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Introduction

God’s first language is silence: all else is a bad translation.

- Thomas Keating

This is a book for Christians on how to be a Christian in an ecumenical world. It is a book for Christian churches on how to be a welcoming place for those who have found or seek to find Jesus as the “right fit” for the “God-shaped hole in their center”
 while actively acknowledging, even promoting, that there are other equally valid ways to fill that hole. It is a book for those who use Christian worship as the practice that brings their spirit into communion with God even while they are aware that there are many other practices that others may use to approach God.

As such, it is an ecumenical work, probably of value to any faith community that seeks to open its doors and its dialog to everyone. It is probably of value to people of any faith tradition who seek to be inclusive in their love while using their particular tradition for their practice. I hope it is of value to those who do not have a faith tradition or a faith community: those who are only feeling the pull of the God-shaped hole. But it is an unabashedly Christian work, taking as its starting point the preaching and ministry of Jesus as I have come to understand them.

And I hasten to add, I don’t understand them. No one does. Because true understanding is in silence. This book is just another bad translation of God’s first language. But even bad translations can get us thinking. That is what I hope this book will do for you.

Seekers and Anchors


When I was at Penn State, I spent a lot of time at the Jawbone Coffee House, which was run by the Lutheran Student Parish. They had one unisex restroom, and the graffiti extended out into the hall and down the stairs to the basement where the musicians tuned up.

One piece of graffiti that was on the header over the stairwell has stuck with me all these years. “There are two kinds of people in the world: those who divide the world’s people into two kinds and those who don’t.” There is great wisdom in that comment. There really aren’t two kinds of people. There are a lot of differences that make a difference, but there really aren’t any differences that separate us. 

That being said, it’s human nature to find contrasts: to illustrate the balance between two points of view, between two complementary characteristics, attitudes, or strengths by proposing that they adhere to two kinds of people.

I find such complementary strengths in two kinds of faith. For some people, their faith is stable. It is a touchpoint, a base, a foundation. Our preacher in one of her pastoral prayers asked God to “assure the disturbed.”
 These people of stable faith are the people who are God’s way of answering that prayer. They are the anchors of our churches, synagogues, mosques, and sanghas.

In evangelism, the Anchors play an important part. When people come to our faith community looking for answers, the anchors have them to give. If anchors have a theme song in the Christian church, it’s probably “Blessed Assurance.”

Anchors are the bulwarks of our churches. We praise God for them and we wish we had more of them in our faith communities.

On the other side of the coin are the seekers. The faith of seekers is fluid, moving. They are constantly on a faith journey. These are the people God uses to answer the prayer to “disturb the assured.” They are constantly seeking to understand what in the Bible really happened and what is metaphor. They are the people who create motion in our church, who are always looking for new ministries, new services, new understandings.

In evangelism, the seekers can reach the skeptics. I’ve had some conversations with self-avowed atheists recently, and find that most people who think they are atheists are really agnostics. “A” is a way of negating a word: atypical is not typical, amoral is without morals, asexual is chaste. An atheist is one who does not believe that there is a god. 

An agnostic is a more complex concept to grasp. The “a” negates the concept of gnosis: Greek for “knowing.” A Gnostic is one who believes that we can directly know God through experience of the Holy Spirit without needing ordained ministers to interpret scripture for us.
 In its essence the word “gnostic” simply refers to “one who knows.”

An agnostic then is one who does not know: more accurately, an agnostic is one who believes we can never know God. In this way, an agnostic is really a seeker. When an agnostic comes to us saying, “We can’t know what God is,” the seeker says, “You are so right.” Because seeker knows that we can never know all there is to know about God. God is the whole Universe, but the whole Universe is only a small part of God. The seeker knows that the closest we can come to knowing God is to have an appreciation of how far away we are from understanding how far away we are from understanding God. And yet we know God is there and know some of what God is because of the presence of the Holy Spirit within and around us, and because of the testimony of prophets, mystics, gospel writers, shamans, gnostics, and seekers who for 20,000 years have paid attention to their experience of God. 

Seekers are the navigators and trailblazers for the church. We thank God for them and wish we had more of them in our church.

Three Wishes

I wish three things for the seekers and anchors of our faith communities.

First, I wish for seekers and anchors to each understand that they are valid forms of Christian. Some seekers feel like they’re not “done” becoming Christians because they don’t have all the answers. They have trouble accepting Jesus as their personal savior because they’re not sure what that even means. They are pretty sure that it doesn’t mean the same thing to them as it does to an anchor. 

Or some, because they feel like a work in progress, may think that Jesus isn’t done saving them yet. For others, their search, their journey, has taken them to a place where they reject some of what is done in the name of Christ and therefore don’t wish to call themselves Christians.
 But seekers are an important part of the constellation of Christians, important members of Christ’s body, possessors of gifts the church needs.

Some anchors feel like they’re “stuck.” For some anchors, their faith is so familiar, their actions to live their faith so well ingrained, that they don’t feel moved by the Holy Spirit anymore. But every day they give of themselves. Their lives are prayer in action. Even if they don’t get that “tingle” that tells them that it is the Holy Spirit that moves them, the Spirit is moving within them. Some anchors feel like there is more to know, to understand, to apprehend, but they don’t know where to look.

I wish for all seekers – and anchors – to understand the truth of what my church uses to start every service: “Whoever you are and wherever you are on your journey, you are welcome here.” Seekers who have come to accept Jesus as their personal savior – whatever they mean by that – have a place in the church. But so do seekers who are still agnostics and think they know nothing except the pull of their heart. So do seekers who believe that there are many paths to enlightenment and are seeking a practice to express their spirituality. So do seekers who are looking for a loving community where they can start to get in touch with their spirituality, to fill the “God-shaped hole in their middle.”

There is a place in the church for all anchors, no matter how deep they are or are not below the surface, how firmly or loosely their flukes are embedded in the rocks or silt. Whether they only remember their third grade Sunday school lessons or they do daily study, they have a place in the church. Whether they actively evangelize everyone they come in contact with or fear to look too hard at their faith, they have a place. Whether they have a vague sense of what their denomination believes or are serious students of theology; whether they attend church twice a year or twice a day; whether their faith is liberal or fundamentalist, they have a place.

Second, I wish for anchors and seekers to understand how much they need one another. The law of the excluded middle, which is the underpinning of much of Western thought, tells us that you have to be one or the other, either/or. It tells us that the church has to rely on anchors – or on seekers. But the truth is we need them both. We need bulwarks and navigators. We need to look to the future and to the past. We need to assure the disturbed and disturb the assured. 

· Anchors are the roots of the vine, reaching for water and nourishment and support in the solid earth. Seekers are the new shoots, reaching out for sunlight and air. Both are needed to bear fruit.

· Anchors are Easter people, sure of the Good News of the Resurrection. Seekers are Pentecost people, exceeding logic, learning to speak in new ways and say new things, learning to understand and be understood by those who are foreign to our church as it exists today.

· Anchors bring us understanding of the Word as it has been passed down over the millennia. Seekers remind us that God is still speaking.

· Seekers remind us that we can never know everything. Anchors remind us that we know enough.

· An anchor sees what’s good in the old, in the way we have been doing things. When change is suggested, the anchor asks what need was being filled by the old way, what resistance there might be, how to treat the resistance as energy. The seeker asks “What’s new? What can we learn?” The seeker looks for principles underlying the old, how needs met by the old might be met in a new way. The seeker looks for ways to grow new things that will work in the old soil.

· A ship in port is safe, but that is not what ships are built for. Seekers take our ship to sea. But ships cannot stay at sea forever. When the voyage is over, the sailors are glad for the line handlers and stevedores and innkeepers that make port a safe and welcome place of return.

The Ecclesiastical Birds assure us that “To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.” Turn Turn Turn.

I wish for anchors and seekers to generalize this principle. Seekers and anchors represent the two sides of a problem that cannot be solved “once and for all,” but require movement back and forth between two positions. It is not an “either/or” problem, but a “both/and” problem. The church faces many such problems. The need to reach out and to take care of those within. The need to trust God and to work to make things happen. The need to have inspiration and functional structures. The need to raise money and eschew materialism. If the church can deal with the need for both anchors and seekers, this can be a valuable first step in dealing more effectively with other both/and problems that confront the church. 

And finally, I wish for seekers and anchors to realize that both types of people are really just different aspects of a single psyche. When we hear the telling of the old folk stories, each character in the story is really just a part of the psyche of one person. It would be wonderful if seekers could learn to honor their inner anchor, and anchors could learn to honor their inner seeker. 

For years I was only a seeker. I will share the story of my search in the next chapter. But viewing myself solely in the seeker role left me only half full. My search took me to where I thought that there was something inherently lacking in Judeo/Christian/Moslem monotheism. I thought that by being in the company of anchors I was compromising my journey as a seeker. I denied both the need to have a spiritual community where I could be encouraged in my journey and the need for my inner anchor to have a place to return for solace and assurance. 

Part of my search led me to see that the totality of God includes both the male and female genders. This led me to start the Lord’s prayer, “Our Mother and Father.” Recently I have a gone back to “Our Father.” I do this because it has become important to me to have times of solidarity with my fellow worshippers. I have found that communal prayer is a time when I want to connect with my inner anchor.

We have come back to where we started this introduction. “Two kinds of people” really just means two competing forces within the psyche that work together to find a balance. Each of us must find our own balance. Each of us struggles to find how our gifts best serve the church, our spirits, and the Kingdom of God – as seekers with an inner anchor, or as anchors with an inner seeker, or as those who model balance. 

Chapter 1. The Journey

Lord, oh Lord, don’t make it easy

Keep me workin’ ‘til I work it all out

Just please, please shine enough light on me

‘Til I’m free from this shadow of doubt

- Gary Nicholson, “Shadow of Doubt” (recorded by Bonnie Raitt)

I think for many seekers, it starts with a journey. And for most the journey starts with a question, and the question comes from a mind slip. Two things don’t quite fit together and create a “whoops” when they slip apart. That “whoops” causes the seeker to question some things she was told, and searching for the answer to that question starts a journey.

This chapter is about my journey of discovery of my essential Seeker nature. This journey initially took me away from the church but, by continuing on the path, I eventually came to see that as a Seeker I had a place in the church, that the church and I could serve each other in important ways. And once I came back to the church, I began to have renewed respect for the strengths, the gifts, and the contributions of the anchors in my community.

The journey started for me when I heard John Lennon sing “Imagine.” 

Imagine there’s no country

It isn’t hard to do

Nothing to kill or die for

And no religion, too.

In my early, anchor state, I thought, “That’s not right. Religion isn’t about killing and dying. It’s about peace. Whenever anyone tries to summarize the similar teachings of all the Earth’s religions, peace is at or near the top of  the list.” But did you ever notice how no two people who create such a list ever come up with the same one? And unless they memorize it, most people won’t come up with the same list twice.

It seems that what the lists have in common is not what is important. It seems to be what they differ on that causes all the problems. As I thought about it, I reflected on the Middle East and Northern Ireland, the two religious wars most in my consciousness at the time, and thought that, whoops, yes, John did have it right. Religion in our world is something to kill and die for. And I pondered that for a long time. I went on as an anchor, but questions about religion were building for me.

Much later, I got into Joseph Campbell. I guess he was a cult figure I should have known, but I first became aware of him when he was quoted and referenced in reviews of many other books I came across, from Thomas Moore to David Whyte to Clarissa Pinkola Estés. Who was this Joseph Campbell? I decided I should read him. 

I began to read Campbell voraciously. I started with The Power of Myth
, the companion book to the PBS series Campbell did with Bill Moyer. When I got to The Hero With a Thousand Faces
, page 258, I found an answer to the question Lennon had sparked almost 20 years earlier. It was in a footnote, in 6 point type, as if Campbell knew it was a dangerously explosive thought and hoped no one would actually read it.

The chapter was about seeking, and about how words utterly fail us in our attempts to know God. The closest we can come are words about the process of knowing the Universal Absolute, the Ineffable, the God that is beyond words. “God and the gods,” Campbell writes, “are only convenient means – themselves of the world of names and forms, though eloquent of, and ultimately conducive to, the ineffable.” An aspect of the divine described in anthropomorphic terms – as a being, as a super-person – helps us to feel connected the Ultimate Divine. But all the aspects of the divine we can describe or imagine – as  personalities, objects of nature, heavenly bodies, cosmic forces, even abstract concepts – all taken together are both the truth and a woefully inadequate portion of the reality that is God. 

Words can draw the mind towards God and ultimately beyond the words themselves. I think of it like a slingshot. The slingshot is not the target. If the rock stays in the sling, it will never reach its target. But if the rock is drawn by the slingshot toward the target and then released, it can fly on its own to the target. Similarly the mind is drawn towards God by words and metaphors that talk about God in the limited way of words. If the mind, while it is moving towards God, can be released from the words and listen to the heart and the spirit it can approach an apprehension of God.

Then, in the footnote, Campbell drops this bombshell: 

Recognition of the secondary nature of the personality of whatever deity is worshipped is characteristic of most of the traditions of the world…In Christianity, Mohammedanism, and Judaism, however, the personality of the divinity is taught to be final – which makes it comparatively difficult for the members of these communions to understand how one may go beyond the limitations of their own anthropomorphic divinity. The result has been, on the one hand, a general obfuscation of the symbols, and on the other, a god-ridden bigotry such as is unmatched elsewhere in the history of religion.

In other words, the Hindu dancing and singing in praise of Krishna knows that she is worshipping the same God as her brother who is down the street sitting in quiet contemplation of Shiva. The personality of the divinity they worship, the divinity whose worship gives their spirit a home, is secondary to the role it plays in moving their soul towards understanding that which words can never touch, that which descriptions can never capture. When we forget that, we start to think that the words we use to describe God are God, and that people who use other words are worshipping a false God. We get to the place where we fight wars with, wage terror against, and seek to systematically eliminate those who use different words to describe that which ultimately transcends any words. The Crusades, the Inquisition, even the Holocaust are the Christian equivalents of Al Qaida.

There is a fundamental lack in the Judeo/Christian/Islam metaphor: the keepers of the metaphor don’t remember that it’s a metaphor. Yes, for many, probably most, believers, the metaphor must be treated as literal. They do not grasp the nature of metaphor; their gifts lie elsewhere. But it is important that the keepers of the metaphor remember its nature, or they have already lost a crucial battle. Yes, war and terror are against the teachings of Jesus and Mohammed and the Jewish Prophets, but that is a weak argument when extremists say, “They worship a false God. We are purifying God’s earth by sending them to God’s Judgment.” The only argument that can prevail against that thinking is to say, “They do not worship a different God, only a different set of words to talk about God, only a different set of practices to bring their spirits into the presence of God.” 

