilarating in bad taste is the aristocratic pleasure of giving offense.”
But rejecting transcendence doesn’t mean we aren’t still
hungry for it. Baudrillard’s philosophical contemporary

“What is exhilarating in bad taste is the
aristocratic pleasure of giving offense.”
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The experimental
One Taste community
is pioneering a new
spiritual path. But
can their metaphysics
of masturbation take
us all the way?

Insight

BY MAURA R. O'CONNOR

T

he first time I met a member of the experimental spiritual
community called One Taste was at a launch party for this
magazine’s “women’s liberation” issue. A woman struck up a
conversation with me and began talking about the work she and
her fellow community members were undertaking.
“What do you guys do?” I asked her.
“This,” said the woman with a smile, and she began moving
her index finger up and down in the air. “We stroke. Like this.”
“Stroke what?”
“The clitoris!” She moved her finger to her palm and began
making quick but gentle strokes on it.
What the hell?! I thought to myself. We were surrounded by
people, but she didn’t seem aware of them at all, showing no
sign of embarrassment as she continued to demonstrate how she
stroked women’s genitals to bring them to orgasm as a spiritual
practice. I awkwardly blushed and stuttered my way out of the
conversation as quickly as possible.
Over the course of the next year, however, I began to find out a
little more about One Taste. The community at that time had over
forty-five members, or “sensual researchers,” split between a main
center on Folsom Street in San Francisco and a smaller center in
New York City. They practice something called Orgasmic Meditation (OM), a fi fteen-minute or longer exercise in which a man or
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to make me feel extremely uncomfortable, as if I was a voyeur on
the set of a pornographic movie rather than a witness of a sacred
interchange. I could barely look in the direction of the massage
table, as though doing so was deeply transgressive. I had expected
to feel challenged by the demonstration, but I hadn’t expected to
be so completely disturbed by it. After six or seven minutes, the
second instructor asked us to begin sharing our feelings about
what we were seeing.
“My pussy is tingling,” someone said from the audience.
“I’ve got a rumbling in my stomach,” said another.
“I feel like I have to pee.”
“I’m thinking about lunch.”
If there was spiritual energy flowing through the room, it
seemed to be bypassing my fellow attendees and me. Finally, the
instructor began to slow down before placing her palm onto the
groaning woman’s vagina, pushing hard.
“I’m applying a lot of pressure, pushing all the blood back into
her body,” she narrated. “She’s surrendered her thinking mind. She’s gone into
her limbic system. It’s really important to
bring her back into the room.”
The woman sat up with a peaceful,
almost stoned look on her face and smiled
at us. “It’s just like Zen meditation,” she
—Nicole Daedone, founder of One Taste
explained. “You notice a thought but then
you just come back. I just come back to sensation.”
Despite my first embarrassing encounter with a One Taste
As I tried with great futility to make the connection between
member, I was still curious about their work. Like most Gen Y’ers,
an
austere
Zen monastery filled with silent monks meditating on
I was raised in post–sexual revolution America, where sex ed in
emptiness and what I had just seen, the instructor added, “The
middle school and sex before marriage are the norm. Because of
goal is to touch and experience everything on a sensual level. I
this, I’ve never thought of myself as being particularly inhibited.
just focus on the feeling of her clitoris connecting with my finger.
But after learning about One Taste, I questioned whether I was
It’s not about the mind.”
experiencing the deeper fulfillment Daedone claims is theoretically possible.
Curious as I was, I never could have anticipated what I saw the
efore we were let go for our lunch break, the instructors
first time I witnessed an OM demonstration as part of a weekend
gave us advice on how to unwind or “come down” after the
workshop at the One Taste center in New York City. After spending
high energy that OM can induce in its participants.
the morning in a “share circle,” thirteen other attendees and I sat
“Fucking is a great way to come down,” suggested one of the
facing a massage table where a naked One Taste member lay down instructors.
and spread her legs. A female instructor put on a pair of latex
“Or cleaning is a great way to come down,” added another.
gloves while another set the timer on a clock for fi fteen minutes.
“Cleaning is so, so good.”
As the instructor began stroking the woman’s clitoris, the woman’s
Just then a woman in the back of the room piped in. “Wasn’t
body started shaking. Within a few minutes she was practically
this really voyeuristic? These chairs are set up like a theater.
convulsing while emitting a steady stream of “Ohs” and “Ahs” that There’s a sense that this is highly inappropriate,” she said.
turned into long, almost animal-like shrieks that filled the room.
Thank God, I thought. Someone finally said something! But the
The instructor’s face was tensed in concentration as she sped up
instructor just smiled and said, “Thank you for sharing that voice.
the strokes, her thumb resting in the woman’s vaginal opening.
This is highly unusual. It’s okay to feel that.” And then she let us
Despite what I had read about the power of OM, the scene began
go for lunch.
woman strokes the genitals of another man or woman in order to
awaken the energy or life force of the body. OM, they believe, is
a way of accessing the Divine, a spiritual practice that along with
meditation and yoga will become a sort of holy trinity for the
“post-New Age” lifestyle. Indeed, orgasm is such a central tenet
of the One Taste philosophy that they use the word to describe
almost every spiritual experience. “Love, Bliss, Consciousness, the
Void,” said Nicole Daedone, founder of the group. “Whatever you
want to call this ‘it’ that is being heralded by many, we’re calling it
Orgasm. Ultimately, it is some form of light and heat. It is motion.
It is energy. It is a potent, ever-present, value-neutral force.”
For One Taste members, OM represents the next logical step
in our spiritual evolution, a step that will liberate human beings
from their conditioned relationship to sexuality. Indeed, they
believe that traditional roles given to us by society, biology, and
morality have repressed human beings and their capacity for
authentic freedom.

“Love, Bliss, Consciousness, the Void.
Whatever you want to call this ‘it’ that is being
heralded by many, we’re calling it Orgasm.”

B
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I left the center and walked out onto the street, realizing that
I was so disturbed that I was physically trembling. Earlier in the
day, the instructors had told us that practicing OM was like “vipassana meditation times a hundred.” It’s like entering the deepest
problems in your life and “detonating the bombs, using sexuality
as a way of freeing up other parts of our lives. The body doesn’t
lie,” they said. As I walked around SoHo, I reflected on these
claims. The experience of the greatest heights of sexual pleasure
might feel like enlightened consciousness, but is it really? Can
orgasm solve our deepest problems—the philosophical, existential,
or moral ones?

O

ne week later I had an opportunity to interview Daedone
over the phone about One Taste, and I mentioned how
uncomfortable the workshop had been for me. “That’s
great!” she said excitedly. Only later did I realize that for Daedone
and other members of One Taste, discomfort is a sure sign that
you are pushing your own evolution in the right direction rather
than a sign something might be amiss.
One Taste has around a half dozen instructors, but Daedone is
the visionary, the director, and the most visible public face of the
community. In her frequent lectures she is confident and intelligent, cracking jokes and flashing an easy smile. She spent much
of her twenties and thirties in California searching for a satisfying
philosophical or spiritual teaching, studying Theosophy for ten
years and finally Buddhism. During that time she also undertook
a practice of celibacy for two and a half years. Her sensual awakening, as she calls it, occurred in 1997, when a man approached her
at a party and offered to practice a form of orgasmic meditation
on her—he would touch her genitals, describing everything that
he saw, but would receive nothing in return. Despite her celibate
practice, Daedone was intrigued and decided to try it. When the
man began to touch her clitoris with his finger, Daedone says
something “plugged in.” The thoughts in her head immediately
vanished, and she became filled with electric energy. “It was more
profound than any experience I had ever had, and I knew that I
wanted to dedicate my life to extending that,” she says.
She opened the first One Taste center four years ago in San
Francisco and billed it as an “urban communal retreat.” Any
passerby could stop by for fresh juice at the cafe and attend a yoga
class (naked or clothed, depending on preference). For those curious seekers with a desire to dive into the One Taste philosophy,
they could join the Urban Monk Program, a residency that lasts
for weeks or months and includes a full OM practice and becoming a “sensual research partner” with others in the community.
Being a One Taste monk is a considerable commitment of time
and energy. There is a morning OM session, followed by sitting

meditation and a communal breakfast. During the day there are
communication practices and yoga classes; at night there are
lectures, a communal dinner, group exercises, and a second OM
session. Not all residents participate in each activity (some leave
during the day for work), but Daedone said the general lifestyle
is designed to be rigorous and stimulating, demanding both
introspection and engagement from participants. Some members
choose to practice OM up to five times a day.
Daedone has said that early in One Taste’s sensual research,

A female instructor put on a pair
of latex gloves while another set the
timer on a clock for fifteen minutes.
the common gender roles of men pursuing sex and women resisting or playing “hard to get” seemed to crumble. Once the women
began connecting with their orgasmic energy through the daily
OMs, it unleashed a torrent of sexual desire in them. Several of the
male members were giving between fi fteen and twenty OMs per
day—so many that they began begging Daedone to “make it stop.”
This, however, is the sort of gender remodeling that One Taste
seeks to accomplish, tearing down stereotypes and taboos as relics
of a bygone sexually oppressive age.
To do this, the urban monks undertake much sexual experi-
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imentation—a great deal more than, say, occurs in the average
American bedroom but only slightly less than occurs in most
bonobo primate populations. Although the One Taste website was
recently redesigned and no longer includes discussion boards and
blogs, the previous website detailed the constantly shift ing sleep-

experience, people are truly able to let go of their egos in order to
commune with one another and stop operating from a place of
sensual scarcity. “I think as a culture, we’re ‘limbically’ deprived,” she
said.
Twenty-five hundred years ago, the Buddha told his disciples
that the origin of suffering is desire and that freedom is the cessation of wanting for oneself. When
Daedone explained to me that the problem in our
culture today is sensual scarcity rather than sensual
desires, it struck me how One Taste’s philosophy flips
this perennial truth on its head—the profoundest
freedom for One Taste monks is in the experience
of sensual desire and its satiation. It’s during these
times that they transcend their egos. This is especially true for
women, says Daedone. “Women let go of their egos via suppressed
cortex activity, freeing the limbic response of their body. They let
go, to and through their orgasmic bodies, of the ego-based defense
structures of the self.”
As problematic as I find the idea that letting go of my ego requires me to suppress the higher functions of my brain connected
to the cortex—memory, thought, language, and consciousness—
Daedone is not the first to propose that a woman’s authenticity
and freedom are directly related to her orgasmic capacity. Indeed,
the history of the idea goes back several decades to the sexual
revolution. As Jane Gerhard wrote in her book Desiring Revolution (2001), “Sixties rebels infused sexuality with the values of
autonomy, wholeness, and selfhood. The countercultural emphasis
on authenticity led to a powerful celebration of the body as the
highest expression of unsullied nature.” In this context, orgasm
became a sign of self-determination and liberation. This emphasis in the counterculture also gave birth to a slew of communities, such as the Sexual Freedom League, established in 1963,
and Lafayette Morehouse University, begun in 1968, dedicated to
putting into practice new attitudes toward sex. One of the latter’s
founders, Victor Baranco, began giving hourlong demonstrations
of a “woman in orgasm” that would profoundly influence Daedone
more than thirty years later when she attended such a demonstration in Northern California.

Daedone is not the first to propose that a
woman’s authenticity and freedom are
directly related to her orgasmic capacity.
ing arrangements between members (and the inevitable jealousies
that are bred as a result), as well as orgiastic group OM sessions
in which the monks take turns stroking each other. One post (by
no means the most explicit) described a session in which “Mike
stroked Sally, John stroked Jessica, and Sarah stroked Jamie. When
we finished, Gabrielle and Bill stroked Matt while I grounded his
legs. When they finished, Matt stroked Mike, Thomas came in and
stroked Gabrielle, and Jamie stroked Sarah.” (Names have been
changed to protect individual privacy.)