This argument is not prevalent in successful religions because to be successful, to spread across the land, to win new converts and new believers, a religion needs to lay exclusive claim to the Kingdom of God. It needs to meet the needs of those whose gifts make them anchors, not seekers: the need for easy answers, the need for the security of thinking that all they have to do is accept the divinity with the proper personality and they are saved for eternity, and the need to feel superior to those who do not have that assurance. This is why the mainline Protestant churches who preach tolerance and ecumenical cooperation are shrinking while the fundamentalist, dogma-spouting churches of the Christian Right are growing larger and stronger. A church does not grow if it allows that others may have some valid and even useful experience of the Holy Spirit. 

Seekers sometimes leave the church. Anchors rarely do: only when their inner seeker says, “Something is missing here,” do they have a crisis of faith. That is why successful churches seek to cultivate anchors. That is why Deepak Chopra said on Politically Incorrect, “God gave us the Truth then the Devil gave us religion.”

When I realized this, I had my own crisis of faith. I lumped all Christians into the same mold as those that Campbell described in his footnote. I took the phrase, “comparatively difficult,” to mean “impossible.” I thought that no one who took the Church seriously was going to allow room for argument. I felt that it would be a violation of my morals, a sin against God as I knew God, to support the institutions that put forth the idea that the metaphor is final. But my crisis was not one of atheism or agnosticism, it was one (I believed) of gnosticism. I wrote the following poem:

Crisis of Faith

Maybe it’s not your brain telling you

That faith makes no sense

Maybe it’s your heart telling you 

Your faith is too small to make sense

Maybe it’s not the world telling you

That God can’t be real

Maybe it’s the Universe telling you 

Your god is too small to be real 

E. S. Ruete   6/2/99

I didn’t storm out of the Church as a defiant statement of principle. I drifted away. Or, to keep the metaphor going, the Church drifted away from me – from an anchor that had lost its chain. My wife and I were singers, and we sang in the Church choir. We had more of a sense of responsibility to people than to an abstract concept called “religion.” We usually attended church when people were counting on us to sing with them, to sing to them. That would get us out of bed on a Sunday morning. If we didn’t have responsibilities (and musical responsibilities were the only ones we took on) then it was just too easy to roll over and sleep in. 

When I got a job that took me out of town for every Thursday night rehearsal, I couldn’t sing on Sunday, so I dropped out of the choir, which meant I effectively dropped out of Church. My wife was having conflict with the pastor: mostly small disagreements, except that she and many of her friends had big problems with the way the pastor handled small disagreements. When I came to believe that the God of the Church was too small for me, she, from a totally different thought process, came to the same place. She started reading Bishop Spong and drifted away from traditional Christianity as well. Our only connection to the church was to send a small check at the end of the year to support the outreach efforts. And when she got sick, the Church prayed for her every week and followed her progress. We still thought of ourselves as members of the Church, we just didn’t do much about it. And I justified that inactivity by my crisis of faith, by saying the god of my faith community was too small.

I had fallen into my own trap. I thought the words I made up about why religion was a dangerous thing were all that there was about religion. I thought that the personality of the Church that I invented was the Church. I thought that I shouldn’t have anything to do with religion because I’d be supporting terrorism. I didn’t think about the other things I’d be supporting as well. I built a logical word trap for the god of others and couldn’t see how the God beyond words was working there, too.

My return to church was much more sudden. In many small ways, through many of God’s instruments and God’s people, I was brought to see that I needed the support of a community of caring, sharing people, and that I was welcome to come back to my faith community, that my Church was the best such place available to me. One day, the last piece, being invited to join a singles group, brought all the others into focus and I said, “Okay, God, I get it.” So I jumped right in. I rejoined the choir, and started going to services even when the choir wasn’t singing. 

I found that the contemporary worship praise band needed a bass player, and I had a bass, so I started learning with them. At first it was only the music that attracted me: I found that the theology of the words of the songs went against my seeker nature. But ultimately, as I felt the Holy Spirit move in the worship and the worshippers, I found I needed a home for my spiritual place, a practice to use to connect with my God. I found that I needed the support of others if my sense of God were to escape the words I had put around the Universal Absolute and approach God directly. I found out how much I needed to be around anchors, and to honor my inner anchor. And I found that there was a role for me in helping the anchors see their inner seeker. 

Eventually, after much prayer, bible study, and meditation, I came to the place where I can say that Jesus is my personal savior: even though I suspect I don’t mean the same thing by that as anchors do, and even though I believe there are many personal saviors out there that I could have chosen, Jesus is my personal savior. He has saved me by calling me back to the place where I can have a home for my spirit.

My journey isn’t over. No one’s ever is: eventually it just leaves this plane and continues in the next. But now I have a safe base for my journey, a lighthouse to guide my return, and a harbor where I can lower my anchor until the next day trip or ocean voyage.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What is your journey? Where are you on your journey?

2. Look at your faith community. Do you have one? Is it a traditional church, synagogue, mosque, or sangha, or is it more informal or non-traditional? Are there layers of faith community in your life?
3. How does your faith community support your journey? How do you support the journey of others in your faith community?

Chapter 2. The Anchor/Seeker Polarity

A ship in port is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.

- Grace Murray Hopper

Breathe in. Breathing in is good for you. It fills your lungs with life-giving oxygen. We should all breathe in. All the time. Are you breathing in? Are you still breathing in? Keep it up. It may be getting hard to keep breathing in, but knowing how good it is for you, it is worth the effort. Maybe it will get easier.

MESSAGE FROM BRAIN: We’re starting to get a problem with carbon dioxide up here. You know the only way to get rid of  CO2 is to breathe out. We should all breathe out. All the time. Are you breathing out? Are you still breathing out? Keep it up. It may be getting hard to keep breathing out, but knowing how good it is for you, it is worth the effort. Maybe it will get easier.

You have just experienced a polarity
. A polarity is a problem that can’t be solved once and for all. It’s not an either/or problem: one where you make a choice and stick with it. We just tried that: it didn’t work for our breathing polarity. You can’t choose to always be a seeker or always be an anchor, either, without getting into one kind of trouble or another. 

A polarity is a both/and problem. The term “polarity” comes from the poles of a magnet. Both poles must exist: you can’t have a magnet with a North and no South. And both poles must be honored. An electric motor won’t turn unless a magnet constantly flips from one polarization to the other at the correct rate. You must have both North and South, and you must have them at the proper times.

By looking at breathing, we can understand some basic things about polarities. First, the two poles are mutually exclusive, which is just a fancy way of saying that you can’t have your cake and eat it too. You can only be in one pole at a time. Second, there are advantages and disadvantages to each pole: upsides and downsides. Breathing in gives oxygen, but allows a buildup of carbon dioxide. Breathing out gets rid of the carbon dioxide but doesn’t give oxygen. A lot of polarities have upsides and downsides like this: the downside of one pole is the negative of the upside of the other. 

The both/and problem of seeker and anchor is a polarity. We need seekers sometimes, and we need anchors sometimes. We can understand the reason for this by looking at upsides and downsides. What are the upsides to being an anchor, and downsides to being a seeker? An anchor is the keeper of the tradition, the defender of the things that have worked, the holder of the practices that give a home to the spiritual part of the psyche. Anchors give blessed assurance, help the lost to find meaning. Seekers that seek too long and too hard can lose their center, their spiritual home, the practice that connects them to the Universal Absolute, to God. They risk, in the words of the gospel song, “drifting too far from the shore.”

What are the upsides to being a seeker, and the downsides to being an anchor? A seeker helps keep understanding fresh, keeps listening to a still-speaking God. Anchors that stay in one place too long risk missing revealed truth. They risk getting their anchor stuck in the mud.

What am I missing? Add some of your own upsides and downsides. I’ve provided a table for you to fill in. Go ahead, get a pencil, I’ll wait.

	Anchors
	Seekers

	Upsides
	Upsides

	Keep tradition strong
	Hear still-speaking God

	Provide support and community
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Downsides
	Downsides

	Dogma
	Lose community

	Narrowness and fanaticism
	Drift too far from the shore

	
	Heresy

	
	

	
	


We will discover more upsides and downsides throughout the book.

Third, we learn from breathing that the poles are interdependent – they rely on each other. You can’t be in one pole without having been in the other pole. You can’t breathe in without having first breathed out, and vice versa. Being a North in an electric motor doesn’t cause rotation unless the pole was a South right before and right after. You can’t seek without having an anchor point to leave from, nor can you drop anchor without having sought out the harbor that is right for you. 

Fourth, staying in one pole too long deprives you of the upsides and leaves you with only downsides. Eventually breathing in to take in oxygen becomes less important than getting rid of CO2. You have to learn to stay in one pole only as long as you are getting the upside: when you start to get the downside, it’s time to move to the other pole. All of us need to move from questioning to accepting, from accepting to questioning, once in a while, or we will get stuck in the downsides of our chosen pole.

Number five is the biggie, the tough one to wrap your brain around. Staying too long in one pole not only gives you the downsides of the pole you are in, eventually it gives you the downsides of the opposite pole. Breathe in too long, you not only build up carbon dioxide, eventually you lose your ability to take in oxygen. While most of us have enough experience with breathing to know that when this happens we breathe out, then in, with other polarities it is harder to see. Staying an anchor too long not only leads to hardening of the arteries of belief: it can also lead to a crisis of faith. 

When the anchor of my childhood faith no longer worked, I shifted to seeker mode, and that shift allowed me to write the poem “Crisis of Faith” in chapter 1 where I explored expanding, not deleting, my belief. Without that shift to the other pole, I might have lost all belief and become an atheist. It has happened to family and friends. But some may feel that the answer to a faith crisis is to return to the fundamental tenets of the particular metaphor of the Universal Absolute that had previously served well as a home for your spirituality. When faced with the downsides of a pole, it takes work to discover which pole you have stayed in too long.

For each of us, depending on our gifts and our relationship with the Universal Absolute, we will have different needs for moving from questioning to accepting. Some may spend much more time in one pole or much more time in the other.

 In some traditions the Seeker is stronger, while in other traditions the Anchor is stronger. An essential difference between Eastern and Western mythology is the character of the Hero’s Journey myth. In Western mythology, the Hero makes the journey for the rest of us: Prometheus goes to the Heavens and brings back the gift of fire, Moses goes up Sinai and brings back the Ten Commandments. They bring back gifts for the anchors. In Eastern mythology, the Buddha goes on a journey of self discovery, then comes back and helps the rest of us learn how to take the journey: his gift is the secrets of the seeker. 

Self-help books also follow the same cleavage lines. Some are advice for the journey, while others are written by people who have taken a journey and are providing “canned answers” for those who are anchors, whose gifts lie in other areas than being seekers. Stephen Covey
 is one who explicitly talks about his journey while presenting the results of that journey as a “canned” solution for others – his Seven Habits. Joseph Campbell on the other hand says, “If you can see your path laid out before you, step by step, then you know it’s not your path.”
 One possible distinction between Freudian and Jungian psychology is that Freud worked on moving anchors to safer harbors; Jung tried to help patients find their inner seeker.

The rest of this book I hope will help you find your own balance. And yet this book, too, struggles to find a balance. It is essentially a book for those who feel they are seekers, for those anchors who are struggling to find their inner seeker, and for faith communities that are striving to be more inclusive of seekers. It is a book about the faith journey. It will deal with faith, but more with the journey. It will talk about the past, but mostly as a safe harbor to set out from. It will deal with Christian beliefs, but look at interpretation more than dogma. It will attempt to follow Jesus as He leads us to question the Pharisees and Scribes, and less as he lays out his own rules; it will look at the places where Jesus calls us to move beyond the authorized church and less at the places where he lays the foundation for a new authorized church. 

A basic belief that underlies this book is that Jesus was one bright shining moment in the history of monotheism, of priestly religions in general, where one man dared to call us to look beyond what the priests said we could do and follow what our hearts told us was right. Jesus went into the desert for 40 days, and came out not with new commandments and laws but with new ways to see those laws and commandments. I believe that Jesus called us each to find our inner seeker, our inner prophet, and reject lawgiving that goes against the Holy Spirit and moves us away from the Kingdom of God. My belief is that much of what was written after his life was written by anchors who could not grasp Jesus’ call for each of us to seek our own understanding. That is why we have to work so hard if we want to find a balance between seeker and anchor. That is why this book tries to fill the gap left by all the anchor books. That is why a book on Seeking God. 

Now It’s Your Turn

1. Look at your own gifts. Are you called to be an anchor, or to be a seeker? Are you living your gift, or are you following a path someone else has laid out for you, drifting without a sail or compass because someone else said you should be a seeker, or suffering in stagnant waters because your church says you’re supposed to be an anchor?

2. Is your faith community serving your needs? Is your faith community getting the upsides of both questioning and accepting? Or is it stuck in the downsides? Is it the anchor pole or the seeker pole that it has stayed in too long?

Chapter 3. Soul and Strategic Personality

From the perspective of the source, the world is a majestic harmony of forms pouring into being, exploding, and dissolving. But what the swiftly-passing creatures experience is a terrible cacophony of battle cries and pain. The myths do not deny this agony, they reveal within, behind, and around it essential peace.

- Joseph Campbell, The Hero Has a Thousand Faces

There is another great polarity that affects your spiritual life, and it is closely associated with anchors and seekers. The two poles are two parts of the psyche. 

· One is the part that makes plans and sets goals and takes action. David Whyte, a poet-turned-organizational-development-consultant, borrowed a phrase from the international nuclear deterrent community and applied it to this part of the psyche: he calls it the strategic personality.
 
· The other is the seat of creativity and flexibility, of sensing and intuition. Marsilio Ficino, a fifteenth-century philosopher, used a term for this part that has been adopted by David Whyte: the soul. This is the same soul that Thomas Moore is referring to in his Care of the Soul trilogy.

The strategic personality is the part that preserves life. It has two pieces: one is the desire to be safe, and the other is the reasoning ability that contrives things to make us safe. It builds shelters to protect us, and by extension builds all manner of structures and devices to hold us, move us, contain us, limit us. It takes steps to prevent us from harm, like bargaining with our neighbors to prevent nonstop fighting and injury, then it goes on to ask for guarantees from all harm for all time and restitution and damages if harm occurs. It seeks to provide for the future, so it invents money as a way of storing up the fruits of our present labors, and then it goes after money as the only thing worth working for, worth living for. It seeks structure so that people may work together to accomplish what one may not accomplish alone, and then it piles structure on structure in an attempt to make that work always perfect and seamless, not knowing that human systems are too complex for any rational answer to ever be complete enough.