A

t the physical level, One Taste defines orgasm as when the
involuntary musculature in the genitals is activated but
before ejaculation in men or the peak of contractions in
women—just before the moment of “climax” as we commonly
understand it. When One Taste talks about orgasm, they’re referring to this window of time, when the body’s sensitivity is at its
highest, and the aim is to keep that window open for as long as
possible.
OM, however, is not necessarily intended to result in physical
climax. During the demonstration I attended, the woman being
stroked said she didn’t actually “go over” at all. What did happen,
according to the instructors, was that her cerebral cortex shut
down and her limbic system activity increased. The oldest part of
the human brain, the limbic system is sometimes called the reptilian mind because humans share it with crocodiles and lizards. It
controls the simplest level of our consciousness, that which is
responsible for breathing, cardiac function, and blood pressure.
It’s also the command center for our emotional experiences, hormonal secretions, and sexual arousal.
Connecting to this primal mind, according to Daedone, attunes us
to a preverbal wisdom, before what our more recently evolved cortex
tells us is inappropriate or appropriate, immoral or moral behavior.
When two people OM together, the idea is that they are actually connecting limbic systems and accessing a shared energy field, beyond
ego. Indeed, Daedone said she believes that in authentic orgasmic
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T

he history of attitudes toward female sexuality and orgasm
is long and varied, but it’s worthwhile to attempt to capture
some of it here because it helps illuminate the roots of the
One Taste philosophy. Beginning with the sexual revolution, there
was a radical rethinking of female desire and the double standards
that had until then ruled women’s lives. Cultural mores, many
of which stemmed from Victorian ideals of female chastity and
virtue—that women didn’t have sexual appetites or were “dirty” if
they did, that frigidity was a psychological affliction rather than a
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physiological issue, that procreation within marriage was the only
legitimate reason to have sex—were tossed out as mere patriarchal
oppression.
Where had these ideas about women come from in the first
place? One theory put forth in the 1960s was that women’s sexuality had to be subjugated to allow for cultural evolution itself.
American psychoanalyst Mary Jane Sherfey put a feminist twist
on Sigmund Freud’s theories and wrote that primitive women’s
biological sex drives were so strong that they threatened the “disciplined requirements of a settled family life” and the successful
spread of civilization. To support some of her theories, Sherfey
used the work of researchers William Masters and Virginia Johnson, who did more for the female orgasm in the twentieth century
than perhaps even the vibrator did.
Between 1957 and 1965, Masters and Johnson studied an
estimated ten thousand orgasms experienced by hundreds of men
and women in the laboratory and published their findings in
Human Sexual Response (1966). The groundbreaking book debunked the idea that women could only climax by having sex with
men, that penis size had anything to do with their satisfaction, or
that, like men, women could only orgasm once during intercourse.
This last discovery struck Sherfey as particularly significant.
“Theoretically, a woman could go on having orgasms
indefinitely if physical exhaustion did not intervene,”
she wrote. In other words, chaste behavior wasn’t biologically programmed into women; it was just another
cultural script that could now be rewritten.
Until Masters and Johnson’s research, the orgasm
had been a grossly misunderstood aspect of women’s
sexuality. From the first century CE onward, physicians said women should be brought to “paroxysm”
as a cure for chronic hysteria or anxiety. Later, some
medieval texts argued that orgasm was essential for conception,
and attention was placed on stimulating the clitoris during intercourse. Yet in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was
much debate about whether women had the capacity to experience
sexual desire at all. During the Victorian era, doctors continued to
prescribe orgasms as treatment for nervousness and depression,
administering the “medicine” themselves during home visits.
In the early twentieth century, scientists, doctors, and psychoanalysts (Freud being the most prominent) insisted that orgasms
should only take place as a result of stimulation to the vaginal
canal. In 1953, for instance, the psychoanalyst Frank Caprio wrote,
“Whenever a woman is incapable of achieving an orgasm via
coitus, provided the husband is an adequate partner, and prefers
clitoral stimulation to any other form of sexual activity, she can
be regarded as suffering from frigidity and requires psychiatric
assistance.”

According to the American Medical Association, three out of
four women in America were frigid in the 1950s. No wonder, since
both men and women were ignoring the clitoris as taboo. But
when women’s sexual appetites and the clitoral orgasm were established as scientific fact, the sexual revolution for women would
begin in full. Gender equality would rule the bedroom, with
women having as many orgasms as men, if not many, many more.
Women would no longer feel like freaks, unsatiated, repressed,
afraid of their own anatomy, posing as seductresses but strangers
to real desire. No more shame or having to choose to be a “bad
girl” in order to feel pleasure.
As it turns out, however, women today aren’t having any more
orgasms than they did thirty years ago. Seventy-five percent of
men report always climaxing during intercourse but only around
twenty percent of women do according to some surveys, a number
five points lower than what Alfred Kinsey reported in the late
1950s. As many as ten percent of women today have never experienced an orgasm; over half report faking orgasms multiple times.
These numbers aren’t any better when you limit the data
to younger women. In 2007, a Stanford University sociologist
conducted a study of four thousand college undergraduates across
the United States and found that the young women experienced

A few minutes later one of the instructors
began rubbing her butt up and down against
my body. “Is this appropriate? Is it? Is it?” she
asked, laughing.
orgasm half as much as men but gave oral sex at much higher
rates than men did. “It seems that young women are falling in line
with their mothers and grandmothers,” Dr. Elisabeth Lloyd, author
of The Case of the Female Orgasm, told me. “A lot of young women
that I meet kind of act like prostitutes, but their actual level of
pleasure in orgasm is no different than it was eighty years ago.”
In light of this troubling history of women’s sexuality, One
Taste’s prescription for more orgasms might seem like the perfect
solution to our systemic disconnect from physical climax. But One
Taste doesn’t just aim to cure women of frigidity; it aims to lead
them toward spiritual awakening. Are they really the same thing?
In Daedone’s view, the answer is yes. “Sensuality lets you dive
back into all of these different experiences: the heart experiences,
the spiritual experiences, the pain, the dirty, ugly experiences.
Sensuality will go into any one of those realms. I don’t think it’s
particularly spiritual, but I don’t think spirituality is particularly
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spiritual. I think it all is [spiritual]. So, does that answer the spirituality question? It goes everywhere.”

F

rom a scientific point of view, activating the limbic system
may actually not be the same thing as experiencing meditative or enlightened states of consciousness. For decades,
neuroscientists have been fascinated by the possibility that the
limbic system plays a direct role in peak spiritual states, but more
recent studies have discredited the theory. The neural underpinnings of heightened states of consciousness appear to involve complex communications between many different parts of the brain,
some of which involve the limbic system but others that don’t. For
example, in his studies of Carmelite nuns in states of communion
with God, Mario Beauregard, author of The Spiritual Brain, found
that no fewer than six regions of the brain were engaged during
these states.
Some recent studies even seem to indicate that the very experience of oneness that One Taste seeks to achieve through OM is
connected to the prefrontal cortex rather than to the limbic system. In 2001, neuroscientists studied a group of Buddhist monks,
monitoring their brains during meditation. They found that peak
meditation experiences involve a drop in activity in the parietal
lobe, where spatial navigation takes place, but an increase in
activity in the prefrontal cortex—the very place in the brain that is
responsible for planning complex cognitive behaviors, for personality expression, and for moderating correct social behavior. These
findings call into question one of the most important cases for orgasm that One Taste makes: that its benefits—a feeling of oneness
and communion—are induced by shutting down our cortexes.
Interestingly, the experience of OM at the neurological level, as
One Taste members explain it, could have more similarities to the
act of speaking in tongues than meditation. In 2006, University
of Pennsylvania scientists released a study in which the brains of
five women speaking in tongues were monitored and showed that
activity in the subjects’ frontal lobes—where the cortex is located—
significantly declined. As reported in Scientific American, “Because
the frontal lobes are broadly used for self-control, the research
team concluded that the decrement in activity there enabled the
loss of control necessary for such garrulous outbursts.”
When I read this, I was instantly reminded of how much of
the One Taste workshop I attended emphasized giving up control.
Over the course of two days, participants received lap-dancing
tips, looked at their genitals in mirrors, wrote letters to their
vaginas, and stripped naked in front of one another. Throughout
all these exercises, the instructors emphasized giving up control,
letting ourselves do what “feels” right rather than what we “think”
is right or wrong. At one point, they brought out a pile of high
heels and encouraged everyone to put a pair on and employ their
lap-dancing lesson while listening to Snoop Dog. I’ve never been
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called a square on the dance floor—I actually like going to clubs
and busting a move—but I stepped to the side, tapping my foot
awkwardly when the women began grinding against one another.
One of the instructors asked if I was all right, and I said, “I just
feel a little uncomfortable.” “It’s OK to sit this one out,” she assured me. But a few minutes later she began rubbing her butt up
and down against my body, trying to coax me out of what was
obviously some sort of major blockage in my sensual capacities.
“Is this appropriate? Is it? Is it?” she asked, laughing. Indeed, the
dominant message of the weekend—stop thinking and give yourself permission to have whatever you desire—seemed more like
the moral to a Sex and the City episode than a path to God.

I

s this the message that women need to hear in order to become
spiritually liberated? Perhaps first we must find the answer to
the “great question” that even Freud, despite thirty years of
research into “the feminine soul,” could not figure out: What do
women want? If we rely on the “wisdom” of our reptilian brains,
sensual pleasure is sure to be high on the list. But relying on
a preverbal level of consciousness, where the closest thing to a
moral compass is the fight-or-flight response, as a guidepost for
our future evolution seems seriously inadequate. That’s not to say
that the next stage of our spiritual development might not include
the potential for women to experience deeper degrees of physical
pleasure and intimacy. But surely if women want to become participants and leaders in the evolution of culture, it seems crucial
that we in no way denigrate or deemphasize the capacity of our
higher minds.
During one of many, many “share circles” held throughout the
One Taste workshop, my obvious discomfort during the exercises
came up in the conversation. “I’m not sure what they’re really
about,” I told the group. “Where is the spiritual value for women
in getting naked in front of each other or dancing to Snoop Dog?”
“Shaking your booty is not that big a deal,” said the instructor.
“It’s not like all strippers are exploited. And, frankly, I think it’s
rigid and mean to bring other people down.”
Sensing conflict, the second instructor stepped in. “These are
good questions. They’re kind of debate-y questions, and we could
spend a week talking about them.” Looking at me, she said, “What
would happen if you stopped using your either-or mind? What
would happen if you just let yourself have it all?” But before I
could answer her question, another woman in the circle blurted
out, “I’d really like to get into my body, not my brains!”
“Good,” said the instructor. ■

Maura R. O’Connor is a regular contributor to EnlightenNext magazine.
She currently lives in Sri Lanka and works as a staff reporter for
Colombo’s Sunday Times.
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Pioneering psychologist Jenny Wade’s surprising study
of mystical experiences in the bedroom
BY ELIZABETH DEBOLD

T

hough searching for enlightenment between the
sheets may be a favorite
postmodern path, that wasn’t
Jenny Wade’s aim in writing Transcendent Sex: When Lovemaking
Opens the Veil, published in 2004.
But after having a few surprising
spiritual experiences during sex,
she began to wonder how many
other people found themselves
unexpectedly catapulted into
another dimension of reality when
in a lover’s arms. Wade, whose
day job encompasses working as a
developmental psychologist (she
authored the impressive Changes
of Mind: A Holonomic Theory of
the Evolution of Consciousness),
organizational consultant, and
faculty member at the Institute
of Transpersonal Psychology, did
what any good academic would
do: She created a research project.
Soliciting interview subjects from
among her lecture attendees
and students, Wade pulled back

the bedclothes and uncovered
a whole uncharted domain of
unusual altered-state experiences.
Speaking with people untrained
in the esoteric sexual arts, she
learned that they were having
experiences “worlds of magnitude
above and beyond what most of
us think of as an ordinary experience of lovemaking.” Wade now
estimates that such “transcendent
sex” experiences, which can occur
before, during, or after sex, are far
more prevalent than one might
think. Looking at all the evidence,
she thinks that one person in eight
(liberally) or one person in twenty
(conservatively) will have such an
experience in their lifetime.
In this EnlightenNext interview,
Wade brings a remarkably lucid
and level-headed perspective to
this fascinating research that defied all of her own preconceptions
and stretches our sense of reality
far beyond the boudoir.