Standing at the opposite pole is the soul. The soul is the part that gives reason to life. It seeks to live life. It does not seek to be safe: it says, “I am already safe because where I am there is life to be lived.” Our soul also has two parts. One is our hunger for life, and for the experience that life brings to us. The other is the intuition that can understand the complexity that is beyond the limitations of reasoning. It understands the natural cycles and rhythms of life. It seeks only to know and learn from them. Most importantly, it understands the life/death/life cycle of all things: the cycle that scares the bejeezus out of the strategic personality. And that is the job of the strategic personality: to be scared and keep the soul from doing anything too stupid. 

There is a little mouse hiding in a hole at the edge of a field, listening for the beat of owl’s wings before scurrying out to stuff its cheeks with grain. It is the strategic mousenality that makes the mouse pause and listen, that makes it scurry rather than amble. But hunger is what makes it dare to go after the grain. Without the strategic mousenality, the hunger would get the mouse killed on the first night. But without the hunger, the strategic mousenality would keep it in its hole until it starved to death.

The strategic personality can go too far. Fundamentalism is the bastion of the strategic personality. Narrowness and fanaticism are seeds that grow in the soil of the strategic personality. The strategic personality makes sense, it is rational, and therefore it is very hard to unseat. To keep a balance, you should understand that the strategic personality and the soul are a polarity. All the polarity rules apply: stay in the pole of the strategic personality too long, and you not only get the downsides of the strategic personality, you get the downsides of the soul. Addictive behavior, be it drugs, erotic pleasures, or adrenaline sports, can be the symptom of being too long in the strategic personality, or of being too long in the soul. And because it is the strategic personality that seeks the stability and blessed assurance of the anchor, the strategic personality and the inner anchor are closely allied, as are the soul and the seeker.

The insidious thing about the strategic personality is that it is aligned with what is colloquially called the left brain. This is the seat of reason and logic, but incapable of understanding enormous complexity, such as the complex nature of polarities. So once the strategic personality gets a hold of a person, an institution, or a society, it is almost impossible to provide rational arguments for switching to the pole of the soul.

The story of the prodigal son is a story of the separation of the strategic personality and the soul. Remember what we said about understanding all the characters as aspects of one person’s psyche. 

In this story, the soul, represented by the prodigal son, asks to be freed from the bonds of strategic personality, represented by the older brother, and to be allowed to take what is coming to him and leave. 

The results are disaster. His hunger for living causes him to blow his money in the most foolish and ill-advised pursuits imaginable. 

Meanwhile the older brother, the strategic personality, has been having a high old time of his own, by his own definition. He has been working to store up financial and emotional security, doing his chores, paying his dues, being “good.”

 Finally the soul comes crawling on his knees begging to be taken back. “Just let me sit in a corner and I’ll be good. I’ll even try to behave like I’m not a soul, like I’m really a strategic personality.” But the father will hear none of it. He is overjoyed that the strategic personality and the soul can once again breathe in and breathe out and breathe life into his house, the whole psyche. For, while the two brothers together make a powerful force for lasting joy that none may defeat, separately there was no wholeness, no peace for either. So he orders a party for the whole psyche to celebrate the reuniting of the brothers.

But the strategic personality is not happy. He doesn’t want to come to the party. He was always afraid of the wild side of the soul. He was really “happy” that the soul was gone. Because, you see, the need of the soul and the strategic personality for one another is a complex and mysterious web of interdependency. And complexity is not the strength of the strategic personality. The soul can perceive deep mysteries; the rational, the strategic, must have everything laid out in steps. It wants simple answers, optimal solutions, quick justice: everything to it is black and white. “The soul has had it’s due and doesn’t belong here any more.” Once the strategic personality has gotten the upper hand, it is very hard to get it to take the soul back. 

The father, the wiseSelf that is the overseer of all the psychic parts, must go out to the barns where the strategic-personality brother is sulking and say, “All that I have is yours. You have been with me through our time of loss and I appreciate all you have done. But our joy has been incomplete. We were living well but not fully because we were without your brotherSoul’s zest for what our good life can bring us. Come, join the celebration. We will let you keep us safe, but we will also make you be glad to be alive.”

Every three years the story of Mary and Martha comes up in the lectionary. When it does, preachers all over the country are faced with how to preach balance. They feel compelled to talk about how it is important to take care of guests, be responsible, get the cooking and cleaning done, AND sit at the feet of Jesus. And Jesus would not disagree. But Jesus was saying to Mary and Martha, to the disciples who were in the house with him, and to the people of first-century Judah that they did not have that balance. Mary represents the soul, and Martha represents the strategic personality, and the words of Jesus to them – along with the story of the Prodigal Son, the driving of the money changers out of the temple, and many other words and deeds of Jesus – were saying, “You have let the strategic personality, the anchor, get a death grip on you. You must let the soul in, you must seek beyond the authorized church.”

Is it so different today? Most of our society is unchurched, listening only to the strategic personality, and then seeking release through the dysfunctional aspects of the soul: the eroticism, addiction, and extreme sports. The churches that are growing are the fundamentalist organizations, be they Christian, Islam, or Jewish: the ones that listen only to the voice of the strategic personality that wants easy answers and guarantees of Heaven, that is anchored in what was. The moderate churches – the ones that find a balance between anchor and seeker, strategic personality and soul – are all in decline. Our society in general is again – or perhaps still – in the grip of the strategic personality.

The soul can help us deal with life’s ups and downs, life’s catastrophes, life’s heart-wrenching losses. Campbell, in the quote at the top of the chapter, shows how God’s plan for the world is beautiful and harmonious, but can be terribly devastating to individuals who are in it. The soul seems to be able to see the essential peace behind the chaos. Jung tells us:

All the greatest and most important problems of life are fundamentally insoluble. They must be so, for they express the necessary polarity inherent in every self-regulating system. They can never be solved, but only outgrown… This ‘outgrowing' proved on further investigation to be a new level of consciousness. Some higher or wider interest appeared on the patient's horizon, and through this broadening of his outlook the insoluble problem lost its urgency. It was not solved logically in its own terms, but faded out when confronted with a new and stronger life urge. It was not repressed and made unconscious, but merely appeared in a different light, and so really did become different. What, on a lower level, had led to the wildest conflicts and to panicky outbursts of emotion, from the higher level of personality now looked like a storm in the valley seen from the mountain top. This does not mean that the storm is robbed of its reality, but instead of being in it one is above it.

Jung’s “higher level of personality” seems to be Ficino’s “soul.” The strategic personality gets all caught up in the need to solve the problems, to have easy answers, to know what to do, to have a logical course. The strategic personality wants to solve problems once and have them stay solved. The strategic personality hates maintenance.

The soul on the other hand appreciates the complexity of nature, the need for balance and movement and constant maintenance. The soul grasps the idea that what is good for one is often bad for another and that God’s plan is for the world, not for the individual. The soul can stand on the mountain and appreciate the beauty of a storm: the strategic personality can only stand in the storm, complaining about the wet and fearing the lightning.

But the soul is only “higher” than the strategic personality because it has been neglected for so long. The soul provides a missing view, but without the view of the strategic personality, the storm is not fully known either. Looking at the storm only from the mountaintop can lead to detachment, aloofness, dispassion. It is not the soul that is a higher level of consciousness, it is the balance, which allows easy movement between the poles, staying in the upsides of both. 

And they all lived happily ever after. Which is folktale code for all of the parts of the individual psyche coming together and working in balance, so that the person has all the tools she needs to face whatever life throws at her.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. Here we are using the word “soul” as in “soul food,” “a soulful look,” “You’ve got soul and everybody knows that it’s all right.” Is this soul the same as the Immortal Soul that gives eternal life? Is Ficino’s “soul” just a part of the psyche? Or is it the part of the psyche that lives on? Is the part of us that lives on all, or any of, the psyche, or is there something more divine and mysterious, outside the psyche, that is eternal?

2. What parts of your faith community are products of the strategic personality? What parts are products of the soul? Is your faith community moving back and forth between these two poles or is it stuck? Does this stuckness relate to a stuckness in either the anchor or the seeker pole? If your faith community is not stuck, what is it doing to help society get unstuck?

3. Throughout nature, there seems to be “waste.” Some seed falls on the path and is eaten by birds, some withers in rocky soil, some is choked out by weeds, and some grows and bears fruit. Are people like seeds? Are some destined to be “wasted”? What does your strategic personality say? What does your soul say? Does the activism of a faith community in caring for the “wasted” of our society help the society move to the soul, or help it stay stuck in the strategic personality?

Chapter 4: Jars

“What goes into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean.'"

- Matthew 15:11 NIV

To keep in silence I designed

Friends would think I was a nut

Changing water into wine?

Open Doors would soon be shut

- Peter Gabriel, “Salsbury Hill”

The story of the Wedding at Cana comes up in the lectionary about as often as the story of Mary and Martha. This is an important story: it is often taken as marking the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. Because of its importance, instead of just preaching on one of the other lessons of the day preachers are constantly trying to find a new way into this story. Fortunately for them, it is a very rich story with many sermon topics embedded within its layers. I have heard sermons about saving the good wine for last; about how Jesus was unwilling to start his ministry, thinking he wasn’t ready; about the fact that Jesus loved to party. I have heard preachers approach the story from the perspective of Jesus, Mary, the disciples, the bridegroom, and even the wine steward.

But I would like to look at this story from the perspective of the jars. You know, the jars in which the transformation took place. “Now there were set there six waterpots of stone, according to the manner of purification of the Jews, containing twenty or thirty gallons apiece. Jesus said to them, ‘Fill the waterpots with water.’” (John 2:6-7, NKJV) These were not ordinary jars that Jesus chose. These were the ritual jars used for the ablution, the ritual washing, required by Jewish law. These jars were set aside: they were practically sacred items. Jesus took these jars of the law and did something special with them.

A common theme of many sermons I have heard on this story is that Jesus acted out of love. His reluctance, his thinking that it was not his place to interfere, that it was not his time, were overcome by his compassion for the bridegroom. Once he had made up his mind to act, he added layers of meaning to his act. 

He converted vessels of the Law to vessels of Love. 

We know how Jesus feels about the law. He doesn’t dare attack it too directly: they’d stone him before he finished getting his message out. But he draws a distinction between God’s law and the rules that people have put in place – a distinction he actually picked up from Isaiah. In Matthew, Jesus rebukes the Pharisees, saying that Isaiah had prophesied about them, “‘These people,’ says God, ‘honor me with their words, but their heart is really far away from me. It is no use for them to worship me, because they teach human rules as though they were my laws!’” (Matthew 15:7-8, GN) Jesus believed that rules should be in service of people and their attempts to get closer to God, not the other way around. When people are in service to the rules, they are giving power not to God but to the priestly class that seeks to cement their position with arcana, that seeks to become the intermediaries between us and God and thereby become indispensable, and it gets in the way of the people approaching God. 

 “You are not made dirty by eating with dirty hands, but by saying hurtful and unloving things. Because what goes into your stomach passes through and comes out again, but your words and thoughts come from your heart. If they are polluted, then you are polluted and stay that way.” (Mat. 15:11-12; my paraphrase). 

So Jesus got rid of the ablution jars. He turned them from ritual objects to service objects. The people did not need the jars to wash their hands. They needed the jars to hold wine, to be part of a celebration of love and commitment and community. To Jesus, that was much more important than the rules of humans.

Jesus turned the Jars of the Law into Jars of Love. “So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” (1 Cor. 13:13, RSV) 

Jesus did this to teach us a lesson about people and the law, to help us with learning the meditation on compassion. The sixth precept of the Tiep Hien Buddhists is this:

Do not maintain anger or hatred. As soon as anger or hatred arises, practice the meditation on compassion in order to deeply understand the persons who have caused anger and hatred. Learn to look at other beings with the eyes of compassion.

Thich Naht Hanh tells a story of Vietnamese boat people.
 The boats in which they escaped from Viet Nam were often attacked by sea pirates. One day Hanh received a letter about a boat that was attacked. The sea pirates had raped a 12-year old girl in front of the rest of her family. In her shame, she threw herself over the side and was drowned. His first response was to feel compassion for the girl, both for what had been done to her by the pirates and for what had been done to her by a tradition that led her to believe the shame was hers. His second response was to feel compassion for the sea pirates. For who among us can say for certain that, if we lived the life they had lived, we would not do exactly the same thing?

Jesus’ lesson for us is this. When people err, it is not the law that is hurting, that is damaged: it is the person who breaks the law that is hurting. The law is only a tool to help people grow, to help them live in community with others and in closeness with God. 

When the law is broken, the strategic personality wants justice, retribution, revenge. An old proverb says that before you seek revenge, you should dig two graves. The proverb was referring to the fact that you might not be successful, and if you were, someone else would come after you seeking revenge. One grave is for your intended victim, the other for you.

I think there is another interpretation of the proverb. Only one physical grave may be needed. But when you seek revenge, you have driven another nail into the coffin of your soul – your soul, not your body, is what the second grave is for. If you forget the life/death/life nature of the Universe, if you forget that what is good for someone is almost always bad for someone else, if you lose sight of the meditation on compassion, you have started down the path of a much worse death than physical death in this plane. 

The soul, on the other hand, does not seek revenge. The soul seeks to turn the jars of the law into jars of love. The soul doesn’t want the security of guarantees that the law hopes to provide but never does. The soul wants the peace of connection with the Absolute, the peace of understanding that this, too, shall pass, and be replaced, and the Universe will go on.

This is part of why vengeance belongs to God. Not only are we incapable of judging, it is bad for us to even try. The God spirit within is best served when we try to emulate God’s grace, not God’s judgment. “Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who have sinned against us.” We find God’s grace to the extent we share it with others. “Love your enemy and pray for those who persecute you.” Not that God will withhold grace if we are vengeful, but we cut ourselves off from experiencing, from knowing, from accepting that grace when we do not share it with others.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. How do you tell the difference between human rules and the Law of God?

2. Do you turn jars of law into jars of love? What jars? How do you do it?

Chapter 5: The Law and the Prophets

If two people think the same about everything, then only one is doing the thinking.

- Franklin D. Roosevelt

The other day I opened my bible to a random page to hear what God was telling me. I was using my copy of Eugene Peterson’s The Message. It happens that this time I didn’t open to a Bible passage, I opened to Peterson’s “Introduction to the Prophets.” There I read,

Over a period of several hundred years, the Hebrew people gave birth to an extraordinary number of prophets –  men and women distinguished by the power and skill with which they presented the reality of God. They delivered God’s commands and promises and living presence to communities and nations who had been living on god-fantasies and god-lies.

Everyone more or less believes in God. But most of us do our best to keep God on the margins of our lives or, failing that, refashion God to suit our convenience. Prophets insist that God is the sovereign center, not off in the wings awaiting our beck and call. And prophets insist that we deal with God as God reveals himself, [sic] not as we imagine him [sic] to be.

These men and women woke people up to the sovereign presence of God in their lives. They yelled, they wept, they rebuked, they soothed, they challenged, they comforted. They used words with power and imagination, whether blunt or subtle.

Now I like Peterson. There are a lot of places where his paraphrase sounds more to me like a message consistent with the ministry of Jesus as I am coming to understand it. And there are some places where it moves away from my understanding. This introduction is similar for me. I agree with what he says about the Prophets and their role. 

But there is one place where I have to diverge from Gene for a while. Because he misses something about the rest of us. Yes, some people put God on the margins of their lives. Even some active, practicing Christians who go to church every week don’t think about God except at church, then they only think what they are told to think, only mouth the words of the prayers and hymns and confessions and accept at face value whatever interpretation of the lesson is offered in the sermon. But in my experience, very few people refashion God to their own experience. People who think about God enough to refashion her usually refashion him to fit with how God reveals GodSelf to them.

What Peterson is not seeing, I think, is that the Prophets stand at the opposite pole to the Law. What makes Jewish law work is that, whenever God’s people got “stuck” in the strategic personality, a prophet came along and refashioned God as the prophet experienced God, reminding the people that God is not found in static words and creeds and descriptions of God’s personality and gender, but in immediate experience of what the heart says is the truth – a truth beyond words, because words about God can never be fully true.

Notice that Peterson uses the same word to describe prophets and unbelievers. The prophets are free to “use words with…imagination,” while the rest of us are rebuked for dealing with God “as we imagine” God. Why is it that the imagination of prophets is illuminating and enriching, but the imagination of the rest of us is suspect? What makes the difference between a prophet and a heretic?

There are a lot of possible answers. One possible answer is distance: the principle called in consulting “The Magic Turnstile.” The outside expert immediately has more credibility than anyone currently in the organization. Biblically, “A prophet is without honor in his own country.” To the people in my church, my imagination about God couldn’t be true: I’m just Ned, that guy that’s been singing in the choir for 25 years.

Another possibility is time. Just as it is impossible to declare what of today’s music will become classics, it is impossible without the benefit of 20-20 hindsight to say which imaginings are about “the reality of God” and which are “god-fantasies and god-lies.” Peterson can’t accept any new prophets until they have stood the test of time.

But I submit there is another standard that separates the prophet from the heretic. And to find it, we have to go to another prophet, Max Lucado. In When God Whispers Your Name,
 Max tells the story of the Sun and the Moon. The moon is enjoying great success and career satisfaction reflecting the sun’s light, but a nearby star tells him he should do his own thing, be his own boss, find his own identity. The moon tries it out, going from punk to preppy to country, and with a variety of shapes to go along with the new looks. But the people who at first are impressed with the moon’s creativity end up laughing at his blind following of every trend, at the outward buffoonery that comes from inward attempts to define his identity. Finally the moon realizes that he was meant to be a reflector. 

There are an amazing number of layers of meaning to this story, many developed within the telling of the story and others brought out by the questions in the discussion guide. The story focuses on the messages that we are each supposed to be something and that we should try and find what that is and stick with it; that living on the praise of others is an erratic diet; and that there’s nothing wrong with playing second fiddle.

But the one message that hits me hardest is not explicitly discussed – maybe because Max doesn’t think it needs to be. God is the Sun, and the people of God are meant to be the moon, shining forth, but only the reflected light of God’s grace and glory. Whatever we do to define ourselves, we define ourselves in relation to God. Whatever we were meant to do, it is what we were meant to do with the gifts of God. Whenever we make an inner journey, it is to fill the God-shaped hole at our center, to find that place in our Selves that needs to connect with God and then find a way to make that connection. We play second fiddle to God, the Concert Master.

This is the difference between the prophet and the heretic. A heretic is not, as much of the institutional Church and many of those it has ordained to be the keepers of the dogma believe, someone who departs from the teachings and tenets of the Church. A heretic is one who does not play second fiddle to God. A heretic is one who imagines God from what is safe for the strategic personality, not from God moving in their soul. A prophet imagines God, seeks a new imagining of God, every day. 

Being a prophet is not safe. It is scary. Remember that a prophet is literally “One who speaks for God.” Do you know how scary it is to believe that you speak for God? It takes a lot of calling by God, a lot of messages, a lot of “Who will go?”s accompanied by a pulling at the heart and soul before a prophet is willing to stand up and say, “Here I am.” No prophet is immune from misgivings, because the stronger the voice of the prophet within, the more aware the prophet is of the cost of imagining God in a new way. Even Jesus, when faced with paying the ultimate price for being true to his calling, asked that the cup pass from him.

Where do the new imaginings of God come from? We have compared words about God to a slingshot that draws the mind towards the ineffable and then releases it to apprehend the Universal Absolute. But where do we find the words that will do that? Where does the prophet find words of “power and imagination” that will help draw the mind towards God and then, ultimately, past the words themselves and on to God? 

I think of it like cotton candy. There is a place in the mind colloquially called the “right brain.” Some call it the unconscious or the preconscious. But I think those terms limit the concept of “conscious” too much. I have experienced this place consciously in meditation and prayer. I prefer to call it the “pre-verbal conscious” or the “non-linear conscious.” 

This consciousness is like a big cotton candy machine. Everything is whirling and fluid and dynamic, never standing still. But to write things down, to speak words to others, we have to get stuff out of this whirling reality and make them part of concrete reality – the thing colloquially called the “left brain,” the verbal, linear consciousness. Writing or talking about things that are the province of the pre-verbal, non-linear conscious is like dipping a paper cone into the cotton candy machine and pulling out a static lump of cotton candy. It is of the machine, it has much in common with the machine. It can be eaten, providing some measure of sensory experience of the nature of what goes on in the machine, and even a measure of food energy.

But it is not the machine. If the words dipped out of the pre-verbal, non-linear conscious are set on a shelf and worshipped instead of being consumed and replaced by another dipping of another cone, we not only lose sight of the nature of the machine, we don’t get any of the value of experiencing the product of the machine directly.

So the question to ask of someone seeking to pass as a prophet is, “Where did you get this cotton candy?” Did they dip it from a machine of the world? Or did they dip it from God’s cotton candy machine? Are they seeking to distribute their own personal cotton candy, to be the boss of their own arcade concession? Are they showing us old cotton candy, that someone else dipped out a long time ago and that we are not allowed to touch? Or are they playing second fiddle to God and dipping out God’s cotton candy, fresh and new?

Revering the spirit of the prophets, the stories, the insights of the prophets, eating the cotton candy of the prophets helps to bring us into apprehension of the Universal Absolute. But too much reverence for the words of the prophets is worshipping words – and words can never be God. It is putting the cotton candy on a shelf and worshipping the static reality instead of the dynamic, swirling energy that is God.

What we can learn from the prophets is how to imagine God in ways that exceed words. “Imagination” is another word for escaping words and approaching the truth beyond words. Imagination comes from the pre-verbal, non-linear consciousness and takes us where words never can. From the prophets we can learn to get in touch with our own imagination, our own pre-verbal awareness of the Ultimate in our lives.

Each of us has different gifts. “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us” (Romans 12:6a, NIV). Some of us will learn to imagine God from direct experience and will have the ability to put their imaginings, their touching of the robe or the hand or the face of God, into words of their own – or art or music. Some will put their understanding, their imagination of God, into action with works, not words. “If it is serving, let (them) serve” (Romans 12:7a, NIV). Some will be too busy imagining and executing good works to have time for new imaginings about God. They can only read the words, and eat the cotton candy, of others. This is okay as long as the leaders of their faith community encourage them to continue to find new prophets, to eat new cotton candy, to listen to God still speaking through those who speak for God.
There is a concept I like to call “religiously correct.” You may be familiar with the term “politically correct.” It refers to the practice of not saying anything that might offend someone because it could get you in political trouble. I personally don’t care for the term. It implies that we don’t care about offending people, we don’t care about being careful with the impact of our words on others, we don’t care about being sensitive to others’ feelings: we only care about staying out of political trouble. We don’t care about the rights of others, only about covering our own butt. 

There are a host of rules and guidelines to stay politically correct. I think, though less frequently talked about, there are also things that are considered religiously correct. I first thought of this when working with the Lectio Divina
 approach to bible study. Lectio asks three questions during successive readings of the text. These questions parallel several other approaches to discussing shared experiences. One is the ORID discussion method.
 This method consists of four phases:

· OBJECTIVE: What did you see and hear? What actually happened? What is present?

· REFLECTIVE: What did the experience make you think?

· INTERPRETIVE: How do you make sense of the experience?

· DECISIONAL: What are you going to do about what you have learned?

These four phases are roughly paralleled by the four phases of processing an experience in the experiential learning method:
 data gathering (objective analysis of what happened); interpreting (their word for reflecting on the experience); generalizing (their word for interpreting larger meanings); and applying (making decisions about what to do with the learning).

The three questions of Lectio Divina are:

1. What word or phrase did you hear that had special meaning? (Objective reading)

2. How does the scripture touch your life (Reflecting on the scripture)

3. What are you being invited to do by the scripture over the next few days? (Decision making)

A lot of people I have worked with on Lectio Divina, including the pastor who introduced me to the method, have trouble with the second question. They want to start talking about invitation with the second question. I came to realize the problem is that the question is worded inaccurately because of a need to be religiously correct. “How does this scripture touch your life?”

To show the problem with this phrasing, I once did a demonstration. I asked our congregation’s designated hugger to touch someone by hugging them, and to do it without being touched back. She of course couldn’t do it. Scripture cannot touch our life without our lives touching the scripture. The second question is really asking us to reflect upon what we bring from our lives –  our experience, our thoughts, our personality – that touch upon this scripture. 

But  this is not a “religiously correct” phrasing. To anchors, scripture is unchanging. It touches us, we do not touch it. So we are stuck with a phrasing of the method that requires insight beyond the method to understand what is being asked in the second phase. Notice also that Lectio Divina does not even include the third part of ORID and processing the learning: interpreting. We are not asked to interpret what we are reading. It is not religiously correct to think that lay people practicing Lectio Divina are capable of interpretation.

In a commencement address at the College of Staten Island of the City University of New York,
 Erica Jong said,

Language matters because whoever controls the words controls its outcome, because whoever frames the debate has already won it, because telling the truth has become harder and harder in an America drowning in Orwellian Newspeak.

Telling the truth has never been easy – not for Jonathan Swift or Alexander Pope or Thomas Paine or Thomas Jefferson.

And I would add “not for Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Jesus.”

But now the Anglo-American idiom has been captured by deliberate liars: politicians, movie stars, advertisers and the corporations they write for, New Age gurus and other celebrities who all have what they think are good reasons to say the opposite of what they mean.

The Misleader-in-Chief says “healthy forests” when he means clear-cutting trees, “clear skies” when he means pollution. His generals say “pacify” when they mean killing foreign civilians. They say “friendly fire” when they mean killing our own soldiers.

In the same spirit, the religious right, tool of the same forces Jong is railing against, has made it religiously incorrect to do your own imagining of God, to speak for the still-speaking God. We have come full circle. We spoke before about how hard it is to speak for God, and it is still a burden. It is hard to serve from your own imagining of God if your gift is to serve, to read from new prophets if your gift is to preach, to claim your right to be a prophet if your gift is prophecy. But if balance, if truth, if the truth beyond words, if the God that can never be limited by words, is to be served, it will be by prophets and followers who claim their right to their own imagination of God.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. How do the Law and the Prophets relate to anchors and seekers? To the strategic personality and the soul?

2. It has been said that Jesus came to unite the Law and the Prophets. What does this mean to you?

3. How can you tell a prophet from a false prophet? What clues do you look for? How do you feel the spirit when you hear the words of a prophet? Do you recognize it in words, or feel it in your pre-verbal consciousness?

4. How are you called to speak for God? What price would you have to pay? Are you willing to pay it?

Chapter 6: The Good Shepherd

You cannot enter the same river twice.

- Indian Proverb

Once upon a time about 2000 years ago in Judea there was a good shepherd. Well, at this time, there were a lot of good shepherds, because there were a lot of shepherds and most of them were pretty good. Shepherds epitomize what Drucker
 has said about workers everywhere: to even hold down a job and be thought competent, the average worker has to do extraordinary things every day. This is certainly true for shepherds. Knowing their flock, being able to call them and get them to obey, knowing how to work in partnership with the dog, knowing how to use the crook to lift sheep out of danger without hurting them, none of that is easy. And they need more than knowledge. There is the courage to face lonely nights in the fields and to stare down wolves with only a staff or a sling. It takes a lot of wisdom, knowledge, strength, courage, and caring to be thought just an average shepherd. And against this background of excellence, there was one shepherd who was so good that he was known as the Good Shepherd. 

The Good Shepherd could tell a member of his flock by the sound of their voice. He could tell a lame sheep by the print of a hoof. He could count the entire flock with a single sweep of his gaze. He could track a missing sheep over bare rock, and never lose track of the rest of the flock. And once he stood up to a lion and got it to back down and slink away.

Others took notice of everything the Good Shepherd did. They followed his every move, and tried to emulate him. They wrote down what he did and what he said so that people could continue to study The Book of the Good Shepherd
 even after he was no longer tending an Earthly flock.

One day the Good Shepherd was out with his herd and came to a place where there was cliff on the right. “Go left,” said the Good Shepherd to his flock and his dog. The flock went left, with some urging from the dog, and all were saved.

The chroniclers of The Book Of The Good Shepherd wrote in their book, “Coming to the place of the cliff, the Good Shepherd said, ‘Go left,’ and the flock was saved.”

About 2 years ago, there was another shepherd in Colorado. This shepherd was a pretty good shepherd too, by ordinary standards. But that wasn’t good enough for him. He strove to emulate the Good Shepherd. He read The Book of the Good Shepherd every night, and remembered the lessons he learned there.

One day, this shepherd came to a place where there was a cliff on the left. He remembered what he had read in The Book Of The Good Shepherd: “Coming to the place of the cliff, the Good Shepherd said, ‘Go left,’ and the flock was saved.” So he told the flock to go left. The flock went left, with some urging from the dog.