ENLIGHTENNEXT: How did you become interested in what you call
transcendent sex?
JENNY WADE: Well, after a lifetime of ordinary and actually fairly
great sex, when I was in my forties, I started having unusual experiences. They came as a complete surprise to me. In the first one, I
had visions of being in another place and time in history. I really
wondered about my sanity. Then one day while making love, I had
an experience of dropping into the void—of pure white light, of
nothingness. The world gradually reconstituted itself but in a different way than before. As often happens with satori experiences, I was
struck by the profundity, the absurdity, the total beauty of it. I was
so amused that I had missed this all my life that I burst out laughing
and couldn’t stop. Tears were coming down my cheeks! This brought
sex to a halt (as you can imagine). After I composed myself, my lover
and I began talking about it. He then confessed that he had also been
having transcendent experiences with me.
So that got me curious. I wanted to find out what kinds of alteredstate experiences people have during sex when they haven’t had
specific training in Taoist or tantric esoteric practices. I also wanted
to know how they understood what happened to them. I found that
when people couldn’t explain their experience or when it transcended
normal Newtonian reality or if they seemed to experience a benign or
beneficent force, they would say, “Well, it must have been God” or “It
must have been Spirit.” In fact, whether or not people believed in God
or Spirit, the way they interpreted their experience almost invariably
enlarged and enhanced their quality of life.
EN: Can you give an example?
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Transcendent Sex
JW: One woman and her lover, who was a student of mine, had fixed
dinner at home and then made love for a time. As they were making love, she got very frightened because suddenly she was sucked
away from her body and became afraid that she wouldn’t be able
to get back in. She thought her soul was going to die. She started
trembling, and her lover began stroking her in a nonsexual way,
saying, “Calm down, you’re safe here, you’re not dying; just go into
the experience.” So she let go. He said that he could feel vast amounts
of energy coming off the central meridians of her body and that her
eyes were moving rapidly as though she was having a dream in REM
sleep. But she saw herself walk through a doorway and then found
herself surrounded by the presence of God. She had a feeling of being
totally loved, being completely precious to God, as was everyone. All
the things she had regretted in her life made absolutely no difference
in this flood of unconditional love. This was totally contrary to her
beliefs—she had thought that if she ever met God, she would learn
how she didn’t measure up.
EN: Both your own story and this one point to one of your most
fascinating findings, which is that the majority of the time, partners
have completely different experiences.
JW: Yes, lovers rarely felt and shared the same experience. The
biggest exception was past-life experiences where it often seemed
that both lovers suddenly found themselves, as one of my participants said, feeling as if they were watching a movie and couldn’t
leave the theater even if they didn’t like what was happening in
the film. Some people didn’t compare their stories until after it
was over; when they did, they discovered that the details were
very much the same: “Yes, you were wearing a red dress,” or “The
tile around the fireplace was dark green.” But those were the only
times that people shared the same experience.
Also, I found that the type of sex—for example, heterosexual
or not—and the mechanics of it were not important. However, the
longer one engaged in sexual activity (whatever it might be), the more
likely it was that these experiences would occur. Most of the people I
talked to were engaging in sex for hours. But I had some people who
had these experiences just holding hands or kissing; for others, it
happened after sex was over.
EN: Why does sexual intimacy provide such a fertile context for
these experiences?
JW: When you think about it, many of the things people do naturally during sex are similar to activities that create altered states.
For instance, sex for most people involves repetitive movement
and repetitive sound, which is not that different from chanting
or trance dancing or other things different cultures use to bring
about altered states. There is also sensory deprivation—you may
have your eyes closed or be in a dimly lit situation. At the same
time, there’s arousal in one or two sensory channels, like touch.
It’s like meditation or centering prayer, where there is one-pointed
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attention and alertness while also being relaxed.
Moreover, in the best of circumstances during lovemaking, we
really are trying to get beyond our own egos, in some way trying to
merge with our lover. In ideal situations, we can view this as a sacred
dance of love that we’re doing together. But this kind of experience
is not necessarily just a concomitant of true love. I found it also with
people who were having transient or casual sex, because during
casual sex they’re not inhibited—it’s no holds barred.
Sex also gives us a way to awaken many of the energetic centers
in our bodies in different ways than we normally do—which is part of
the kundalini tradition. People who have access to their sexual energy
can begin to work with it and open up different levels of experience
than they usually have access to.
EN: Were there any surprises for you in your findings?
JW: Almost every hypothesis I had coming into this research
was shattered. One supposition I had was that women who were
multiorgasmic, particularly women who could chain orgasm and
keep releasing endorphins, might have very different experiences
both qualitatively and quantitatively. That was not the case at all.
The ability to have these experiences was not in any way related to
people’s ability to orgasm.
EN: Do you think that sexuality is a serious spiritual path on its own?
JW: Entered into thoughtfully, it can be. The tantric tradition is partly
about this. A lot of neo-tantra in the West has been stripped of its
spiritual roots, but classic tantra aims to reach nonattachment regarding the body and physical sex. So if we’re talking about sex in that
larger context, I would say absolutely yes. But we in the West don’t yet
have an effective way of understanding that path and the potential it
has for spiritual development.
Historically, spiritual authorities in every religion have attempted
to control the body’s appetites and deny sensuality out of fear that
these things divert us from cultivating clarity of mind or because
we find it hard to control ourselves. There was clearly a socializing
influence provided by these taboos. And since many aspects of sex
were included in such taboos, there’s now a backlash or countermovement. More and better orgasms are the order of the day, and we look
askance at people who aren’t multiorgasmic or really great lovers.
I’d like to see us truly get to a place of choice in relation to sex. From
an evolutionary standpoint, ideally you would engage with sex not
because it was once forbidden or because you see it as the only
right path. You would make intelligent and ethical choices about
whether to engage sexually based on your wisdom and integrity
to do what’s right at the right time in your life.
Listen to the full interview with developmental psychologist
Jenny Wade at enlightennext.org/wade
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The Genesis Device
by Tom Huston

Deep below the surface of the earth outside Geneva,
Switzerland, the Large Hadron Collider is poised to
answer some of physicists’ most pressing questions
about the origin and structure of the universe. What
new conceptions of the cosmos await us?

L

ast November, my wife and I got tickets to the
New York Metropolitan Opera’s production of
Doctor Atomic, a three-hour performance about
the American physicist Robert Oppenheimer, who
led the Manhattan Project during World War II to develop
the atomic bomb. Although the opera was being performed
live at the Met on Manhattan’s Upper West Side, we were
in London, where the show was being transmitted, live and
in high definition, to the sixty-five-foot-high screen at the
British Film Institute’s IMAX theater by the Thames. Even
for tech-savvy Gen Y’ers who take scientific wonders like the
iPhone for granted, this struck us as being pretty amazing.
Trillions upon trillions of photons (the quantum particles
that make up light) are captured by video cameras focused
on the stage in New York while the molecular vibrations we
call sound beat against microphones, instantly translated
into electromagnetic fields racing along metal wires. Then the
encoded video and audio signals are electronically processed
and synchronized, beamed up to a satellite orbiting the
earth, and streamed back down to the U.K. to be reconverted

into sounds and images resembling the originally recorded
forms. All happening in real time, all happening at nearly the
speed of light.
I think Robert Oppenheimer would have been
amazed too.
A genius and polymath who loved to quote Baudelaire
in French and expanded his linguistic repertoire so he could
read the Bhagavad Gita in the original Sanskrit, Oppenheimer
was known for his fascination with the larger, even spiritual,
implications of human beings gaining increasing mastery of
the fundamental forces of the physical world. Upon the first
successful detonation of a nuclear bomb at the Trinity test
site in the New Mexico desert on July 16, 1945, Oppenheimer
famously recalled that two lines from the Gita came to mind
as he watched, with a scientist’s relief and a mystic’s awe, the
blinding explosion of light and the mushroom cloud that followed. The first was, “If the radiance of a thousand suns were
to burst at once into the sky, that would be like the splendor
of the Mighty One.” The second was more ominous: “Now I
am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”
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Sixty-four years later, we stand at the brink of another
potentially world-changing—though hopefully less destructive—foray into the nuclear realm. This summer near Geneva,
Switzerland, the massive new particle accelerator known as
the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) will finally become fully
operational, opening a new window onto the subatomic universe for physicists around the globe.
Built in the shape of a giant ring seventeen miles in
circumference, costing more than eight billion dollars, and
meticulously constructed by ten thousand scientists and
engineers over a period of thirteen years, the LHC is the largest and most sophisticated scientific instrument ever devised,
a massive marvel of human ingenuity buried more than five
hundred feet below ground on the border between Switzerland and France. Using pulsing magnets with a cumulative

miniature black holes that could devour the earth. Parents
allegedly phoned CERN, begging them to shut down the LHC
for the sake of their children’s lives. At least one American
physicist received a death threat for his involvement with
the European atom-smasher. And even though many of the
countless news articles, blog posts, and BBC and CNN segments about the LHC featured respected scientific authorities
asserting that such apocalyptic scenarios were scientifically
spurious, such reassurances didn’t seem to reach some of
humanity’s more superstitious quarters. In India, people
reportedly flocked to temples in fear and a sixteen-year-old
girl named Chaya tragically killed herself, terrified that the
world would come to an end when the LHC was activated the
next day.
Although the collider clearly has not destroyed the planet,
an electrical fault did cause a
minor explosion just nine days
after the LHC’s activation, necessitating an immediate shutdown
of the device until repairs can
be completed this spring. Since
then, public interest in the
project appears to have dropped
considerably. But for those scientists who have closely followed the LHC’s construction since
the early 1990s and speak of it in reverential tones, the excitement hasn’t waned in the slightest. Having recently spoken
with some of them, I’m beginning to understand why. For
them, the LHC is truly a kind of “God machine,” and not just
for its mind-boggling size, incredible sophistication, and aweinspiring power. No, the LHC is a God machine because it will
allow human beings to play God like never before—reproducing, in a controlled setting, the same energetic conditions that
defined the moment of creation, 13.73 billion years ago, when
the universe was less than one-billionth of a second old and
had only expanded to about the size of a solar system.
In the summer of 1945, Oppenheimer marveled at the
force he had released by splitting the atom, which suddenly
granted to humanity the kind of power that had previously
been the province of the Divine. Now, in the summer of 2009,
a new and similarly ambitious physics experiment will begin.
There can be little doubt that the discoveries made by the
LHC will have repercussions that extend beyond the strictly
scientific realm, broadening, deepening, and perhaps even
redefining our understanding of the universe and our place
in it. So what mind-expanding machinations will soon be
stirring deep below Geneva?

The Large Hadron Collider will replicate
conditions similar to those that existed just a
billionth of a second after the big bang, when the
universe was a seething miasma of quantum chaos.
power of fourteen trillion electron-volts, the device will accelerate streams of atomic particles to over 99.999 percent of the
speed of light from opposite directions and crash them into
each other, replicating explosive conditions similar to those
believed to have existed just a billionth of a second after the
big bang, when the universe was a seething miasma of quantum chaos. By closely analyzing what happens in these intense collisions, which will happen up to six hundred million
times per second in each of the LHC’s four giant experimental
detectors, scientists hope to shed light on some of the biggest
mysteries of existence. They’re seeking answers to questions
like: Does the theoretical “God particle” actually exist? Are
there higher dimensions beyond our three-dimensional
universe? Why is gravity so much weaker than the other three
fundamental forces of physics? What is the enigmatic “dark
matter” that pervades the cosmos? What happened in the
very first nanosecond of the big bang? And what, if anything,
existed before our universe burst into being?
When the LHC was first activated by CERN, the European
Organization for Nuclear Research, on September 10, 2008,
the media frenzy it stirred up overshadowed even the U.S.
presidential election at times, helped in no small measure by
rampant rumors that the experimental device might spawn
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T

he Music of
Extra-Dimensional Strings

“We’re intelligent apes on the third planet of a minor star trying to re-create the greatest incident of the universe: Genesis.”
The voice on the other end of the line (conveyed via photons
traveling at light-speed) is that of theoretical physicist and futurist Michio Kaku, one of the world’s foremost popularizers
of scientific concepts to a mainstream audience. His New York
Times bestsellers boast such provocative titles as Hyperspace:
A Scientific Odyssey through Parallel Universes, Time Warps,
and the 10th Dimension and Physics of the Impossible: A
Scientific Exploration into the World of Phasers, Force Fields,
Teleportation, and Time Travel. Kaku is also a professor at the
City University of New York and a vocal proponent of string
field theory, the current best contender for a grand unified
theory that could potentially integrate all known physical
laws into one simple and elegant mathematical equation.
“We’re going to be re-creating temperatures and energies
not seen since the beginning of the universe,” he continues.
“So on the plus side, what we hope to do is create new
physics—specifically, to discover something called the Higgs
boson, which is the last missing piece of the jigsaw puzzle of
subatomic particles. But even to go beyond that, we want to
create new dynamics that will unveil, perhaps, the theory of
everything.”
The Higgs boson and the theory of everything, aka the
God particle and string theory. When you ask most physicists
what they hope the LHC will find evidence for, these two
topics usually rank near the top of their lists.
The Higgs boson is the last remaining theorized-butnot-yet-observed elementary particle in the Standard Model
of physics, which is the generally accepted theory of the
properties and interactions of subatomic particles. First
posited in 1963, the Higgs boson derives its divine Godparticle status from its predicted function—to bestow upon
other particles the crucial property of mass. As British
particle physicist Brian Cox, who works at CERN on the LHC,
puts it, “It’s what makes stuff ‘stuff.’ ” If the Higgs particle is
finally isolated and detected amid the tremendous energies
generated by the LHC, champagne bottles will be uncorked in
physics labs everywhere. If it isn’t found, physicists will need
to go back to the drawing board.
As for string theory, it’s one of the only proposed ways

A rendering of the seventeen-mile LHC tunnel deep below the Franco-Swiss
countryside.