At his memorial service, as they laid flowers on his closed casket, everyone commented on how devoted the shepherd was to The Book of the Good Shepherd and how the Good Shepherd must have had a reason for calling the shepherd and his whole flock – and his sheepdog – to be with Him.

Some critics of the Bible, some critics of religion, claim that the Bible is full of contradictions. Well of course it is. The Bible is full of stories that help you find balance. While many of Jesus’ stories are about getting unstuck from the strategic personality, much of the law and the proverbs are about paying attention to the strategic personality, about taking care of business, about getting unstuck from the soul. The prophets and the law balance, God’s love is in balance with God’s vengeance, Earth and Heaven each have stories to center the mind on different parts of life.

Any good story teller, any good collection of archetypal folk tales and stories, any complete mythology, has stories for all occasions. Story tellers were the earliest psychologists. Their role was to understand the human condition, to understand life’s journey by taking a deeper journey than anyone around them, to capture the essence in stories and rituals, and to dispense their mental and spiritual healing in the proper doses. Their clients would come to them and they would select an archetypal story where the protagonist faced a similar challenge. If necessary, they would then explain the story. They could do the same for two parties in conflict, a family in trouble, or a whole village that was out of balance. Whatever was needed to get back in balance, they had a story. Some stories said, “turn left,” and some stories said, “turn right.”

Stephen Covey talks of the difference between principles and practices.
 Principles are things that are timeless and universal. Try not to fall over cliffs. Stay in balance with your environment. Keep your psyche in balance, using all your gifts. Fill that God-shaped hole in your center. Practices, on the other hand, are things that work in a certain place, time, or situation. Turn right. Turn left. Honor the animals you are hunting. Do not over farm. Drive a hybrid drive car. Go to college. Stop studying and pay attention to your heart. Work more. Work less. Be an anchor. Be a seeker. 

The Bible is full of contradictions because it is full of practices as well as principles. It is easy to find contradictory recommendations for practices in the Bible. I have never found any contradictions in the principles in the Bible.

One of the problems with the Bible is its universal availability. It is intended to be a collection of stories for the professional storyteller. Putting the most important stories of a tradition down in writing is dangerous. It’s like taking a powerful drug with serious side effects and making it available over the counter. No, a whole pharmacy of drugs. The lay person is generally not able to tell which drug to take, in spite of the all the TV advertising. Healing stories are not over-the-counter remedies: they are powerful medicine. As Clarissa Pinkola Estés says,

In the old and integral healing rites germane to the curanderisma, and mesemondók, every detail is weighed very carefully against the tradition: when to tell a story, which story, and to whom, how long and in what form, what words, and under which conditions. We carefully consider the time, the place, the health or lack of health of the person, the mandates in the person’s inner and outer lives, and several other critical factors as well, in order to arrive at the medicine needed. In the most basic ways there is a spirit, both holy and whole, behind our ages-old rituals; and we tell stories when we are summoned by their covenant with us, not vice versa…

In dealing with stories, we are handling archetypal energy, which we could metaphorically describe as being like electricity. This electrical power can animate and enlighten, but in the wrong place, wrong time, wrong amount, wrong teller, wrong story, unprepared teller, person who may know some of what to do, but does not know what not to do, like any medicine, it will not have the desired effect, or else a deleterious one.

In the 15th century there was a debate about whether the bible was to be taken literally or as metaphor. Many theologians and philosophers, led by Thomas Aquinas, took a both/and view, first put fourth nearly a century earlier by the Moslem philosopher Averoes when talking about the Koran.
 These thinkers said that some people are able to understand the metaphors, and they should read the Bible metaphorically. But the vast majority of people think literally. The Bible, the Koran, said these writers, was carefully written so that if it was read literally people would not get too far from the will of God, of Allah, of Jehovah. 

To a large extent, this dual purpose was achieved by avoiding principles and telling stories about practices. The metaphorical reader can derive the principles from the stories. The literal reader has a set of practices to follow that keeps them close to the values and principles of their tradition.

This is where the problems arise. First, different practices apply to different situations. Without a professional storyteller, the literate but non-metaphorical reader who lacks an understanding of principles may select the wrong stories, the wrong practices, and make things worse instead of better. These are the people turning left when the cliff is on the left, not the right. These are the people who misread their downsides as being stuck in one pole when in reality they are stuck in the other pole. These are the people who are waging war, terror, and hate crimes because people have different practices than they do.

Second, practices change over time. The principles that apply to desert nomads, hunter-gathers, and early agrarian societies apply to developed and developing nations, industrial and service economies, CEOs and janitors. David Whyte
 says that we go through the same initiations that cave men went through 20,000 years ago: we just have glass-and-steel offices to do it in. But the practices suggested for desert nomads do not fit our modern office buildings. While those capable of understanding metaphor can read the practices in the Bible and derive principles from them, our unschooled readers find themselves incapable of coping with modern life using a limited set of out-of-date practices.

And the third problem is that the men who selected the books for the Bible were trying to consolidate their power. They were not interested in balance. They had just completed years of debate wherein they used logic and reason to decide what was the true nature of God and Jesus, and they selected stories that supported their conclusions. They sought to trap God in words, in a static description of a secondary personality that fit their logic. Thus they not only created a collection of practices that were only applicable to limited places, times, and situations, they built into the practices the rejection of any new practices, new insights, new prophets, new imaginings, new cotton candy.

One practice that has not stood the test of time is proselytizing. For the first 90,000 years of human existence, the tribe, the clan, the village relied on a sense of shared experience to pull the members together for common survival. One of the key roles of mythology was to provide the common world view, the stories of how things came to be and what we are supposed to do now that we’re here, that allowed people to work in concert. While different cultures handled those who didn’t “buy into” the mythos with different levels of tolerance, in all cases they were at least exceptionalized so that most of the citizenry felt the need to follow the line.

When the world-wide population explosion started around 10,000 years ago, various different mythologies started to come into contact with one another. In the long run, there was a cross-fertilization effect. In the short term, the priestly class in charge of each tradition hardened the dogma, emphasized the goodness of their tradition and the evil inherent in the symbols and practices of other traditions, and mandated evangelism: people had to create new converts to the religion. Thus did various religious traditions spread. 

As both population and technology grew, we came to the position where we find ourselves today: where proselytizing may be good for individual religions, but it is damaging to the world and it’s people. With quick transportation and instantaneous communications, with mass migrations bringing whole mythological traditions into close proximity on a permanent basis, and with the technologies of terror and war able to cause such widespread death and destruction, we need a world of non-exclusive religions. We need a world where followers of every tradition are aware of the secondary nature of whatever deity is worshipped. We need to abandon all proselytizing of particular metaphors in favor of working to help each person find a way to fill their own God-shaped hole that equips them for this existence and the next. We need to leave behind loyalty to particular prophets who spoke of peace and follow their message instead of their name.

One way to overcome these limitations is to reject over 10,000 years of experience on how to make a growing, powerful religion. Most of the mainline protestant religions today are more ecumenical, more open, more listening to God still speaking. The challenge is how to turn this into a new mythology of peace, acceptance, and cooperation; of allowing many different ways of filling our God-shaped holes; of letting the soul overcome the shackles of the strategic personality and bring balance to human interactions and understanding of God.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What kinds of things are timeless? What things depend on the situation? How do tell if you are dealing with a principle or a practice?

2. Why didn’t the Good Shepherd write his own book? Why didn’t Jesus write his own gospel? 

3. What does the Indian proverb mean to you?

Chapter 7: Balance with the Other

And a second is like it, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.

- Matthew 22:39 RSV

While much of what I learned in church as a young person has faded into a curtain of generalized understanding, a few lessons stand out. These are the lessons that did not make sense at first, the mental slips, the whoopses. While building a fortress, it is not each smoothly placed block that we remember, but the stones that had to be shaped and fit, the stones that made us stop and rethink our plans.

Such was the sermon that Chad Combs preached on this passage from Matthew. Chad was the pastor at First Presbyterian Church of Allendale, Camp Hill, PA. His son Brian was my best friend in high school. Rev. Combs was a pretty good preacher overall, I guess: I was at the age where my attention span was not good. My listening skills needed a little help.

But this day he got my attention. He talked about balance. He talked about the last two words of this passage. Up to that point, I had always focused on the “love your neighbor” part. Pastor Combs preached on the words, “as yourself.” Love your neighbor as yourself. Not more than yourself. Not less than yourself. Exactly the same as yourself.

Balance. Much of this book is about balance. But so far we have only talked about balance within one person, one psyche, one anchor-seeker polarity. We must also seek balance outside ourselves. We function best when we balance the internal with the external, the self with the neighbor, the Me with the Thee.

We are most human when we are interacting with others. Humans are pack animals. Our social structure is among the  most advanced in nature. We find ourselves where we come in contact with the world.

We are not what we think we are inside our own head when we’re alone. It is what we are when we are with others that is truly us. This is why I’m suspicious when people say they started a relationship through an on-line romance. After my wife died, I carried on an intense email relationship with someone I had known years before, kept in touch with but not seen for nine years. She fell in love with the me I thought I was in my head and poured out on the computer screen, but couldn’t abide the me that I was when we were actually together. She tried for about a year to find the email me in the real me and then gave up.

Finding balance in our own head is not easy, but it is probably easier than finding the balance with others. Imagine you are walking alone on a deserted beach. Way off in the distance you see a human figure walking towards you. They are far enough away that you can’t even determine age or gender. It has been said that as soon as you realize you will probably pass this person, you begin to change what you are from the person you are when alone to the person you are when you are interacting with someone. The more people there are, the less of the private you there is and the more of the social you. This is the explanation for mob behavior: maybe very few, maybe none, of the people in the mob would be violent if alone. But the social persona sweeps away whatever private concerns the members of the mob have about their behavior.

This is an example of loving your neighbor too much, way more than you love yourself. Taking control of every social situation, leading the mob, is loving yourself more than your neighbor. What about being standoffish, not joining in, not being a part? It could be either. It could be that you are so stuck in self love that you won’t let others in. You could also be so stuck in love of others and self deprecation that you assume others don’t want you and so you don’t want to force yourself upon them.

I was in a personal growth workshop with a woman who was selfish. Everything had to be her way. When we did small groups to determine topics that would be addressed in the workshop, she manipulated her group so that all the ideas that came out of it were hers. She had to have the last word, the last laugh, the last idea on everything.

Some days I wanted to throttle her for being so selfish. Instead I practiced the meditation on compassion and looked a little closer. This woman had a history with one of the workshop leaders, having done previous workshops with her. From watching and listening to their interaction it became clear that this ability to own her own feelings and stand up for her own ideas had been hard won, and it still took a lot of work on her part to claim her Self. I looked inside my self. I found that I still had not operated from Pastor Chad’s message. I was the opposite of my new friend. The opposite of selfish is selfless. Self less. Without a self. Without a self, we have nothing to give others. If we don’t love our self, we have no love to give others.

An important part of community is mutual support. Our various communities, especially our faith community, are important parts of our support network. The action verb “to love” in a very real way means “to support.” Many of us who are really into “love your neighbor” will do anything for our neighbor, be it a friend, a member of a community, or even a stranger. But if we are not into “love yourself,” we may find it hard to ask for support, for help, for comfort, for love when we need it. We find ourselves unsupported. Even though the love of others is all around us, we don’t take it in. Not only are we denying our neighbors the chance to love their neighbor (us), we are denying ourselves the support we need. Without support, we will soon run out of energy to do for others. We will become totally Self less.

Too much selfishness doesn’t work either. Without love for others, we cannot love ourselves very much, either. We may work very hard to get ourselves the ideal life, the life that we think we deserve, the life that we give to ourselves out of self love. But without others in it, without sharing love with others, we won’t ever find happiness. We won’t ever truly love our self.

So there is always a balance. In a very real way, we can never be out of balance. We can never love our self more than we love others, or others more than we love our self. We may operate from a mental state of trying to put ourselves first, or trying to put others first. But love is not an intention: love is an action. If we are stuck in love of self or love of others too long, we end up losing our ability to act out of love for others or our self. 

Jesus’ admonition, taken from Leviticus 19:18, is therefore not about action; we have seen that in action it is a tautology. It is about intention. If you seek to love only yourself, or seek to love only your neighbor, you will close down. Only by seeking balance, seeking to love your neighbor as yourself, will you open up to your full God-granted potential for love.

Kaleel Jamison wrote a wonderful little book called The Nibble Theory and the Kernel of Power
. The nibble theory states that we are all circles. Each of us seeks to be the biggest circle we can be. But many of us don’t know how to grow our circles. So instead we nibble at the circles of those around us, making their circles smaller so that ours seems bigger by comparison. Jamison suggests that instead we all help grow our circle and those around us.

This way of living works like a candle. When you give away some of the light from the candle, by lighting another person’s candle, there isn’t  less light, because you’ve given some away – there’s more. That works with love too. And that works with this growth theory.

When everybody grows, there isn’t less of anybody; there’s more of – and for – everybody.

Love your neighbor as yourself is advice on how to grow your circle. Get in a cycle of love, growing love for others and for self, and you grow your circle. Your love spirals out, growing larger with each cycle. Get caught in either half of the cycle and your circle won’t grow. All you can do is nibble at the circle of others to feel bigger (self love) or decide your circle doesn’t matter and let it shrivel and die as you give to others (selfless love). But your circle does matter. Because if your circle shrivels, you have no way to help others grow their circles. You are only making their circle feel bigger in relation to your shrinking circle. “Self-effacement isn’t a good idea,” says Jamison.

It must be one of those funny misinterpretations of a religious teaching in our culture – something like the idea that pride is one of the deadly sins. But somehow we got that idea all out of shape – and ourselves with it. I believe that the basic message religion means to teach us is to be most fully ourselves, to tap into the God-like being in us.

Jesus said this is the second most important commandment. The first is love God. But he said the second is like it. Of course it is. If we each have a God-like being within us, then a very concrete way we can love God is to love the God within our neighbors. And to the exact same measure love the God within our Self.






Now It’s Your Turn

1. Are “love your neighbor” and “love yourself” a polarity? Does it only work if you do one at a time? Or to make it work do you do both at the same time?

2. How do you grow your circle? What do you do for others? For yourself? Are they sometimes the same thing?

3. Do you think nibbling plays any role in fundamentalism? Sorry, that’s one of those questions that is really a statement. I think people want to belong to the One True Religion because it makes them feel bigger, it lets them nibble at the circle of others who don’t have it Right. What do you think? 

· Support me. 

· Argue with me. 

· Show me the path between the horns, the path of compassion for those who do not know how to grow their circles.