to neatly tie together the forty-odd elementary particles of
the Standard Model, which is, according to Kaku, “the ugliest
theory known to science. It’s like scotch-taping an aardvark
to a giraffe to a blue whale and declaring it nature’s finest
evolutionary creation.” After a pause, he adds, “The Standard
Model is very successful, but nobody believes it’s the final
theory. We call it ‘the theory of almost everything.’ There has
to be a higher theory to complete the Standard Model.”
That higher theory, Kaku believes, is string theory, which
has gained a growing foothold in public awareness over the
last decade, thanks in part to his own tireless promotional
efforts. I ask him if he can explain the basic concept in laymen’s terms.
“Einstein spent the last thirty years of his life chasing
after a theory of everything,” he replies, “an equation no
more than one inch long that would summarize all physical
laws from the creation of the universe to the formation of
galaxies and the earth—maybe even the formation of people
and love—a single framework to describe the unity of the
entire universe. Well, he failed. But today we think we have it.
It’s a bizarre theory that says that all matter really consists of
tiny little vibrating rubber bands, or strings. Different vibrations of these strings could be considered musical notes, with
each note corresponding to a different subatomic particle. The
reason we have so many subatomic particles is because there
are so many musical notes you can make.”
According to string theorists, however, these vibrating
strings are inconceivably tiny and virtually impossible to
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detect directly, which has led some to criticize the theory
for being untestable and, therefore, unscientific. “I simply
have to accept what the very few people in the world who
understand string theory tell me,” says British theologian
and philosopher Keith Ward, author of The Big Questions in
Science and Religion, during an interview conducted for this
article. “Half of them say it’s a completely untestable theory,
and the other half say, ‘Well, maybe we’ll come across a way
of testing it by what happens in the Large Hadron Collider.’ ”
Kaku clearly falls into the latter camp, hoping that the
LHC will fi nd indirect evidence in support of string theory
by detecting some of the exotic entities that the theory
predicts, such as “sparticles.” “Sparticles are superparticles,”
he explains. “They are the next higher vibration or octave of

out of our three dimensions into these extra dimensions.
We’ll see a loss of energy that can’t be accounted for.”
God particles and sparticles, vibrating strings and
eleven-dimensional hyperspace . . . One would think that
pushing back to the big bang, re-creating energetic conditions that haven’t prevailed in this universe since the fi rst
nanosecond of its existence, would be an achievement in
and of itself. But it seems that, like the big bang itself, the
LHC’s powerful potential is merely a means to far more
interesting ends. And it may end up producing more questions than answers.

“We’re intelligent apes on the third planet of a
minor star trying to re-create the greatest
incident of the universe: Genesis.”

A simulated detection
of the Higgs boson

Michio Kaku

the strings. And if we fi nd them, that would give enormous
credibility to the idea that the universe is a symphony of
strings—cosmic music resonating through eleven-dimensional hyperspace.”
Eleven-dimensional hyperspace? Yes, for string theorists,
our ordinary 3-D universe doesn’t quite cut it. If the LHC
manages to reveal extra dimensions of space, this would
be another huge piece of indirect evidence to bolster string
theory.
Janna Levin, a theoretical cosmologist, author, and
professor of physics and astronomy at Columbia University’s
Barnard College in New York, isn’t a string theorist but
remains open to the idea. Catching her on her cell phone as
she runs to her office between classes, I ask her how the intense particle collisions in the LHC might produce evidence
of other dimensions. “Well,” she says, “we’re really hoping to see signals of all kinds of new physics beyond what
we’re used to seeing in our ordinary laboratories. The big
hope is that the LHC would start to see, if not new particles
themselves, then at least really important information
about what physics looks like at very high energies. And
if there are extra spatial dimensions, it’s possible that the
LHC will be able to fi nd them. We’ll observe energy leaking
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D

iscovering the
Unknown Unknowns

“I think a clear tracking of the Higgs is highly probable, but
the evidence for extra spatial dimensions is very likely to be
ambiguous at best.” The voice is that of complexity theorist
and cosmologist James N. Gardner, speaking from his home
in Portland, Oregon. A regular contributor to this magazine,
Gardner is the author of Biocosm and The Intelligent Universe,
two cosmological tomes that explore the progressively central
role that consciousness, life, and intelligence play in the evolution of the universe. Curious to hear his opinion of CERN’s
big bang machine, I ask him what he thinks are the most
compelling discoveries the device might stumble upon.
“I think that the most interesting things,” he says, “will
be what former U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld
called the ‘unk unks,’ or the ‘unknown unknowns’—things
we don’t know that we don’t know.” Gardner goes on to give
me an example of such a fortuitous and unexpected revelation. In 1964, two scientists, Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson,
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were attempting to calibrate a sensitive new radio antenna at
Bell Laboratories in New Jersey. But they were perplexed by
some strange and steady background radio static that persisted, day and night, and seemed to have no discernible point of
origin. Believing the static had to be the result of a mechanical error, the two diligently scraped all the accumulated
pigeon droppings off the surface of the twenty-foot antenna,
yet the static stubbornly remained. When some astrophysicists at nearby Princeton University were finally consulted for
an explanation, they had a ready answer: the just-predicted
“cosmic microwave background radiation,” the faint electromagnetic echo left behind by the primordial inferno that
gave birth to our universe. Penzias and Wilson won the Nobel
Prize for their discovery, which provided tremendous support
for the legitimacy of the big bang, a theory that has radically
recontextualized our sense of humanity’s place in the grand
evolving scheme of space and time, matter and mind.
Does the LHC have the potential to expand our horizons
on a similar scale? Few people realize that only eighty-five
years ago, it was by no means certain that a universe existed
beyond the boundary of our own Milky Way galaxy. The
American astronomer Edwin Hubble publicly ended that
“great debate” on January 1, 1925, by announcing his telescopic observations of other galaxies existing far outside our
own. Seventy years later, the space telescope named in his
honor continued to stretch the boundaries of known reality—
and human consciousness along with it—providing dazzling,
soul-swooning photographs of distant spiral galaxies, star
clusters, quasars, and countless colorful nebulae, some of
which were caught in the act of giving birth to solar systems
much like our own. It’s now common knowledge that we exist
in an unimaginably vast universe (roughly ninety-four billion
light-years in diameter and expanding faster every day under
the force of a mysterious “dark energy”), populated by billions and billions of galaxies (interlinked across the universe
by a subtle, invisible lattice of “dark matter”), and that each
galaxy contains billions and billions of solar systems teeming with innumerable planets (and almost certainly other life
forms too).
What new expansions of cosmos and consciousness await
us with the LHC, that seventeen-mile-long microscope peering into the innermost spaces of the manifest world? Will we
find evidence of other dimensions? Exotic new kinds of particles? Or perhaps, as Gardner suggests, something completely
unimaginable and unforeseen?
“The most beautiful and most profound emotion we can
experience is the sensation of the mystical,” Einstein once

Light reflected in silicon sensors adds color to this component of the LHC’s
ATLAS detector.

wrote. “It is the sower of all true science. He to whom this
emotion is a stranger, who can no longer wonder and stand
rapt in awe, is as good as dead.”
The LHC easily inspires similar sentiments. The more
one learns about it, the more one can’t help experiencing
a humbling sense of astonishment. The sheer magnitude,
beauty, and complexity of this audacious human endeavor
consistently boggle the mind. “It’s a classic instance of good
‘big science,’ ” says Gardner. “It’s not like a solitary Einstein
or Newton pondering the nature of the universe, but a team
of thousands and thousands of engineers and physicists
linking their arms together to tackle some truly monumental
experimental terrain.”
“The LHC really will allow us to peer into a realm of
space that’s just been inaccessible,” he continues. “We might
discover new things that are completely unanticipated as
we penetrate closer to the conditions that existed right at
the brink of the big bang, at the cusp of time zero. We just
don’t know. And to me, that’s really the most exciting part of
it—that there are literally no paths to follow on this quest. It
really is a new frontier.” ■
Listen to a series of interviews with some of the scientific
world’s leading voices at enlightennext.org/lhc
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The Buddha
of the North
Discovering Swedenborg
by Gary Lachman

ON THE NIGHT OF APRIL 6, 1744, one
of the most remarkable thinkers of the
eighteenth century underwent an astonishing spiritual crisis. That night, Emanuel
Swedenborg, a fifty-six-year-old Swedish
scientist and statesman, experienced a
visitation by Christ. Swedenborg, who was
living in London at the time, had already
spent several weeks experiencing unusual
states of consciousness, triggered by the
kabbalistic disciplines he had learned from
Rabbi Samuel Jacob Hayyim Falk and by
the erotic spiritual exercises he had gleaned
through his association with the Moravian
Chapel on London’s Fetter Lane. A nononsense scientist intent on pinpointing
the soul’s location in the human brain,
Swedenborg also had a long interest in
the occult, and in the weeks leading up to
his crisis, he had studied and practiced the
sexual meditations—a kind of Christian
Tantra—devised by the eccentric Count

Zinzendorf, leader of the Moravians. Yet
the strange altered states and remarkably
vivid dreams familiar to Swedenborg didn’t
prepare him for the events of that fateful
evening. After a “psychic storm” erupted
with great claps of thunder and a hurricanelike wind threw him from his bed—his own
account suggests he had an out-of-the-body
experience—Swedenborg found himself
“face to face” with Christ. For a deeply
religious man like Swedenborg, it was a
powerful and disturbing encounter.
Looking at Christ’s smile, which Swedenborg thought was as it must have been
“when he lived on Earth,” Swedenborg was
surprised to hear the Lord ask if he had a
“clean bill of health,” a reference to a time
when Swedenborg was almost hung for
breaking quarantine during the plague.
Humbled, Swedenborg replied that he,
Christ, knew the answer to this better than
he did himself. Christ agreed and replied,
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“Then do.” Swedenborg took this to mean

Among other remarkable acts of clairvoyance,
Emanuel Swedenborg accurately predicted
the exact date and time of his death.
“Then do.” Swedenborg took this to mean
he was to fulfill his promise to abandon
his scientific work and to concentrate
instead on investigating the spiritual
worlds within.
Whether Christ meant this or not,
Swedenborg took the injunction to heart.
For the rest of his life, he mapped out the
strange geography of the interior realms,
covering a terrain that included not only
other planets but also heaven, hell, and an
intermediary sphere Swedenborg called the
spirit world.
Although in his day he was fêted by
nobility and he later inspired individuals
as diverse as, to name just a few, the poets
William Blake and Charles Baudelaire, the
playwright August Strindberg, the compos-
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er Arnold Schoenberg, and the Zen master
D.T. Suzuki (who called him the Buddha of
the North), outside the realms of parapsychology and the history of dissident
Christian sects, Emanuel Swedenborg is
little known today. This is unfortunate; his
work, both as a scientist and as a religious
thinker, deserves wider recognition.
If his name does ring a bell, it’s usually as the inspiration for an eccentric
form of Christianity, the New Church, to
which William Blake once belonged (and
with which, incidentally, Swedenborg had
nothing to do, as the church was founded
after his death). Others may know that
Swedenborg wrote dauntingly long books,
depicting in precise detail the conditions of
life in heaven and hell, information about

both places reaching him through his
many visits there, which were taken during
the unusual trance states he had mastered.
Still others may recall that Swedenborg
provides some of the most convincing
evidence for precognition and clairvoyance. Among other remarkable examples,
he accurately predicted the exact date and
time of his death. On another occasion, he
“saw” a fire break out in Stockholm while
he was at a dinner party three hundred
miles away. His fellow guests were startled
as Swedenborg reported the spread of
the flames and shared his relief as he
announced that the fire had stopped just
doors away from his own home. Days later,
Swedenborg’s report was confirmed by a
messenger. In a time without telephones,
email, or fax machines, how he could have
known of the fire while he was hundreds of
miles away remains a mystery.
Yet these sensational reports of
Swedenborg’s psychic gifts, found in most
histories of the paranormal, often overshadow his important philosophical and
spiritual insights. Whether or not Swedenborg actually visited heaven and hell, his
accounts of life in the angelic or devilish
spheres, collected in his appropriately
named Heaven and Hell, often provide
profitable insight on how best to lead our
lives here on earth. This is why people like
Helen Keller, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Jorge
Luis Borges, and the Nobel Prize winner Czeslaw Milosz read him deeply and
advised others to do the same. I took that
advice myself and eventually wrote a book
about Swedenborg. While researching an
earlier book on the influence of the occult
on Western literature, I found that more
often than not, the trail linking a particular
poet or novelist to the occult led to this
Scandinavian Da Vinci. This happened so
often that I decided to find out what was so
special about him. I’m glad I did.
Although his religious and spiritual
work receives the most attention today
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through scholars and groups dedicated to
his ideas, Swedenborg’s scientific work still
offers much reward, a point I argue in my
book Into the Interior: Discovering Swedenborg. Born in 1688 into a deeply religious
family, Swedenborg began his career as an
engineer, and his practical hands-on work
offers a good argument against the clichéd
notion of mystics as inept unworldly types.
The many practical tasks facing Swedenborg included designing the locks on the
Trollhättan Canal, which links Stockholm
with the North Sea; devising Sweden’s
first saltworks; and a remarkable feat of
engineering that had Swedenborg moving the Swedish navy some fi fteen miles
across land during a war with Norway. It
was around this time that Swedenborg
was made a special assessor of Swedish
mines, a demanding position he fulfilled
conscientiously along with his other duties
as a member of the Swedish court. He also
started the first Swedish scientific journal,
Daedalus Hyperboreus, named after the
mythical Greek inventor. It was a kind of
Popular Mechanics of the day, to which
he contributed articles on topics ranging
from metallurgy to mechanical inventions.
Swedenborg spent years traveling across
Europe, meeting some of the most important minds of the time, and his reports
thrilled the members of Sweden’s first
scientific society, the aptly named Guild of
the Curious.
Swedenborg’s more speculative scientific work led him to anatomy and the
mysterious machinery of the body, as well
as to the equally intriguing riddles raised
by cosmology, the origin and structure of
the universe. He wrote reams on both, and
in several instances his insights anticipate
many later discoveries. In his studies of the
brain, for example, Swedenborg was the
first to recognize the existence of neurons. He also recognized the importance
of the frontal lobes for the higher psychic
functions like reason and rationality,