Chapter 8: Backup Problems

Enormous detail complexity renders any rational explanation inherently incomplete.

- Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline 

Geometry was my best math course. I always understood math when others did it, but I was hopeless at doing algebra, trigonometry, and calculus. After arithmetic, geometry was the only math I could do. Geometric proofs were the only ones I could fashion – the only branch of mathematics where what seemed obvious to me could find expression in the formal language of the discipline. For all of you who do not have the same fond memories of geometry class that I do, I apologize for the explanation to which I am about to subject you.

All of the geometry I learned in high school is based on Euclid’s First Postulate: through any given point, there is only one line that is parallel to any given other line. Euclid never did succeed in proving this postulate; it was just accepted as true, and all the rest of his geometry was derived from logical proofs that used this “truth” as a foundation. 

A fundamental principle of logical proofs is the existence of the proposition. A proposition is a statement that has a determinable truth value – a proposition is either true or false. There are many statements that are not propositions, that you cannot find a value of true or false. There are probably more non-propositions than there are propositions, perhaps infinitely more.

A second principle is that if you accept as true any false proposition, you can then prove as true any other false proposition.

The great mathematician and logician Bertrand Russell was once challenged, “I accept that one equals two. Prove to me that you are the Pope.”

“That,” replied Russell, “is simplicity itself. The Pope and I are two, therefore the Pope and I are one.”

Less well understood, but the basis of many of Socrates’ crushing victories in the debates of Plato’s dialogues, is the idea that if you accept as true – or false – any statement that is not a proposition, you can then prove as true any other statement, be it a proposition or a non-proposition. 

Euclid’s First Postulate is not a proposition: it is not possible to prove it true or false. So at some point someone said, “What if we don’t accept Euclid’s first postulate? What if we assume 2 parallel lines through a given point? Or three? Or an infinite number?” Then they started over, deriving a new geometry. Each of these assumptions led to a whole, new, non-Euclidean geometry.

Which geometry is “true”? Which is “right”? It turns out that the answer is neither – and both. Each has its uses, and is “right” in a certain context. It’s nearly impossible to frame a house without Euclidean geometry – how would you ever put up a stud 16" away from the last one and parallel to it if there were two, or three, or an infinite number of ways you could put it up? At the same time, it is impossible to split the atom without non-Euclidean geometry.

Non-Euclidean geometry resulted from addressing a backup problem – what if we go back to where an unfounded conclusion was drawn, and start over? A backup problem exists when you find yourself in a place where you, your colleagues, or your listeners are holding “bad” information because of a line of logic taken from accepting as true something that is false, or that does not have a truth value. To address a backup problem, you have to back up to where you share information with the person you are talking with, acknowledge what they know and that you hear what they are saying, provide them with the information they are missing, and then proceed to show that with this new information a different result is possible.

Yesterday when I was out on my walk there was a little boy trying to wash his mother's car with a broom. His mother was standing at the door yelling at him to put the broom down before he scratched the paint. The little boy insisted he was washing the car and not scratching the paint, and wouldn’t put the broom down. The mother failed to recognize two backup problems:

· To the little boy, the broom LOOKED just like the brushes they use at the car wash. Mom needed to acknowledge that they LOOKED alike, and then explain that the broom had harder bristles and would hurt more.

· To most little girls and boys, the world is what they have experienced so far. There are hard things and soft things. They think hard things don't bend, break, or scratch, until they've experienced them doing that – and that is usually quite a while after the child has gotten heavy enough and strong enough to bend, break, and scratch hard things. Mom needed to acknowledge that the car SEEMED hard, then explain that the paint could be scratched unless the brush is made of a material softer than the paint.

Jesus dealt with a lot of backup problems. He backed up back before the law to the Commandments – and before the Ten Commandments to the Greatest Commandment:  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” (Mark 12:30, NIV). He backed the Pharisees and the Scribes up to the Prophets. When people thought neighbors had to be people who lived near them and looked like them, Jesus backed them up with the parable of the Good Samaritan. When people thought that there were two kinds of people, the good and the lost, and that the lost were lost forever, he backed them up with the parables of the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the prodigal son. When the priests thought they had a lock on the Kingdom of Heaven, he backed them up with at least nine similes of “The Kingdom of Heaven is like…,” showing not only many different ways of knowing the Kingdom of Heaven but more importantly sharing the meta-knowledge that many, many different ways of knowing are needed to even approach a rudimentary understanding of God and God’s Kingdom. 
In working with backup problems, Jesus had to start from where his listeners were. He could not back up to information they didn’t possess, he could only go back as far as was allowed by what they knew. As a concrete example, Jesus often spoke of the mustard seed as the smallest living thing known to his countrymen. In fact, the orchid seed is smaller. And probably somewhere in the Universe there is another seed even smaller than the orchid seed. But if Jesus had referred to these seeds the message would not have meant anything to his followers and those he was seeking to reach. So he had to start from where they were, in things as simple as seeds or as complex as good and evil.

Parables are a great way of dealing with a backup problem. In today’s sound-bite world, no one listens to more than 10 words. No image gets more than 15 nanoseconds of ad time. No one gets more than 15 seconds of fame. It is hard to get someone to listen long enough to deal with a backup problem.

Jesus probably faced the same dilemma. Sound bites are the province of the strategic personality. “Just give me the answer, don’t confuse me with all that gobbledygook.” If as I have proposed the strategic personality is in ascendance today and was in ascendance in Jesus’ time, and the strategic personality is the source of sound-bite mentality, then Jesus’ probably faced a version of the same problem. Although it hadn’t been exacerbated as it has today by technological access to faster answers and shorter images, the underlying attitude may have been the same.

But people love a story. People who only want a 15-second advertisement will watch a 3-hour movie to get the story. I once pondered why project briefings took 45 minutes to explain a fairly simple concept, while “20/20” can explain complex issues and exotic diseases in 11 minutes flat. At first I thought is was the media – all manner of images and video and settings and backdrops – but I eventually realized it’s because “Dateline” and “60 Minutes” tell stories. “Here’s Joe. Joe has nonemphatic blastoplastic dandruff. Here’s what that has done to his life.” The story gets our attention, connects us, makes us care. 

So Jesus told people stories. His stories started from a different way of understanding, and led to a new conclusion. Jesus then let his listeners go away and ponder their own backup problem. He created a mental slip, a “whoops,” that got people to question where they had made an assumption, accepted something as true that was not, made a logical wrong turn. Maybe a lot of them didn’t get it. But some did. And it’s been said that if only 20% of people get something, work on something, practice something, it will raise the level of conversation of everyone around them.

Backup problems and the conflicts caused by them are thorny. To solve them requires listening to hear what the other believes is true; introspection to find where your assumptions diverge from those of the other; compassion to go to where the other is and acknowledge the truth of what they believe; and patience to carefully add the extra knowledge that will help them see the truth of what you believe. Being a good story teller doesn’t hurt, either.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What backup problems do you face in your life? What misunderstandings arise because you and someone else diverged from your last point of common fact? How can you back up and acknowledge their line of reasoning, and then explain your reasoning to them?

2. Sometimes if a ship can’t raise it’s anchor, it has to back over where the anchor is and pull it the other way to loosen it. What stories can you tell to help others back up and loosen their anchors, to help others honor their inner seeker?

3. Do you think Jesus’ divinity and gift of knowledge and clarity means that he knew about orchid seeds – and whatever smaller seeds there are in the Universe? Or did he only know about the mustard seed? Did he possess knowledge beyond the Jewish tradition? Was the reason he started from the authorized church in trying to help us move beyond it that he had to start from where his listeners were? Or was his knowledge of God limited to his tradition, what he may have picked up as a child in Egypt, and the direct knowing available to all of us?

4. Barry Johnson
 offers advice to those seeking to get others unstuck from one pole of a badly-managed polarity. Essentially it is to treat it as a backup problem. Start by acknowledging the upsides of the pole where they are stuck, and the downsides of the pole you are advocating. Then ask them to enumerate the downsides of their pole and the upsides of yours. Then enter into dialog about where on those four lists the organization is right now, and what to do about it. Can this approach help you and your faith community find balance in your polarities?

Chapter 9: The God of Star Trek, Star Wars, and Shirley MacLaine

We are not human beings having a spiritual experience,

we are spiritual beings having a human experience.

- Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
There are a lot of ways to conceive of God. Each of them is true, insofar as it helps the mind of a seeker move beyond the words that give it conception to the God that lies beyond words. Each is false insofar is it causes the mind of an anchor to get stuck in the metaphor and miss God.

One way to avoid getting stuck is to allow multiple conceptions of God. This is the reason for the Trinity. God can be thought of as a Great Being, as a friend, or as a pervasive presence. Each of these conceptions finds a home at various places in our culture.

In Star Trek the crew of the Enterprise often encounters great beings who have evolved to have unimaginable power. These beings seem to be omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. Apollo, encountered by Kirk in the original series, and Picard’s nemesis Q, stand out in my memory as two examples of these Great Beings. Each has the power to call worlds into existence, alter reality, and create life. Each has the power of a God. Each acts like a God, in the case of Apollo even calling himself a god. 

But each of these ultimately turns out to be a product of the Universe and its evolution, not the Source of the Universe. Each of these story lines ultimately reveals Gene Rodenberry’s fundamental a-theistic beliefs. Similarly, hanging our hat on God as a Great Being leaves a hole in our understanding of all that God is.

In Star Wars, The Force was a presence that flowed through all things in the Universe. It could be felt by some, and even manipulated by those that the Force was strong within. The Force was the stuff that far, far away Galaxy was made of. Probably the stuff the whole Universe was made of.

This idea has appeal for me. I think when God created the Universe, the only raw material that was available was God. Everything in the Universe is God. Those strings that quantum physicists are starting to say are the building blocks of all matter and all energy, that are so small we can’t even conceive of an experiment to prove they exist, that have so many dimensions that all the strings in the whole Universe are in instantaneous communications with one another along one or more of those dimensions? I think that is the manifestation of God in the temporal Universe, the way God hears prayers, and sometimes the way prayers are answered. I think that is the way we feel the spirit within us.

But in the later Star Wars movies, which by the miracle of prequel are the earlier episodes, George Lucas develops the idea of The Force more and more, until he actually trivializes it. It turns out there are some sub-cellular life forms that carry The Force. Some people have more of those life forms in them, and that is why The Force is strong in them. The Force is now no longer the stuff the Universe is made of, but some particular stuff. By the same token, focusing too long on the stuff God made the Universe out of, even if that stuff is part of God, can lead to trivializing God. The whole Universe is God, but the Universe is not the Whole God. 

In the book and the movie Out on a Limb
, Shirley MacLaine tells the story of her spirit journey to the Andes of Peru, where she learns that we are all God. One of the things that set the Jews and the Christians apart from each other is the question of whether Jesus was a man or divine. Even within the Christian church, there is still some debate. I have no doubts that Jesus was divine. I just take exception to the idea that the rest of us aren’t. I think Jesus was one of the most enlightened teachers the World has known. His enlightenment led him to understand his divinity in a whole new way and his teaching led the rest of us to approach that understanding. We are supposed to understand our own divinity in a whole new way, too. 

The standard handling of heroes got in the way. Joseph Campbell has this to say about heroes in general, although in context it’s pretty clear he’s talking mostly about Jesus:

If the deeds of an actual historical figure proclaim him to have been a hero, the builders of his legend will invent for him appropriate adventures in depth. These will be pictured as journeys into miraculous realms and are to be interpreted as symbolic…

It is because of the adventures-in-depth built for Jesus by the gospel makers, the letter writers, and the bible fashioners that we think Jesus was something different from us, not the same only more so. I believe we are to learn from Jesus the true nature and potential depth of our own divinity.

But if we focus only on the divinity within, then we become like those particular Gnostic sects that did whatever moved them in the moment, moving away from our center, drifting too far from the shore. This is why Jesus said we had to be even better than the Pharisees in following God’s law. “For I say unto you, That except your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:20, KJV). It is good to maintain a focus on all that is God, not just one little part.

We understand God best when we understand God in many ways. This is the basis of pantheism, polytheism, or syncretic monotheism. Thomas Moore in Care of the Soul
 said that polytheism is not “anything goes” but “many things go.” Each way of understanding God is measured against what else is known, what is sensed by the soul in connection with the Spirit, what works to bring the self, the local community, the community of all human kind, the faith community, and the animal/vegetable/mineral world all into harmony with one another and with the Universal Absolute.

This is another “both/and” problem. God is both One and Many. We see this even in Genesis, which was the first creation myth to do away with the concept of dual gods creating good and bad. As Scofield points out in the Scofield Reference Bible, there are several places where God refers to Godself as “We.” Notwithstanding this, the Judeo/Christian/Islamic God is definitely monotheistic. But it is only monotheists, spiritual descendants of Abraham, who see it as “either/or:” either there is one God or there are many. They think they are the first to see it as only one. But in reality they are the first to limit God by thinking it has to be either/or. Most religious and mythological traditions see it as “both/and”: God is both one and many.

There are many sources of words and images to describe God. They can come from your faith tradition, other faith traditions, or study of ancient mythologies. They can even come from the popular media. Any words about God that help to draw your mind beyond the words to an apprehension of the Universal Absolute are valuable: those that get you stuck in the words, the images, the metaphor are probably not helpful.

We have all run into examples of extending the analogy too far. You start by saying, “This meeting is like an old Model T – an old crank up front and a bunch of loose nuts in the back.” But when you start talking about the upholstery and the brakes and they don’t really relate to anyone in the room, you say, “I think this analogy is breaking down.” 

The same thing can happen to any analogy or metaphor. The same thing can happen to any simile of  “The Kingdom of Heaven is like…” That is why Jesus used so many of them and never developed any one of them into a full-length sermon. The analogy would break down sooner rather than later. And the same thing can happen to any metaphor for God. It starts out helping us apprehend the Universal Absolute, but if we develop the metaphor too far, it starts to break down. We get caught in trying to fit reality into the metaphor, and end up limiting our apprehension of reality to that which fits our word game. 

That is why it is important – yesterday, today, and tomorrow – for prophets to constantly find new words of power and imagination to describe God, to constantly redescribe God as they imagine God to be, to constantly dip new cones of God-experience out of the cotton candy machine.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What images of God and supreme beings have you encountered in literature, movies, books, TV shows, and popular culture? Which feel “right” and which feel heretical to you?

2. What ways do you conceive God? Which help you apprehend God? In what ways do they help? In what ways do they limit your thinking, your understanding, your ability to move beyond words to a pre-verbal, non-linear imagination of God?