and he anticipated the findings of splitbrain research, arguing that the brain’s left
hemisphere was “masculine” and housed our
rational minds, while the right was “feminine” and was the seat of emotions. As many
have done after him, Swedenborg argued for
the need to integrate these often opposing
halves. He also noted the significance of the
little understood cerebellum, the protocerebrum located at the back of the skull, which
some theorists argue is the seat of paranormal and mystical experiences.
In cosmology, Swedenborg was the first
to posit the nebula theory of solar and planetary formation—in which stars and planets
start out as gaseous clouds—credit for which
is usually given to the French mathematician Pierre-Simon Laplace and the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant. There’s a good
argument, however, that Kant first got the
idea from reading Swedenborg. Swedenborg’s countryman and fellow scientist,
Nobel Prize winner Svante Arrhenius, argued that among Swedenborg’s astronomical
anticipations was the idea that the length of
the orbits of Earth and other planets around
the sun has increased over time, and that
Earth’s rotation—and hence the length of a
day—has also increased. He also argued that
Swedenborg first noted that the stars spin on
their axes and that they circle the Milky Way.
Swedenborg also posited the notion of other
galaxies and believed that these themselves
form immense stellar systems—an idea
common today but unheard of at that time.
He also seems to have anticipated the kinds
of stars called pulsars, which emit bursts
of radiation, and to have put forth a strong
version of what is known as the anthropic
cosmological principle, which argues that a
universe such as ours must produce intelligent life. Swedenborg trumped this by arguing that the universe was created in order to
produce beings like ourselves. This was so
because heaven, at least according to him, is
populated by human beings who, after death,
become angels. One planet alone couldn’t

March – May 2009

Swedenborg.indd 85

85

1/30/09 6:23:56 PM

The Buddha of the North

produce enough people to populate heaven
properly, so Swedenborg argued that there
must be myriad worlds housing intelligent
beings.
Although thinkers as significant as the
German poet and scientist Goethe were
influenced by Swedenborg’s scientific writings, it was his religious and spiritual texts
that had the most effect. Written in a dry,
often pedantic style, Swedenborg’s depictions of heaven, hell, and the spirit world
have inspired countless readers since they
first appeared nearly three centuries ago.
Most radical at the time was his contention that rather than actual places one goes
to after death, heaven and hell are states
of being, that is, inner states of mind. We
enter them, he argued, not as a reward or
punishment for our virtues or sins, but
through our own choices. Centuries after
Swedenborg first proposed this idea, the
philosopher Jean Paul Sartre, in his play

dreams—similar but not identical to lucid
dreams—emerge in which we perceive
vivid landscapes or hear strange voices. In
this curious condition, Swedenborg would
encounter angels, who took him on tours
of heaven or of hell.
Swedenborg’s heaven is both very
familiar and very strange. In heaven,
angels live in houses, eat, and work—no
angel is idle, Swedenborg said—and his
depictions of it seem similar to Earth,
only much better. The houses are beautiful, and no matter which way they turn,
every angel faces God. They also make love.
In fact, in one of his last books, Conjugial Love, written while in his eighties,
Swedenborg argued that in heaven, angels
engage in mutually satisfying and apparently continuous lovemaking, achieving
a gratification sadly rare on Earth. In
heaven, we meet our true soul mate, which
more often than not isn’t the one we knew

Rather than actual places one goes to after
death, Swedenborg said that heaven and hell
are states of being—that is, inner states of mind.
No Exit, would famously say that “hell is
other people.” Had he read Swedenborg,
Sartre would have known that he was
only half right. For Swedenborg, hell and
heaven are in all of us; it’s our choices in
life that determine in which one we spend
most of our time.
Swedenborg “traveled” to heaven and
hell through his remarkable ability to enter
and remain in trance states for long periods. As I argue in my book, he was adept at
maintaining the curious mental state called
hypnagogia, the strange twilight realm
in between sleeping and waking that we
enter every night. Most of us pass through
this condition quickly and for the most
part are unaware of it. Yet Swedenborg
was able to maintain this altered state for
hours. In the hypnagogic state, weird half-
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on Earth. Although he had mistresses,
Swedenborg himself never married, and
some believe this is because he was in love
with a married woman and was patiently
awaiting their union in heaven. Yet while
this heaven seems like a kind of fantasy—
nevertheless, one more interesting than
conventional ideas of cherubs strumming
harps—conditions there are very different
from those here on Earth. For one thing,
time and space do not exist, or exist only as
“states.” Distances in heaven are measured
by degrees of empathy, and like-minded
spirits are “near” each other wherever
they may actually be. Time is similarly
measured in degrees of consciousness,
or “nearness” to the Divine, the heavenly
center, radiating into infinity.
On the other hand, Swedenborg’s hell,
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which rivals Dante’s as a place of punishment, is an exhaustively unpleasant
sphere. Inhabited by bickering souls who
move about through rivers of excrement
breathing noxious fumes and harrowed by
insatiable and incessant desires, Swedenborg’s hell is rather like a theme park based
on the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch.
Yet, according to Swedenborg, the sad spirits who find themselves there had already
inhabited hell while still alive, and the
disgusting milieu they now occupy is really
a projection of their own unrestrained lust
and selfishness. One consolation is that
souls in hell prefer it to heaven, which, to
them, would indeed be a place of torment,
a theme taken up in Bernard Shaw’s very
Swedenborgian work, Don Juan in Hell.
Perhaps the most fascinating of Swedenborg’s mystical travelogues are those
describing what he calls the spirit world.
Here, souls newly dead awaken and slowly
drift toward their final destination. What
determines our place in eternity are what
Swedenborg calls our true affections,
those which truly motivated us in life.
Although on Earth we can say one thing,
yet think another—can smile when we hate
someone’s guts—in the spirit world this is
impossible. Here, what we are is the same
as how we appear, or as the old saying
goes, in the spirit world, “what you see is
what you get.” We can’t kid anyone here,
not even ourselves. Swedenborg had a lifelong aversion to hypocrisy and duplicity,
and such false living is impossible in the
spirit world. What is “real” about someone
are his or her intentions, and in the spirit
world, “absolutely everyone is resolved
into a state in which he speaks the way he
thinks, and displays in his expression and
gestures what his intentions are.” (Clearly,
a realm politicians would wish to avoid.)
Indeed, Swedenborg was often surprised
to bump into a bishop or two while his
angelic guides showed him around.
Yet his intent isn’t to scare us into being good, a tactic that unless we really were
good—unless, that is, our true affections

were for the good, the true, and the beautiful and not for the acceptable, the plausible, and the fashionable—wouldn’t work
anyway. Neither is Swedenborg determinist. Our true affection for the noble
and selfless must be pursued; complacency
won’t do. Swedenborg summed it up in
a homely maxim: “Do the good that you
know.” As in Hindu notions of dharma,
this can mean simple tasks like doing the
dishes or taking out the trash. When the
Upanishads counsel us to do our own duty,
no matter how humble, rather than that of
another, no matter how grand, they offer
very Swedenborgian advice.
Admittedly, Swedenborg’s prose can
seem stilted and unappetizing. That he
wrote in Latin may have something to
do with this. That he also wrote at a time
when the Bible was still at the center of
Western thought also puts some distance
between Swedenborg and us. It would be a
shame if these hurdles prevented readers from encountering him. One reason
I wrote my book was to get the gist of his
ideas across to readers lacking the time to
mine his work on their own. If some do
feel like taking a stab at it, Heaven and Hell
is the place to start. Forget whether or not
Swedenborg’s descriptions are literally true
and think of them as parables, encounters
with the soul via a kind of Rough Guide to
altered states. The effort won’t be wasted,
and the attentive reader may find, as
Swedenborg himself did, that the terrain
is oddly familiar. As Swedenborg knew, we
choose between one or the other several
times a day. ■
Gary Lachman is the author of Into the Interior:
Discovering Swedenborg (London: The Swedenborg
Society, 2006) as well as other books on consciousness, culture, and the Western esoteric tradition.
His most recent work is Politics and the Occult: The
Left, the Right, and the Radically Unseen (Wheaton, IL:
Quest Books, 2008).

Explore the work of esoteric
historian Gary Lachman at
enlightennext.org/lachman
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The Big Questions in
Science and Religion
by Keith Ward
(Templeton Foundation Press, 2008,
paperback $16.95)

With so much media attention being given
these days to scientific atheists like Richard
Dawkins and Daniel Dennett, it’s easy to
fall into the trap of thinking that science

more than ancient scientific beliefs can. It
would be absurd to suggest that ancient
religious beliefs should remain unchanged
when our whole view of the universe has
changed radically.” It is a statement easy to
support in the abstract, but what exactly
are those religious beliefs and convictions
that need to be updated, and how should
we go about doing it? That is the metaquestion that Ward seeks to explore in this
impressive and comprehensive analysis
of the ways we need to reenvision our
understanding of religion for a scientifically informed age.
Ward has structured the book into ten
basic questions that get at the essence of
the science-religion interface. Each chapter
covers one of these questions, beginning fittingly with “How did the universe begin?”
and ending with one of the hottest topics
debated today: “Does quantum physics put
materialism in question?” Each chapter
contains a series of semi-independent

Science, Ward shows, has not yet crowded
out the notion of a deeper, transcendental
Spirit that is integral to life and existence.
and religion are inevitably at odds. But
could that really be true? In his new book,
The Big Questions in Science and Religion,
author Keith Ward, a professor of divinity at Oxford University (and a colleague
of Richard Dawkins), addresses the major
issues religion must confront to remain
relevant in our modern age. At the beginning of the book, he acknowledges that
“religious beliefs cannot remain what they
were before the rise of modern science any
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essays on the subject of the chapter,
exploring all of the ins and outs of each
topic. The strength of the book is in Ward’s
kaleidoscopic understanding of the subject
material. The author of more than twenty
books on religion, a number of those
exploring science as well, Ward is truly a
master of this domain. He brings not only
a wealth of knowledge to the book but a
wealth of perspectives as well. For example,
in the chapter “Is evolution compatible

with creation?” he discusses not just biblical creationism or intelligent design but
also the issue of purpose and direction
in the evolutionary process; the “German
Idealist roots of evolutionary thought”;
the nature of the mechanisms at work in
biological evolution and how they mesh
with a religious worldview; the question of
suffering and violence in the evolutionary
process and how that might affect our religious convictions; the issue of original sin
and how that relates to evolution; the perspectives of Buddhism, Vedanta, Advaita
Vedanta, Christianity, and Judaism; and
the thoughts of paleontologist Stephen Jay
Gould, physicist Steven Weinberg, biologist
Kenneth Miller, as well as Francisco Ayala,
Marx, Hegel, and Teilhard de Chardin.
The result is a rich and comprehensive exploration, which is mostly a good
thing, though at times the book’s sheer
density of information works against it.
The chapters tend to wander a bit, and even
though the information is all compelling,
even brilliant at times, lay readers might
find themselves wishing for a clearer and
more overarching narrative to tie the many
parts together. This is partially a result of
the book being more exploratory than declarative, though it would be wrong to say
Ward has no agenda. His agenda, in fact,
is clear: to make a case that religious belief
as well as spiritual practice, experience,
and revelation remain completely valid
even in an age of science. Astute readers
will notice that Ward tends toward pursuing those questions that are of particular
interest to Christian theology (he is also
a priest in the Church of England), but he
is extremely well versed in all the major
traditions. Again and again he uses a par-
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Books for
B
Evolutionaries
E

John White is author-editor of fifteen
books, including Kundalini, Evolution,
and Enlightenment (1978), What Is
Enlightenment? (1985), and The Meeting
of Science and Spirit (1990).

with John White
w
Q: What are the best books on evolution you have read in the last decade?
I’ll name science fiction novels because sci-fi is an important area of discovery for
people interested in evolution, especially evolutionary spirituality. There are many
significant books, such as Dune by Frank Herbert; Macroscope by Piers Anthony; War in
Heaven by David Zindell; Zardoz by John Boorman and Bill Stair; Lord of Light by Roger
Zelazny; and The Rise of Endymion by Dan Simmons. But my top three are the following:

Q: What is the best book
you have read this year?

Integral Consciousness
and the Future of
Evolution
by Steve McIntosh

Childhood’s End

Radix

Star Maker

by Arthur C. Clarke
This 1953 novel about the
next step in human evolution
is a wonderfully imaginative
tale. Stanley Kubrick and
Arthur Clarke’s film 2001: A
Space Odyssey, released in
1968 with concurrent novelization by Clarke, contains the
same theme, but Childhood’s
End surpasses it.

by A.A. Attanasio
An epic tale of one man’s
transformation from
humanity to near-godhood,
Radix is as richly detailed and
convincingly imagined as
the fantasy worlds of Dune
and Lord of the Rings but also
includes metaphysical realms
and celestial beings.

by Olaf Stapledon
This 1937 novel by a noted
British philosopher is the
greatest work of sci-fi for
readers whose primary
concern is return to godhead.
Stapledon’s visionary account
of the end of a universe and
the birth of future universes
takes us as far as words ever
have into the mind of God and
the evolution of all creation,
including us.

ticular subject to show that it is a mistake
philosophically, rationally, and theologically to conclude that science has disproved
religion or that science has crowded out
the notion that there is a deeper, transcendental Spirit that is integral to life and existence. Readers may vary in how they see
Ward’s particular perspectives on life after
death or religious experience or quantum
physics or morality, but he makes a convincing case that scientists have absolutely
no business making pronouncements
about the death of God. In fact, the book
makes a good case for the opposite: that

the latest science leaves all kinds of doors
open and at times even encourages us to
look for spiritually inspired explanations
for phenomena. “Are there supernatural causes?” Ward asks toward the end
of the book. “Science . . . does not deal
with them. But if the physical cosmos is
essentially open to creative and holistic
influences, to a pattern-forming purpose
tending to the emergence of many forms
of distinctive value . . . then it seems
entirely plausible and in keeping with the
deepest insights of the natural sciences to
affi rm that there are.”

When Steve submitted the
manuscript for consideration in my Omega Books
series (Paragon House),
it blew me away with its
clarity, elegant simplicity,
and insight, so I accepted it.
Recognizing that the evolution of consciousness is the
key to understanding history and spirituality, Steve
discusses the possible
human future in practical
terms, which include a look
at politics and spirituality.

This is perhaps the essence of Ward’s
message in the book. Readers seeking a
more visionary synthesis or a radical new
way of integrating science and spirit will be
disappointed, but that should not distract
us from appreciating Ward’s impressive
achievement. Indeed, The Big Questions in
Science and Religion may not have any big
new answers to offer, but it would be hard
to find a more expert guide to the questions than this erudite Oxford theologian.
Carter Phipps
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Speaking of Books
with Shawn Phillips, author of Strength for Life
Interview by Ross Robertson
Fitness guru Shawn Phillips is
more than just biceps, pecs, and
perfect six-pack abs. In addition
to building a successful career as a
competitive bodybuilder, founding
his own nutrition company, and
authoring a bestselling fitness
classic, Phillips has been engaged
in a life-long exploration of the
mysterious relationship between consciousness and the
body. In his new book, Strength for Life, Phillips introduces his innovative method of “focused intensity training,”
which applies the mind-body insights of ancient traditions like yoga and the martial arts to more modern exercise regimes like strength and cardiovascular training. In
a recent interview, we spoke with Phillips about the book
and his unified approach to both inner and outer vitality.

ENLIGHTENNEXT: What is
your definition of strength? And
why do you believe strength
is particularly important for
people who consider themselves Evolutionaries—those
who are really interested in
change and in a deeper level
of engagement with their own
lives and the world?

(Ballantine Books, 2008,
hardcover $26.00)

SHAWN PHILLIPS: Being at
the forefront of any change
movement will challenge
you. To meet this challenge,
you need to have a reserve
of strength. Ultimately, the
purpose of building strength
is to be a contributor to the
world and not a consumer.
If we don’t have a positive
relationship with our physical
foundation, we shortchange
our ability to have an impact
and to show up in our full

capacity. We can have a
head experience, or we can
have a spiritual experience,
but ultimately an integrated
body-mind-and-spirit experience is what it’s all about.
EN: You speak quite radically
about the area of food and
diet. In fact you blow the whole
concept of a “diet” out of the
water, suggesting that we need
to address health at a much
more fundamental level. What
is your philosophy of nutrition?
SP: All diets have two things
in common: They start and
they end. They’re not seen as
a lifestyle or a way of being.
As long as you’re following a
structure created by someone
else, you’re not taking the
wheel and learning how to fuel
yourself.
So I talk about developing nutritional freedom—the
freedom to eat the foods
that are best for you because
those are the foods you enjoy
the most. This enjoyment
doesn’t come from immediate
satisfaction. It comes from the
practice of conscious eating,
which I define as building an
awareness of how the foods I
eat affect my overall sense of
energy, health, and vitality. If I
can recognize that what I eat
now is going to directly impact
me for the next hour and into
the rest of my life, I’m going
to make better choices. The
choice I’m always making is

between greater freedom or
greater addiction.
EN: In the last chapter, you
speak about the secret to
sustaining strength and ongoing
transformation over a lifetime.
Could you share a little bit about
how you came to that insight?
SP: Over the years, I’ve seen
many people make stunning
changes in their appearance.
And then I’ve seen those same
people plateau or regress
when they return to the life
they have known and believe
is theirs. But I’ve also seen
people who continue to get
better, stronger, and more vital
year after year. So what is the
difference? In my experience,
the people who have not just
harnessed fitness for their
own good but have given it
away are the ones who receive
greater and greater returns.
These are people who have
taught and inspired others, and
who have said, “I’m staying fit
so that I can be a contributor
and make a greater impact in
the world.”
Fundamentally, Strength
for Life is about the inner and
the outer. It’s a fully integrated
approach. It’s about presence.
It’s about how “the power of
now meets strength training.”
It’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing,
because it may look like a fitness book on the cover, but it’s
so much more than that.

Listen to the full audio interview with fitness guru Shawn Phillips
at enlightennext.org/phillips
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Explorers of the Infinite
The Secret Spiritual Lives of Extreme
Athletes—and What They Reveal About
Near-Death Experiences, Psychic Communication, and Touching the Beyond
by Maria Coffey
(Tarcher, 2008, hardcover $26.95)

The only way I could have appreciated Maria
Coffey’s new book about extreme athletes
and spiritual experience more would be if
it had been published ten years ago. At that
time, I was in my early twenties, and my
life revolved around outdoor adventure.
From a young age, I had been very athletic,
and by the time I turned seventeen, I was
Junior National Triathlon Champion. It was
about then that I began having spontaneous
higher-state experiences that seemed to be
connected with physical pursuits. Nothing
I had learned about life up to that point provided any context for understanding these
experiences, and I never spoke of them, but
they instilled in me a conviction that there
was much more to life than was commonly
assumed. I went on to become a white-water
raft and kayak guide and, over the years,
participated in numerous risk-taking events
that culminated in saving the lives of people
in ways that can only be described as miraculous. So when I first picked up Explorers
of the Infinite: The Secret Spiritual Lives of
Extreme Athletes—and What They Reveal
About Near-Death Experiences, Psychic Communication, and Touching the Beyond, I was
intrigued to say the least.
Coffey’s interest in this subject was
initiated while doing research for her
previous book, Where the Mountain Casts

Its Shadow: The Dark Side of Extreme
Adventure, for which she won the prestigious Jon Whyte Award for Mountain
Literature at the Banff Mountain Book
Festival. She describes how all the climbers
she interviewed for that book spoke of an
“overwhelming sense of aliveness” when
on the mountain and at moments of great
danger, and that many felt the experience
to be a spiritual one. Coffey became even
more fascinated, however, “when some of
the climbers shared stories of the further
reaches of this zone: encounters with
ghosts and spirits, telepathic communications, precognitive dreams, astral travel,
bouts of superhuman strength.” In Explorers of the Infinite, she relays many of these
climbers’ amazing stories and goes on to
include accounts of adventurers of every
ilk, from big-wave surfers and base jumpers to those who have done long expeditions under inhumanly harsh conditions.
One of the many impressive characters
featured in her book is Yiannis Kouros, the
celebrated Greek ultramarathon runner.
When commenting on the spiritual component to his running, he says, “It is not easy
to grasp what is taking place in the mind
and the soul, in the senses and beyond the
senses of a runner due to the refusal of
the body. Only if the runner achieves his
transcendence, and especially in the metaphysical level, is he then able to continue.”
Not every adventurer is willing to speak
so deeply about his or her experience, however. When Coffey asks climber and yoga
teacher Alan Burgess if climbers and other
types of adventurers are on a spiritual
search, he responds, “They have to be, but
you know how climbers are. They will give
you flippant answers to questions like this,
so you can’t discover their deeper motives.”
In my own experience with adventure
cultures, this attitude is certainly common. But I wonder if our reluctance to
speak about our “secret spiritual lives” has
more to do with a lack of understanding

Featured Titles
D’Licious: The Best of Baking

by Donna J-C
Whether you know how to bake
and are looking for good recipes
or want to learn how to bake, this
book is ideal, covering pastries,
batters, cakes and more.
Order at: www.trafford.com/07-0931

Miracle Love: Close Calls

with Death That Saved My Life
A True Story

by C’ante Ishta
This is the amazing story of the
synchronicities, miracles, and the
White Buffalo Woman’s angelic
intervention that united C’ante Ishta with his soul mate
from across the world.
Order at: www.trafford.com/07-2986

The Alchymist and The
Silurist: A Historical Novel

by James E. Vaughan
The historical novel The Alchymist
and The Silurist is based on the
lives of 17th-century Welsh twins
Henry and Thomas Vaughan, distant kinsmen of 83
year-old author James E. Vaughan, whose twenty
years of research preceded its publication.
Order at: www.trafford.com/08-0513

Effortless: An Invitation to

Breeze through the Game of Life

by Gerard Meerstadt
The Effortless Way to enlightened
living, clarifying the Universal
Principles of Life and teaching
PMA, the method to resolve our subconscious
blockers that up to now have prevented our growth.
Order at: www.trafford.com/08-0547

Three Pairs of Shoes
and a Bundle of Books

by David L. Keele
Three Pairs of Shoes and a Bundle of
Books contains the mementos of a
lifetime. Stories told. Observations
made. Meditations heard. Prayers
said. Definitions deduced. Principles understood.
Lessons learned.
Order at: www.trafford.com/07-1878
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the semester intensive
where daring to live
differently is part of
the core curriculum.
Delve into four months of experiential learning
with like-minded peers ages 18–23. College
credit available. Course topics include
· Healthy living
· Yoga and self-study
· Communication and community living
· Meaningful work
· Financial awareness.
find out more kripalu.org/semesterintensive
413-448-3582, leadership@kripalu.org
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and a fear of being seen as crazy than true
irreverence. It is in its ability to help us
contemplate and understand more deeply
our own experiences that Explorers of the
Infinite provides the greatest contribution,
not only to the way adventurers think
about their sport but also to the larger
body of research on spiritual and paranormal phenomena. Explorers of the Infinite
reveals that such experiences are common
to people who are pushing a certain edge.
Rather than making them seem mundane, a look at the commonality of these
episodes brings them out of the isolation

A fascinating look into
what drives humans
toward discovery, risk,
and a state of “intense
aliveness.”
of an individual’s subjective experience
and into a more universal investigation of
the nature of consciousness. Furthermore,
by providing a context for understanding a pursuit of sports that goes beyond
mere physical goals, Coffey is stepping
past a materialistic worldview. She readily
admits that this is new territory for her,
and while that shows in the book’s lack of
clear distinctions between the spiritual and
the paranormal, her research is valid and
compelling nonetheless.
Explorers of the Infinite is a fascinating look into what drives humans toward
discovery, risk, and a state of “intense
aliveness.” Searching for links between
extreme adventure and spiritual, mystical,
and paranormal experiences, Coffey opens
up an important investigation. In doing
so, she calls us to question what we think
we know about both athletic pursuits and
human awareness.
Megan Cater
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Fierce Light
When Spirit Meets Action
Written and directed by Velcrow Ripper
(FierceLight Films, 97 minutes)

Media activist, spiritual seeker, and awardwinning Canadian writer and director
Velcrow Ripper’s newest film, Fierce Light:
When Spirit Meets Action, explores the
potent intersection where social activism
and spirituality meet. Sparked by Ripper’s need to reconcile these two driving
forces in his own life, the film takes a long
and thoughtful look at the relationship
between the heartfelt urge to make the
world a better place and the equally pressing desire to know oneself and understand
one’s place in the universe.
The decisive event that compelled
Ripper to commit his inquiry to cinematic
exploration was the assassination of a fellow filmmaker in the violence that erupted
during the 2006 teachers’ strike in Oaxaca,
Mexico. Deeply affected by this tragic loss,
Ripper headed to Oaxaca with camera in
hand to find answers to his pressing questions. “How can I think about spirituality
when my friends are being killed?” he asks
himself. Then, as if to find out for himself
the kind of courage it took for his friend to
document the highly volatile situation in
the jittery city, he heroically—and with a
good deal of fear, he readily admits—films
the heavily shielded riot police at close
range. It is this willingness to put himself
on the front lines of the action and at the
epicenter of his documentary that makes
Ripper’s film such an authentic and engaging investigation into what it means to care
about the world.