Chapter 10: What Have You Promised Your God?

During the entire period of his vow no razor may be used on his head. He must be holy until the period of his separation to the Lord is over; he must let the hair of his head grow long

- Numbers 6:5

Do you know what a Nazarite is? Some people confuse it with a Nazarene: someone from Nazareth, like Jesus was. The Nazarites are something different – literally. The meaning of the Hebrew word nazir, the root of Nazarite, is “held apart.” They are a sect of the Jews. They had special practices and disciplines that brought the adherent closer to God by instilling greater mindfulness. 

The Nazarites were generally not a sect that you joined for life: usually young men and women made the promise to follow the rules of the Nazarites for a year. The vows the Nazarite made were:

· No wine

· No haircuts 

· No corpses or graves, even of family members

Only two men in Jewish history made a lifetime commitment to be Nazarites: Stephen and Samson. Their mothers made the vow for them while they were still in the womb, and they were held apart all their lives.

We all know the story of Samson, how he was the strongest man that ever lived on earth. But Delilah cut his hair, he lost his strength, and that was that. The tale people tell is that Samson’s strength was in his hair. But most of us don’t see any appreciable difference in strength after our hair is cut. So what happened to Samson?

What happened is that he made a joke out of his promises. You remember that he told Delilah three things to make him weak, playing with her. First he told her to tie him with seven fresh thongs, that had not been dried. He broke them. Second he told her to bind him with new ropes that had not been used – then he snapped them like string. Lastly he told her to cut his hair. I think he was just joking with her. Again. He wasn’t giving in and telling her the secret of his strength, he was just making up another way to make her look foolish. But he forgot his Nazarite promise. And for that God took away God’s gift: God took Samson’s strength.

You see, it’s not what we do per se that matters. It’s what we promise we will do, and then what we do to keep that promise. That’s why those of us who are not Nazarites don’t have trouble getting up out of the barber’s chair.

The purpose of human rules is to provide a practice, a discipline, that can bring us closer to God. By focusing the mind – by providing something tangible that reminds us to focus the mind – on God, they help us find a home for that part of us that needs connection with the Universal Absolute. By keeping our promises to God, we are keeping a promise to an important part of our Self. 

There has been a debate going on in Dear Abby as to whether it is okay to wear jeans and casual clothes to church. I guess that depends. It depends on what you promised your God. If you promised to show honor by paying attention to how you look when you are at the place where you are most aware of God’s presence, then you should dress up in your best clothes, maybe even clothes you only wear for worship. On the other hand, if you made a promise to come before God just as you are, with no artifice or pretenses, then you should wear the things you always wear, the things that represent you. And if you promised your God to follow the scripture, “"Judge not, and you will not be judged” (Luke 6:37a), then you should follow your promise and let others worry about following their promise.

But if you just dress up in your Sunday-go-to-meetin’s out of habit, or just throw on whatever you’re used to wearing everywhere else you go, or just dash out the door in whatever you have on, then you’re missing a chance to focus your practice. You could stop and think about making a promise to your God. Then you could make selection of the dressy clothes you will wear a part of a ritual of preparation for worship. Or you could use the time when you make a conscious decision not to dress up, to go to worship without pretense and false front, as a time to be conscious of everything else you are bringing to God: your strengths, your faults, your gifts, and your weaknesses. 

Jim Fixx in Running
 said that one reason for having good running shoes is that lacing them up becomes part of the mental preparation for running. “Suiting Up” for worship, whatever outfit we choose, can be part of the spiritual preparation for collective worship.

That’s just a small example of a larger principle. Everything in our ritual, in our practice, in our worship, in our evangelism and ministry and outreach, is based on what we promise God. And that is based on how we perceive God, how we know God. To have meaning for you, the promises you make to God have to be your promises to your God. Ideas from other people, your faith traditions, or religious practices you encounter may suggest a set of human rules that fit for you. But the promise has to come from your heart. Samson’s mother made the Nazarite vow for him. We can only speculate as to whether that was where the trouble started. 

And the promises have to be made to your God, not to someone else’s God. There is only one God. But no one can ever know all that is God. We carry a mental image of our friends, and that is who they are to us. But someone else in our gang may carry different images than we do – their friends are different than our friends, even though they are the same people. Your mother may be totally different than your sister’s mother. To a much greater extent, each of us has our own Jesus, because even with all the writings and teachings available to us – yes, even with the tutelage of the Spirit – the Son of God is much more complex than our friends or family, and each of us will know Jesus in a different way – each of us will know a different Jesus. And to an infinitely greater extent each of us has our own God, because as complex as the Son of God is, one big reason for the gift of the Son was to make a part of God human and therefore more understandable.

Each of us therefore has our own God. The promises we make have to be compatible with what we think our God expects of us. 

In yoga class, students are encouraged to listen to their own bodies. While the instructor provides ideas and a flow, students are responsible for working with their own edge. You are encouraged to modify poses, substitute your own, or go to a rest pose if something doesn’t work for you. Sometimes it is a matter of  what you are ready for; sometimes it’s what you learned first or from a favorite teacher, or what feels familiar or “right;” sometimes it is what tests your limits: you stretch more or push harder than the students around you. Wherever you are on your own yoga journey, it is up to you to find the yoga practice that is right for you.

I think the same principle applies to religious practice. You need to listen to your own conscience. Wherever you are on your faith journey, whatever connection you have made with your God, informs the promises that you make to your God. It needs to be a practice that has meaning for you, your history with God, and your place on your journey.  And you need to challenge yourself while not getting into something you can’t handle. 

It has been said that the way to teach someone to swim is to throw them into 9 feet of water: it’s deep enough that they can’t stand up, but shallow enough that they can bob and breathe until they learn to swim. What I seek is a way to throw myself into nine feet of spiritual water: promise my God something that is a stretch, that will help me grow, but that is not a recipe for failure.

One more caution about promises. Make sure that you don’t do anything that makes it hard for someone else to keep their promises. Don’t be Delilah to someone else’s Samson. This is what Paul was talking about in 1 Corinthians 8 with all that talk about food offered to idols. For Christians cut in the Paulist mode, there is no promise to God not to eat food offered to idols, because they don’t believe the idols stand for anything. But it might mean something to someone else. “Suppose a person whose conscience is weak in this matter sees you, who have so-called ‘knowledge,’ eating in the temple of an idol; will not this encourage him to eat food offered to idols?” (1 Cor. 8:10, Good News). Suppose I, who have promised my God to honor the god in everyone, bows and says “Namasté: I honor the God within you” to someone who has promised their God to hold the divinity of Christ as Unique, and to hold on faith the creation story of Genesis that says God is not in his creation. Am I tempting this person to break their promises? Paul is right in saying that we are our sisters’ and brothers’ keepers: that we do best not to tempt others to break their promises.
In Psalm 5, the psalmist says, “Lead me, O LORD, in thy righteousness because of mine enemies; make thy way straight before my face” (Psalm 5: 8, RSV). What exactly is righteousness? We can look it up in the dictionary, but that won’t help much: what we need is an operational definition. We need to know in daily action what choices to make to be righteous. 

In “The Ron Clark Story” a sixth-grade teacher starts out with one rule for his students: the next day there are four, and by the end of the year there are 55. These grew out of his class and how he got to know them. Although Ron published these rules as The Essential 55, 
 and used them successfully in other classes, other schools, and other states, he never had the same spectacular results with them as he did with that Inner Harlem sixth grade class that went from the bottom of the school to the top of New York City. What was essential for that first class was never exactly right for another class. 

By the same token, we serve God best when each of us reads, studies, listens, and pays attention – to our neighbors and to ourselves – to find out what is righteousness for us in our relatioship to our God. Each of us decides what to promise our God.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What promises have you made to your God? Where did they come from? Do they feel right for you, or are you keeping promises someone else made?

2. Are you standing in water up to your waist? Are you drowning in water too deep to fathom? What is your nine feet of water?

Chapter 11: Choices

Karma is not just a mystical idea about something esoteric like past lives in Tibet. The term karma refers to the law of cause and effect. It means that what we do now and how we act create our future experiences. 

- Goldstein and Kornfield,  Seeking the Heart of Wisdom

I used to work retail. One day the cashiers were discussing the local MegaLowMart and their labor practices. They never give their cashiers more than 30 hours a week so they don’t have to pay benefits. Our cashiers were all up in arms about that. I said, “That’s why I choose not to shop at MegaLowMart. I won’t support that way of doing business.”

One of the cashiers replied that she didn’t have a choice: she couldn’t afford to shop anywhere else.

I looked out the front window to the employee parking lot where this woman’s brand new Honda Accord was parked. She “had” to buy it because her previous car had been in an accident and she needed something safe for transporting her son. I didn’t say anything, but I thought about the fact that a three-year-old Civic coming off lease would have been just as safe for her son and would have left her with a lower car payment and more choice about where she shopped. 

We always have choices. We may not have all the choices we want. One of the basic findings of systems theory is that the choices we have available are limited by the system we find ourselves in.
 We cannot choose to shop Sacs and get the same prices as MegaLowMart. The system of stores doesn’t allow that choice. We also can’t buy absolutely everything we want without a care about price. The banking system won’t allow that choice. But we always have choices.

And the second part of the equation is that the choices we make in part determine the system we find ourselves in. The status of our bank account is determined by what we bought in the past, and that determines what we can buy in the future. What we are willing to pay for items at Sacs determines their pricing policy. Our willingness to shop at MegaLowMart in spite of their business practices lets them get away with it.

What we can do is limited by our circumstances. And we create our circumstances by what we do. Does that sound a lot like the definition of karma?

Here’s another simple example. When we’re driving on a crowded highway, we can’t drive at any speed we choose and be arbitrarily safe. The more our speed is above or below that of the “flow of traffic” the more dangerous it is. But the flow of traffic is not a fixed entity. The speed at which traffic is flowing is determined by all the individual decisions of what speed to travel of all the individual drivers on the road. Your decision – or non-decision – of how fast or slow you will go helps to establish the speed of the “flow of traffic.” The choices you make help to create the system in which you are operating.

I seem to be car-oriented today. When you pull into the MegaLowMart parking lot, you may be limited in your choice of parking spaces by a system of shopping carts left in spaces by other shoppers. But that system was created by a series of individual choices not to return carts to the store or to cart park areas. Then when you come out of the store, your choice not to be bothered to return the cart if no one else does contributes to the obstacle course you must drive, to the system that limits your choices.

There are also second-order effects: changes to the system that show up later but are directly attributable to your choices. People making decisions to drive over the speed limit can lead to lowering of speed limits, stepped-up enforcement, or accidents that result in traffic snarls, all further limiting your choices. At one grocery store, the large number of people making choices not to use cart return areas led the store to remove them, removing one more of the shopper’s potential choices. 

A colleague taught me to work at taking “should,” “must,” “need to,”  and “have to” out of my vocabulary. Everything is a choice. Instead of “I ought to” it is “I want to because I want the outcomes from doing this.” Instead of “I have to” it is “I think it would produce a good outcome if…” Everything is a choice: taking those words out of your vocabulary help you to focus on the fact that you’re making a choice, and to think about the results of that choice. This is the lesson of karma: you always have choices, and those choices produce outcomes.

Much of this book is about balance: between seeker and anchor, soul and strategic personality, self and others, law and prophets, fact and metaphor. One polarity we have not talked about is sacred and secular. Is this a balance? Is it a polarity? 

Ancient peoples didn’t think so. Their religion, their world view, pervaded their entire lives. Ancient cultures and civilizations did have their rites and ceremonies for certain aspects of their life, but under it all every action they took, every choice they made, was predicated on their belief about how the world works. All their stories told them what was expected of them, how to behave to take care of the world and have the world take care of them. They knew that every choice would result in the system reacting to their choices, and that every choice they made had two sets of consequences. It had consequences in terms of what would happen to them: they knew how their choice of actions and outcomes was limited by the system. And it had consequences in terms of what would happen to the system: they knew how their actions would affect the system.

  They weren’t always right, because some of what they “knew” was based on bad science. But much of what these cultures “knew” was based on experience and insight. Many of the people didn’t understand how things worked, they only knew stories that told them what to do. Their gifts lay in other areas than understanding complex systems. But even if the stories that explained the systems to the people were fanciful, they contained underlying truths that kept the culture in harmony with itself, with its surroundings, and with the God-shaped hole that told them there was more after this life was over and it was important to keep in harmony with that reality, too.

In any mythological system, the two most important stories are the creation story and the hero’s journey story. The creation story says how we came to be here, how the world came to operate the way it does, and by extension it tells us important things about how the world does work. The hero’s journey story tells us what we’re supposed to do now that we’re here. In every culture, each of these stories started from the best science available at the time and filled in what was not knowable by science with what was known from touching God. Ancient people lived their entire lives by the stories of their mythology, particularly these two most important stories.

This I think is one of the casualties of having a mythology that has not kept pace with science. We have a creation story that most people reject out of hand. It is not how the world came to be, but a morality tale that bears no resemblance to our natural sciences. So most people are free to separate their Sunday life from their rest-of-the-week life. God’s kingdom works according to the Bible, the world works according to science. So ignore God most of the time. There are sacred things and secular things. Do sacred things by God’s word and secular things by the world’s rules.

Choices that we make are limited by this world view. We can pretend we’re not religious, and blend in with the great secular unchurched. We can act overtly religious and be shunned by most people whom that makes uncomfortable. We can find some middle road, some balance: talk about church and God when others bring it up; talk about our church and social action activities when someone asks, “What have you been up to?”; ask others about what is important in their lives. 

Or we can live our whole lives as a prayer, taking each action, making each choice, based on how we perceive that the Creation and the Creator Who Became Creation work. We can act upon what our belief, our teachings, our own imaginings based on our own encounters with the Spirit tell us is right. We can work for a new mythology that starts from what is known scientifically and fills in the gaps, the things that can never be known, with what is felt in the Spirit. We can temper the words of this mythology with an understanding that it is only a pointer to a truth beyond words.

There is no secular, only sacred. Each of our choices reflects what we believe to be sacred. We choose what will fill our God-shaped hole. If we choose to work long hours for a better-paying job, money becomes our god. If we choose to buy a big house or new car, things become our Gods. If we choose addictive behavior, our addictions become our Gods. If we choose to play second fiddle to God, to listen to the words of a long tradition of mystics, shamans, and prophets, and then listen to our heart telling us which to choose as our practice, our promises, then we can leave the words and the Universal Absolute will become our God. Thy will be done on Earth as it is in Heaven. Amen.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What is your creation myth? What promises does it extract from you? Do you keep those promises?