From Oaxaca, Ripper travels around
the world, interviewing activists, spiritual
leaders, and concerned people young and
old. He also weaves in several narratives
of social actions as they unfold, which
adds considerable dramatic tension to the
film. Chief among them is the story of the
attempt to save the South Central Community Garden in Los Angeles from demolition, a saga that unfolded over the period
of a month and is interspersed throughout
the film.
At times it seems as if the many diverse
voices and documented events threaten to
spin out of control. But in the end, Ripper
manages to unify the disparate elements
and create a meaningful, poignant, and
convincing whole. No small part of the
depth he successfully conveys is due to the
eloquence of Georgia congressman John
Lewis’s commentary, which frames the
film at both ends and helps anchor it in a
historical context.
Lewis is the last surviving speaker from
the famous 1963 March on Washington,
where Martin Luther King, Jr., delivered his
“I Have a Dream” speech. He also played a
prominent role in the Selma-to-Montgomery marches, where he was severely beaten,
at the height of the civil rights movement.
Lewis embodies the soulful activism Ripper is trying to define and call forth. He
has the assuredness of a man who long ago
made an irrevocable decision not to hate.
In original footage from the DC rally, we
hear a youthful Lewis boldly declare, “We
want our freedom and we want it now.”
Freedom is where social activism and
spirituality find common currency. Liberation occurs both within, as the enlightened
relationship to life, and without, as the
societal freedoms due all men and women.
Ripper understands that it takes both types
of freedom to create a more perfect world,
and as his film Fierce Light so movingly
captures, when these two manifestations of
freedom line up, a power is unleashed that
can transform our most audacious dreams
into living reality.
Carol Ann Raphael
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Optimal Modi cation Inc
“We experienced our second largest month in collections
after our second OMI session.” Dr. Andre C., Cortland, OH

Eros Ascending

Optimizing the Energetics of Business Success
Guiding companies to optimal

The Life-Transforming Power of
Sacred Sexuality
by John Maxwell Taylor

success & prosperity

by utilizing re ned energetic principles for
the well-being of all involved and for the
greatest good of our global neighborhood

(Frog Books, 2009, Paperback $16.95)

Sometimes it’s hard to believe how much
things have changed in just forty years.
If, for example, John Maxwell Taylor’s
new book, Eros Ascending: The Life-Transforming Power of Sacred Sexuality, had
been published in 1969 instead of 2009,
it might have been called revolutionary.
But today, with books on the relationship
between sex and spirituality proliferating
on bookshelves across the country, Taylor’s
new work on the science and practice of
“sacred sexuality” doesn’t register quite
so high on the novelty scale. Nevertheless, Eros Ascending is an impressive and
comprehensive journey through many
of the ideas that currently populate our
culture’s fascination with the spiritual side
of humanity’s most popular activity.
Taylor’s own background is unusually eclectic. He has achieved success as a
playwright, actor, author, and musician, and
he brings something of that multifaceted
creativity to his approach to the subject. His
spiritual interests have been wide-ranging as
well. Originally a practitioner in the tradition
of Swami Paramahansa Yogananda’s Kriya
Yoga, Taylor loved the energetic power of the
practice, but he grew tired of the emphasis
on celibacy and began to search for alternatives. This search eventually landed him
right in the middle of the burgeoning movement to blend Eastern tantric and Taoist
sexual approaches with the new sex-positive,
experimental, and exploratory attitudes

Explore our website to learn more and
to schedule a private demonstration

www.OptimalModi cation.com
• highly effective technology • scienti c-based models • addressing the unseen
components that allow your company to create the next levels of success
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Swedenborg: Buddha of the North
D.T. Suzuki / Andrew Bernstein, translator

“This volume is important for
anyone who is concerned with
interreligious dialogue and the
meaning of . . . visionary
mysticism.” —The Reader’s Review
978-0-87785-184-4
pb, 168pp
$13.95

This first complete English
translation of two works by Zen
scholar D.T. Suzuki compares
Swedenborgian thought to Buddhism.
Swedenborg Foundation Publishers
800.355.3222, ext. 10 / www.swedenborg.com
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of the West. Taylor took to the “sacred
sex” movement with all the zeal of a true
convert, and Eros Ascending is a report
from the trenches, so to speak, of several
decades of his and others’ work to ascertain
the spiritual potential of the sexual force.
It follows his interest and tracks his many
influences—including Yogananda, Jung,
Gurdjieff, and contemporary Taoist master
Montak Chia, with a little bit of Osho
Rajneesh, Wilhelm Reich, and tantric adept
Margot Anand mixed in as well. Taylor
explores it all—Jungian gender archetypes,
male orgasm, ejaculatory control, chakras,
kundalini, female orgasm, the G spot,
stories from the Indian Kumbha Mela, the
science of sacred sex, and more. I found
the book to be a treasure trove of information on sacred sexuality, and it’s hard not
to appreciate Taylor’s lively and personable mix of philosophy, storytelling, and
how-to. He writes in a breezy, popular style
that is accessible and easy to read, even
though the organization of the material is
quite laissez-faire. It gives the book a sort
of disjointed stream-of-consciousness feel,
as if you were reading a hundred loosely
connected blog posts on the subject.
But Eros Ascending does have a few
overarching themes, the primary one
being that sexuality and romance, in their
many forms and expressions, represent
humanity’s definitive link to divinity.
“What was once the province of ascetics,
mystics, and saints is now the domain
of ordinary men and women who are
becoming extraordinary through ecstatic
experiences of their own divinity,” writes
Taylor. “Whether or not they know it, in
every case, without exception, sex energy
connecting with the brain is the essential
key to the transformation of consciousness.” Sprinkled throughout Eros Ascending are declarations like this about human
sexuality and spiritual attainment that are
sure to raise a few eyebrows (if not bright
red flags). Is it really true in every case that
sex and higher consciousness are linked?
For Taylor, the answer is an emphatic
yes. In fact, the only problem with roman-
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tic infatuation and sexual engagement,
in his perspective, is that they eventually
come to an end. The rapture they offer our
nervous systems is short-lived. Traditionally, the realization that the pleasures of sex
and romance are passing might provide a
spur to look for deeper forms of happiness
and meaning. Not so in Eros Ascending.
Here the brief pleasure they offer us only
reveals the spiritual and sexual work we
must do to perfect our body-mind so that
we are better able to sustain their Godintoxicating power. “The bliss we can know
during sex is continually present to us as
an atomically rooted substance in every cell
of our bodies,” Taylor declares. “The true
purpose of the spiritual life is permanent
return to that state.”
Who would want to deny that there
may be important connections between
the ecstasy of sexuality and the nature of
spiritual awakening? After all, sexuality is
related to the deepest evolutionary impulses
of the cosmos, and the move in culture
toward recognizing that any truly contemporary spirituality must include the body
and sexuality in its embrace is surely a good
thing. At its best, Eros Ascending explores
these important truths in a sex-positive,
highly speculative manner, yet we can err
in many ways. To so easily assume that
the highly complex and subtle evolution
of consciousness and spirit is reducible to
our relationship with sexual energy is also
problematic. What about the numerous other
forms of spiritual experiences, insights,
and practices, not to mention the delicate
territory of understanding the nature of
consciousness itself at the highest level? Is all
spiritual engagement directly related to sex?
Taylor’s enjoyable book certainly convinced
me that his vision of sacred sexuality may
have real benefits: better physical and psychological health, better relationships, bigger
and better orgasms, even a genuine window
into the spiritual dimension. But I was less
convinced of his central message—that sex is
always about the sacred and that the sacred
is always about sex.
Carter Phipps
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Letters continued from page 12
HEROIC FUNDAMENTALISTS?
While I have not yet read Susan
Neiman’s book, Moral Clarity:
A Guide for Grown-Up Idealists,
I enjoyed your recent interview
with the author. I am somewhat
disappointed though that when
prompted by EnlightenNext to
comment on “the fundamentalist right,” Professor Neiman goes
on to say that “fundamentalist
Christians and many who join
fundamentalist Islamist movements are motivated by moral
views” and “a desire that makes
people want to be heroic.” But
she neglects to also acknowledge
the negative and violent influence of the radical right-wing
factions of these Abrahamic
faith traditions. Perhaps an unimportant oversight on her part,
but I think Christopher Hitchens
gets it right when he says “religion poisons everything.”
Kevin Boyd
Chicago, IL

Issue 41
August–October 2008
TREAT ME LIKE A LADY
I was so happy to read that
someone actually thinks this
great gender-neutral experiment may not be working too
well! Some ladies are biologically wired quite differently than the men they are
attracted to—they still like
to be treated like ladies. I’m
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not saying that we should go
back to the fi ft ies, but it is so
confusing today and there
are so many broken relationships, divorces, and multiple
sexual partners that you have
to wonder if the experiment is
working.
I also agree that the only
cure for manliness is manliness, and the confidence to
express it—manliness coming from depth and greater
awareness. Honestly, there
would be a lot more women
happy in traditional roles if
the men they loved appreciated what they did and were
operating at a higher level of
consciousness.
Tricia
via email
GANGS TEACH
MANLINESS TOO
In reading “The Making of a
Marine Officer,” I certainly
understand Officer Fick’s
statement, “I wanted something that might kill me—or
leave me better, stronger,
more capable. I wanted to be
a warrior.” I don’t doubt the
transformative possibilities
of the Marines for actualizing manliness. However, the
same could be said for active
involvement in an inner-city
gang like the Crips or the
Bloods. I’d imagine that very
similar psychological motivations are involved, and I see
no more ethical justification
in being part of a superpower
invading a Third World country than I do in a gang doing
a drive-by shooting to expand
their turf.
Anonymous
via email

A NEW VISION FOR MEN
AND WOMEN
Kudos to Elizabeth Debold for
her article on Scandinavian
masculinity in the last issue
of EnlightenNext. She not only
transcended masculine-feminine polarity but re-created
the Viking mentality so that
I can now envision men and
women, hands clasped, eyes
fi xed on the horizon, standing
at the prow of a boat navigating into the unknown.
Jeff Eisen
Hawaii
REAL MEN DON’T JUST
SERVE THEMSELVES
In your interview, “Beyond
the Rambo Mentality,”
Tripp Lanier and Jayson
Gaddis made some excellent
points about the need for the
postmodern man to take full
responsibility for his life, to
connect with community, and
to not play the victim. But
when asked for an “authentic example of a new kind of
man,” Lanier couldn’t think
of one and Gaddis came up
with Mel Gibson’s character
in Braveheart and “this young
guy in Into the Wild,” who he
called “a respected and charming guy.”
If these are the only
examples they can come up
with, then they really haven’t
thought very deeply. The
“young guy” portrayed in the
movie—Chris McCandless—
was an immature, narcissistic
adventurer. While sensitive in
some ways, he was completely
insensitive to his parents’
frantic worrying about his
inexplicable disappearance. If
this is an example of a man we

should respect, then we’re all
in trouble.
As far as role models for
the postmodern man, have
Gaddis or Lanier ever heard
of Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus, who invented the
concept of micro loans, which
is helping to lift desperately
poor people out of poverty?
Have they ever heard of the
U.S. Secretary of the Treasury
Henry Paulson, who was an
Eagle Scout, has been married
to one woman for thirty-seven
years, and is the father of
two children? Sure the “real”
postmodern man might love
adventure in the outdoors
like Chris McCandless, but
he should also have the
self-discipline to sometimes
sacrifice his own wants and
desires in the service of others
and to do what needs to be
done even when he doesn’t
enjoy doing it.
Michael A. Mason
Marina del Rey, CA
FORMERLY SENSITIVE
NEW AGE FAN
I just wanted to say thank
you to Ross Robertson for his
article in the latest edition
“Confessions of a Formerly
Sensitive New Age Man.” I
enjoyed it so very much, not
only for the insight but especially for his writing style! I
hope to read numerous articles
from him in the future.
Silke Lindner Barboni
San Francisco, CA

Send your letters to:
letters@enlightennext.org
or PO Box 2360,
Lenox, MA 01240 USA
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Health

Is Sex a Blessing or a Curse?
by Peter Ragnar

A CLOSE FRIEND OF MINE confided an account that
took place within a fundamentalist religious group during his adolescent years. One of his religious supervisors
happened to catch his own daughter masturbating. The
preacher then promptly marched his daughter to the
woodshed where, despite her pleas for mercy, he chopped
her finger off!
For so much of human history, most people were
confused as to whether sex was a blessing or a curse. In
the intimacy of a sexual encounter with another, our
nakedness is far more than physical. Our basic drives and
instincts are fully exposed. Perhaps it’s one of the rare
times when a person becomes completely authentic. The
experience of sexual orgasm, I’m certain you’ll agree, is a
here-and-now event. You’re not “past-ing” or “futuring”;
you’re absolutely in the moment. Hence, here lies a deep
and potent pull, as strong as the biological attraction it
offers.
Biologically speaking, we are simply here to pass
on our genes and die when we can no longer fulfill our
evolutionary job. But the passing on of genes is not the
primary reason we have sex. What is it? Pleasure—sheer
human joy!
I once asked a radical religious devotee about his
view of procreation. To my surprise, he was candid and

PETER RAGNAR is a natural life
scientist, modern-day Taoist wizard,
and self-master par excellence. A
martial arts practitioner for over fifty
years, he is renowned for his teachings
on optimal health and longevity.
He is the author of twenty books,
including The Art and Science of
Physical Invincibility.

who, after observing a tragic incident to which they have
strong emotional ties, experience a sudden loss of sight. So
could strong negative emotions involving sex actually lead
to impotency? Is there any connection between seeing sex
as a curse (in other words, believing that sexual pleasure is
a vice) and the presence of abnormal hormone levels that
lessen desire? That would be “convenient,” especially for
one who has been conditioned to accept sex as a necessary
sin. However, if sex was actually a pleasurable blessing,
then its loss would be the real curse.
I recall a cartoon of two elderly men sitting on a park
bench as a hot, sexy woman walks past. One says to the
other, “Remember when we used to chase after that?” His
friend replies, “Yes, but for the life of me I can’t remember
why!” Senility, loss of libido, erectile dysfunction, decline
of lean muscle mass, and those little fat bellies that men
carry around as they race to find somewhere to urinate
seem to be the plagues of
the day. While men are worried about prostate cancer,
women fear breast cancer
and similar woes associated
with aging and decline in
sexual function.
However, a decline in sexual function can occur at any
age when guilt, shame, and the concept of sin enter the
emotional scene. Why? It’s very simple: Negative emotions
create anxiety and tension, which can override biological
function even in healthy people.
Health and lifestyle also play a large role in sexual
vigor. If you have peripheral vascular disease, high blood
pressure, diabetes, low testosterone levels, or over- or underactive thyroid hormone production or if you’re taking
certain medications, then any or all of these could lead

In the intimacy of a sexual encounter with
another, our nakedness is far more than physical.
openly told me that he and his wife had sex through a
sheet so that they would never allow their eyes to behold
the shame of nakedness. I replied incredulously, “You’re
joking, right?” Wrong! He wasn’t joking. For him, sex was
a necessary curse. I personally concluded that such ideas
about sex were tragic and unnecessarily guilt-generating.
For this man, sex was indeed a curse because our
mental states have more power over how our glands
secrete hormones than we often think. There are, for
example, numerous psychological case studies of people

Continued on page 110
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Is Sex a Blessing or a Curse? continued from page 108
to a frustrated sex life. Add to this high alcohol and tobacco consumption and you might wish you’d never heard of sex. Why?
Because using these substances can also lead to sexual problems.
High alcohol consumption affects sexual function because it sedates the nervous system, which is of course heightened during
sexual excitement. Smoking interferes negatively with the vascular dilation required for an erection. Both lead to diminished
performance and thus contribute to related psychological issues,
since frustration can lead to anger, guilt, and fear of intimacy.
So why does this happen, and what can you do about it? First,
it’s a function of aging. Nature realizes that once your hormone
levels decline from youthful procreative levels, you (like all animals at a certain point) are no longer needed for evolution. Are
you thinking, “Now wait a minute! I’m not ready to give up yet!”
Good! Here’s what you need to keep in mind: The only difference
between healthy, fully functioning youthful humans and old,
decrepit humans who’ve lost their zest for life is their hormone
levels. The blessing of restoring those levels can come through
reigniting sexual desire, and the restoration of sexual function is
a medical option available to all.
By age sixty-five, men generally have half the testosterone
level they had when they were twenty. Women experience hot
flashes, night sweats, vaginal dryness, and aging skin as their
youthful hormones decline. Suzanne Somers has written a book
that will benefit both men and women: Ageless: The Naked Truth
about Bio-Identical Hormones. Both men and women should eat

less fat and strive to lower their cholesterol. (Swollen prostate
glands are filled with cholesterol.) Everyone should eat more raw
vegetables—especially the cruciferous kind, like broccoli, kale,
and cabbage—and avoid red meat and dairy foods. And don’t
forget to exercise. Also, never underestimate the need for humor
in your life. Mark Victor Hansen and Art Linkletter put together
a great book, How to Make the Rest of Your Life the Best of Your
Life. With the right attitude, sex can be a wondrous blessing, not
a curse.
A sixty-five-year-old man saw his doctor for a checkup. The
doctor was amazed: The man had the body of a thirty-year-old
athlete. “Just incredible,” the doctor commented. “How old was
your father when he died?” he went on to ask.
“Oh, he’s quite alive; he’s eighty-five and pumps iron several
times a week at the gym and goes skiing in the winter, and he’s
in a surfi ng competition this summer.”
The stunned doctor next asked, “How old was your grandfather when he passed on?”
“Who said he was dead? He’s getting married next week, and
he’s 108!”
The doctor scratched his head: “Why would your grandfather
want to get married at that age?”
The patient looked up at the doctor and said, “Did I say he
wanted to? Doctor, it’s a shotgun wedding.”
So, is sex a blessing or a curse? ■

Karma-Free Sex continued from page 112
or other when we act out of ignorance
or selfi shness. Ideally, therefore, the enlightened individual would no longer
be creating karma, and to not create
karma in the sexual arena is nothing less
than a supreme spiritual attainment in
our day and age!
As a teacher, I’ve always preferred to
look at this particular subject from the
outside. If we have spiritual aspirations,
if our goal is enlightenment—emotional,
psychological, and spiritual freedom—
we have to look beyond the immediate
promise of thrills, ecstasy, and intimacy.
Once again, don’t get me wrong.
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I think sex is wonderful. I love to awaken
the wild one within. I just don’t want to
get burned by it, and neither do I want
anyone else to. I have high ideals—I want
sex to be karma-free. I want its ecstasy to
be experienced in a way that strengthens
rather than weakens our fundamental
confidence and trust in life itself. Deep
and profound trust between human

beings, especially now, is nothing less
than sacred. In fact, I believe it’s the currency that a truly spiritual life depends
on. For God—or whatever name we use
to defi ne that which is most sacred—to
enter into this world through us, we must
learn how to be deeply trustworthy. And
in order to do that, it’s important that our
experience of sex is karma-free. ■

Explore the evolutionary philosophy of spiritual teacher Andrew Cohen
through a complete series of articles, audios, and videos at
enlightennext.org/cohen
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Kosmic Concepts
Things Every Evolutionary Should Know . . .

post•mod•ern adj.
Of or relating to the stage of
consciousness and culture that
arose as an evolutionary progression
beyond the earlier modern and
traditional stages. Characterized
by liberal individualism,
egalitarianism, relativism,
and a questioning of traditional
“truths” and symbols of authority.

“Postmodern” is a term that can mean
any number of things, depending on
the context in which it’s being used,
but in the pages of EnlightenNext we
typically use it to refer to a specific
stage of human consciousness that
first burst onto the world scene in full
force during the 1960s.
Throughout that revolutionary
decade, the values of postmodern consciousness became clear for all to see,
as the baby-boomer generation took
to the streets to protest many of the
products of Western modernity that
they felt to be oppressive, destructive,
and fundamentally inhumane—including industrial pollution, materialism,
capitalism, colonialism, sexism, racism,
and weapons of mass destruction.
Waving flags of peace, the postmodern
revolutionaries waged an ideological
battle against the reigning social and
political status quo, calling for a new
multicultural, egalitarian sensitivity.
The emergence of this new consciousness sparked a surge of interest in
Eastern spirituality and ignited the
flames of feminism, civil rights, gay
rights, animal rights, environmental

activism, Vietnam War protests, sexual
liberation, and even rock and roll.
But in its noble quest to prevent
anyone from being marginalized,
postmodern consciousness has often
championed the rights and freedoms
of the individual above all else, which
has inadvertently created at least two
major problems: (1) by making the
individual ego such a central focus of
existence, postmodern culture has become, as Christopher Lasch observed
in 1979, “the culture of narcissism”;

(2) in its egalitarian efforts to prevent
individuals from being oppressed, postmodern consciousness typically rejects
any notion of hierarchy, be it aesthetic,
intellectual, political, moral, or spiritual. And when seen in a context of
Kosmic* evolution, a failure to recognize hierarchy presents a profound
obstacle to valuing higher social and
spiritual development.
*For last issue’s definition of “Kosmic,” visit
www.enlightennext.org/kosmic-concepts
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Evolutionary Enlightenment

Karma-Free Sex
by Andrew Cohen

SEX. WHAT A COMPELLING TOPIC!
As a spiritual teacher, whether I’m giving a
lecture or leading a retreat, whenever the
subject comes up, a very particular form of
focused attention immediately takes over
the room. Suddenly everyone is listening
very closely, hanging on my every word!
Why? Because everybody wants to know
the secret. What secret? The secret to how to
handle the sexual impulse—the wild beast

when it comes to sexuality? Why is it that
when the wild one awakens, so few of us
are deeply trustworthy?
Oops! . . . I have to be careful here, or
I’ll sound like a square. Sex, among the
spiritual crowd, is definitely a sacred cow.
If anyone dares to question whether sex is
all it’s cracked up to be or to suggest that
it may be dangerous and complex terrain
to navigate, they are almost automatically

To not create karma in the sexual arena
is nothing less than a supreme spiritual
attainment in our day and age.
of our evolutionary heritage that is alive
and kicking within us all.
I always find this so ironic, because
we’re supposed to be the most sexually liberated generation ever. Since the cultural
revolution almost half a century ago, most
of us have experienced unprecedented
freedom in relation to our own sexuality.
I know I did. It has been a sex-positive,
go-for-it, don’t-worry-be-happy, if-it-feelsgood-do-it world for all of postmodernity’s
children. But what’s so ironic is that all the
freedom and sex-positive morals haven’t,
for the most part, made us much wiser as
to how to handle the beast. Why is it that
with more freedom to experiment and
more actual experience we still tend to
be so confused, insecure, and victimized

labeled as being an unenlightened, sexnegative moralist. It’s almost like daring to
question whether God exists when talking
to a religious fundamentalist.
Well, I’m definitely not sex-negative—
I’ve been happily married for more than
twenty years. But as a spiritual teacher
and cultural critic who looks deeply into
the nature of the human experience with
unwavering idealism and uncompromising realism, I can say one thing with
enormous confidence: Few areas of life are
more of a source of karma, confusion, and
mistrust than sex. So whenever I hear
ordinary people or spiritual authorities
speak in a cavalier way about this most
complex and confusing topic, it’s obvious
to me that either they don’t know what

they are talking about or they haven’t
looked very deeply into their own experience or anyone else’s.
We can look at this subject in different ways. Habitually, we tend to look at
sex from the inside, so to speak, to see it
purely from the perspective of the subjective experience—biological, emotional,
psychological, and spiritual—of the individual. To put it simply, we see it through
the lens of how it makes us feel. But
there’s another way to look at sex, which in
postmodern culture is much less familiar:
We can look at it from the outside, which
means we look at the long- and short-term
consequences of sexual engagement for
real people, in real time.
What we will fi nd, if we take this
perspective, is that sexual pleasure,
emotional intimacy, and spiritual thrills
never come for free. Even as much as I,
being a healthy, virile male, would like it
to be otherwise, the simple truth is that if
we’re not extremely careful about how we
engage with the beast, we will probably
create karma in the long run. No matter
how much short-term happiness, pleasure, or freedom we may taste, when the
fi reworks are over, the complex realities
of our emotional and psychological selves
have to absorb the multidimensional
consequences of sexual intimacy, both
positive and negative.
The traditional defi nition of enlightenment means coming to the end of karma.
I have always defi ned karma in a particular way, as the suffering we cause to self
Continued on page 110
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