2. What is your hero’s journey myth? How does it inform your sense of what you should be doing with your life?

3. What choices have you made? How are they limited by the world you live in? How have they shaped the world you live in?

Chapter 12: Paul

When he got to the outskirts of Damascus, he was suddenly dazed by a blinding flash of light. As he fell to the ground, he heard a voice: "Saul, Saul, why are you out to get me?"

- Acts 9:3b-4, The Message
Paul was an anchor. He persecuted the Christians because he was anchored to the law of the Jews. 

His “whoops” happened when he was on the road to Damascus, and it was such a big “whoops” that it knocked him off his horse as if he had been struck down. But Paul’s “whoops” did not start him on a journey. He did not haul up his anchor and set sail for new territories. Instead his anchor just slipped in the storm that was going on around him. The current carried him a little way down the channel. Paul’s anchorage moved from a Jew who was obsessed with Jewish law to a Christian who was obsessed with the relationship of God’s Grace through Jesus to sin under the Jewish Law. 

Paul was stuck in the Jewish conception of God, which comes from a particular intersection of historical factors.
 At the time of Moses, two cosmologies were colliding in the Middle East. Both were polytheistic mythologies – the belief in multiple Gods. One was the polytheism of Egypt, Greece, and Rome. This polytheism said that everything in the Universe was not only made by God, it was made out of God – God was the only raw material available during God’s creation of the World. Therefore you could worship anything in the World and be worshipping God. At the same time, this view said that the one God that created everything was too vast, complex, and wonderful to be understood as any one thing, so the worship of many things was necessary to even come close to an understanding of God adequate even for human purposes. This polytheism is also called syncretic monotheism because it combines various forms of religious belief into a single underlying Universal Absolute. Of course there’s only one God, but it takes many metaphors to understand one God.

At the same time, there were the local tribes of nomads in the Middle East who believed that there were many Gods. Each God took care of His own tribe (these Gods were almost exclusively male). Each tribe believed it’s God was stronger, smarter, wiser, and more beneficent than the Gods of their rival tribes.

Then along came King Amenhotep IV of Egypt, a.k.a. Akhenaton. He got tired of trying to worship all the different Gods and declared that since they were all part of one God anyway, Egypt would worship only one God. Akhenaton’s mistake was that he picked one metaphor of God as the One God. The priests were aware that one metaphor could not adequately describe God. So they kicked out Akhenaton and put the pantheon of Gods back into place. 

According to several historians, mostly 19th century Germans, cited by Freud in Moses and Monotheism,
 Moses was an Egyptian who was a follower of Akhenaton. He led a band of monotheists out of Egypt to Judea, where they met up with a tribe of people whose tribal God was a Volcano god named Yahweh. 

This is where we have the clash that Campbell makes the central point of his review of western mythology. People who believed that their God was one – albeit the best – of many were confronted with the idea that there is only one God. The seemingly inevitable result was that they declared their favorite personified God to be the One True God, to the exclusion any other way of perceiving God. This is also known as ethnic monotheism: the belief that your particular ethnicity’s metaphor is the one and only God. This monotheism today is restricted almost exclusively to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam: it is the monotheism Campbell panned in the footnote to The Hero With a Thousand Faces quoted in Chapter 1.

The Egyptians and the Yahweh followers sat around a desert well and made up the Pentateuch – at least according to Freud and his sources. They drew on Akhenaton’s monotheism, the syncretic monotheism of Greece that was leaking into the Levant, and the old stories of the desert nomads. This may be why the God of the Old Testament in some places seems to stand alone, and in other places is shown to be superior to all the other Gods – those latter stories are a holdover from when Yahweh was only one of many tribal Gods.

This left a problem of what to do with Evil. In shamanistic, animistic, and Earth Mother religions, there was no concept of evil. In the grand plan of ebb and flow of forms, things that were good for some people were bad for others. It is that way with almost all good things. This is also a very Buddhist teaching.

In the earliest polytheistic religions, good and bad were opposite sides of one coin. In these mythologies, there is usually a single cause, either a first mover or a Top God, who creates all the other Gods: some of creation, some of destruction, keeping both forces in balance to preserve ebb and flow.

When the priestly religions came along, the concept of evil was invented, and ascribed to the “other” Gods. Your God was good; anything bad that happened was the fault of the “other” Gods and your continued belief in them. This was how the priests convinced people to give up the old religion and go with the new one. This was how they built their power base.

But when Yahweh became the one God, where were they going to put evil? There was no other god on whom to blame the bad things that happen. The brilliant solution was The Fall. Original Sin. Man, led astray by Woman, led astray by Satan, all acting with the Free Will that God gave away as one of His gifts, brought evil into the world. It’s all our fault, and we have to spend our lives atoning for Adam’s mistake.

This is the background on which Jesus and Paul each painted the tapestries of their respective ministries. Paul was operating from a staunch belief that, to reconcile mankind with God, a great sacrifice had to be made. He spent much of his letters, especially the epistle to the Romans, trying to logically explain why Jesus had to die to atone for all of us. Most of Paul’s writings are trying to reconcile Jewish history and law with Jesus’ new imagining, rather than to move Jesus’ preaching forward.

Paul’s imagining of Jesus’ teachings is one of many possible interpretations. Some people hang their hats on Paul. The Epistles of Paul are widely quoted by people who are seeking scriptural support for their convictions.

Some people don’t like Paul. They think that Jesus sought to move as far away from this dualistic view of the world as his hearers could understand. In their view Jesus came to reunite us with God, to atone for us, not by being the ritual sacrifice but by helping us escape the notion that bad things are our fault, by reacquainting us with the notion that that is just how the world works.
 This notion is supported by the places where Jesus did not blame infirmities on sin of the victim or their parents, but on happenstance in the ebb and flow of things. 

Others think that Jesus was about establishing balance, about uniting the Law and the Prophets. Jesus defied the law by healing on the Sabbath, and turned the jars of Law into jars of Love at the wedding at Cana. And Jesus also told people to uphold the law. He reviled the Pharisees and the Scribes for making too much of the law and for not following it themselves, not holding themselves to the same standards they held others. He told his followers that they had to exceed the Scribes in following the law.

As with all other words that help to bring the mind to God, these positions probably all have some truth in them, and none are complete. 

Paul probably had to be an anchor. Because Jesus was a seeker. If Jesus’ teachings were to become a religion, to achieve some stability, to become a practice that could be the spiritual home for the souls of millions, the anchor pole probably had to be honored. The polarity had to be balanced. Models of anchor behavior, words describing the practices of anchors, had to be included to make the collection of stories complete for all occasions and future generations. Christianity had to spend some time in the anchor pole to escape the downsides of the seeker pole. Paul was the advocate for switching to that pole, and the model for future generations.

Paul’s faith was strong and stable. Paul’s instincts may have been good. Paul’s practices may have been in keeping with the fundamental principles of being in harmony with the Universal. But Paul’s practices were already out of date: he was trying to reconcile the message of Jesus with Jewish practices that were inadequate to exposure to invasion from Persia, Babylon, and Rome. In many ways I think Paul was seeking to undo the backing up that Jesus had done, to reassert the assumptions of Judaism which Jesus had rejected in his ministry. 

The choice that is open to each of us is how to take Paul. Do we take the presence of so much anchor-based thinking, of so much preserved cotton candy, as a call to be anchors for all time? Do we see the Pauline epistles as only part of a balanced story collection? Or do we run from Paul in a search for ecumenical understanding, risking a polytheism of “anything goes,” not “many things go”?

Now It’s Your Turn

1. How do you feel about Paul’s letters? Have your feelings changed at any time on your journey? Do you expect them to change again as you continue your journey?

2. Did Paul balance the anchor/seeker polarity? Has the seeker/anchor polarity remained balanced since Paul’s time? If not, what is needed to balance it now?

Chapter 13: Pascal’s Wager

Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is... If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is.

- Blaise Pascal

Blaise Pascal, the 17th century mathematician, in his classic Pensées, set precedents in probability theory, expected value, decision theory, and theism with the above argument, known as Pascal’s Wager.

When Jesus gave the commission to his disciples, he sent them out with nothing but sandals, a staff, and the clothes on their back. “He charged them to take nothing for their journey except a staff; no bread, no bag, no money in their belts; but to wear sandals and not put on two tunics” (Mark 6:8,9, RSV). They were to own nothing and trust in the power of the word they were sharing and the God that was beyond those words to elicit help and support from strangers. They were to help society escape stuckness in the strategic-personality pole by modeling life in the pole of the soul. Jesus’ message was essentially one of asceticism: practicing strict self-denial as a measure of personal and especially spiritual discipline (Merriam-Webster). 

In the fifth century, Christianity underwent a transformation. To be safe for the masses, to be a discipline that millions could follow without destroying economies, its asceticism had to be softened. It had to be possible for a rich man, or at least a man who worked hard and participated in the economy of the strategic personality, to get into the Kingdom of Heaven. So focus was put on the camel: with God, the camel could get through the eye of the needle. If the camel could do it, so could we. Interestingly enough, about the same time in the Far East, the asceticism of the Buddha was undergoing a similar transformation to make it suitable for a mass religion.

This is the God that Pascal wagered on. This is the God that you lost nothing if you bet that God existed and were wrong, and gained everything if you were right. This God did not exact any promises. This God did not require any sacrifice. The God of Pascal did not exact any payment for belief in Him (for, like the ancient desert tribes with their local deities, Pascal’s God was definitely a He). Pascal saw it as the following gain/loss 2X2 matrix: nothing to gain by betting against God, nothing to lose by betting on God. 

	
	Is No God
	Is a God

	Bet on No God
	No gain
	Lose Everything

	Bet on God
	No loss
	Gain Everything


I am in the middle of a Pascal’s wager of my own. Fed up with the futility of making money just to have money, I have opted out. I have downsized my life and taken money out of the central position. Wagering that there is a God, I have tried to put promises to God in my central position. Taking this bet has caused me to reexamine Pascal’s gain/loss table.

At first I thought things are different in the 21st century than they were for Pascal in the 17th. The stakes seem much higher today than they were in 1670. People today have a greater need for goods, for housing, for health insurance, for stuff. If you were to wander into a town wearing a robe and sandals and carrying a staff, expecting people to take care of you, you’d either be locked up for vagrancy or hauled away for psychiatric evaluation. 

The wager we play today is, “If you give your life to God and there is no God, you’re left with no support net. If you try to be a lily of the field and there is no God, you’re left as naked as the Emperor in his new clothes. Better hedge your bets and hang onto a little of your riches. You can always give your life to God at the last minute and still get to heaven. It may be as hard as a camel getting through the eye of the needle, but Jesus promised us it’s not impossible.”

 Is the ante for betting on God to put your life totally in God’s hands? Jesus says, “31 So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” (Matthew 6, NIV).

 On the other hand, Genesis says,  “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.” (Genesis 3:17b, NIV). One of the two most important myths of our Judeo/Christian/Islamic mythos, our creation myth, says that we have to work to provide for ourselves, that we brought it upon ourselves through sin to have to toil and sweat to live. Do we wait for God to provide? Or do we go out and make it happen?

This question is harder for some than for others. If you have income, if you have work, then making a commitment to your faith, betting on God, means deciding what you are going to do with that income. It means deciding where it is important to put your money. If you don’t have income, if you are trying to decide what God is calling you to do with your life, the bet on God is much harder. Do you do what you perceive to be God’s work and trust the money will be there? Do you trust God to find you a way to earn income doing God’s work? Or do you first seek  your financial security, then return to the question of what to do with it? How long do you spend looking for jobs that you consider God’s work before you give up and take whatever work you can?

The answer I think is in the balance of the strategic personality, that takes care of basic human needs for shelter and food, and the soul, that does not obsess over having to have absolute security and guarantees of these basic needs for as far as the mind can imagine. We can’t sit in our living room watching TV or lie in our bed all day, waiting for God to provide. If God laid an actual cornucopia at our doorstep, we would miss it if we did not go to the door and look. I don’t know if God will lay just the right job in my lap, but if it happens I won’t know it if I don’t answer my phone and read my email and search the Internet and network with my friends and faith community. God may have a book deal in mind for me, but it won’t happen if I don’t write the book. Or God may have rewards in mind for me in the next existence, but only if I live fully, love wastefully, and be completely in this one. 

Another way of saying it is that only God makes the plants grow, but God waits on us to plant the seed, clear the weeds, and provide the water and fertilizer.
“My, Reverend, that’s a lovely garden you and God have there.”

“Well, Mrs. Jones, you should have seen what a mess it was when God had it all by himself.”

On reflection, I don’t think times have changed that much, I think maybe Pascal just had it wrong, even for his time. What Pascal did not take into account was the true cost of betting on the existence of God. Because God asks us to move away from stuckness in the strategic personality and find balance with the Soul. God asks us to find meaning in things other than money and stuff. God asks us to abandon the wild goose chase of absolute security and take our chances living life, not protecting it.

This was a big leap for me. My late wife could not do it, and I took my cue from her. I played second fiddle to my wife, not to God. My work, my family, my responsibilities got my life; God got whatever was left over. I didn’t pay any attention to the God-shaped hole in my middle. I glommed onto my denouncement of the narrowness and fanatacism that I saw in religion as a way to avoid the price of belief. No matter how much I read about the soul, the strategic personality had a death grip on me. No matter how much I read about the life/death/life cycle, it still scared the bejeezus out of me. 

Then my wife got sick. One day I heard her say on the phone to her sister, “I figured out a long time ago that this disease is going to kill me. But in the meantime I’m determined to find something to enjoy and something to laugh about every day.” She had found the balance.

It took a few years after her death for me to find the balance. It took some good things coming into my life for me to understand that everything has to die to make room for something new. The something new isn’t necessarily better, but if we never had anything new, if nothing ever changed, if nothing ever died to make room for something to be born, there would be no purpose in life. The soul knows this. That is why the soul doesn’t crave guarantees of continuity. The soul seeks life, and all life lives on death. The soul sees the hand of God, the movement of the Spirit, in this. And the soul knows it is already safe as long as it bets that God set it up so that it works pretty well. The balanced psyche bets on God, and then pays the ante needed to cover that wager.

We cannot hope to live forever in this existence. The best we can hope for in this plane is a good end and smooth passage to the next existence. But what it a good end? We could pray to go when we still have all our faculties, mental and physical. But then we would wonder if we couldn’t have still had them all for another day, or week, or five years. We could pray to go when we are totally worn out and our body and mind are finished. But then we’d have to suffer the deterioration, probably accompanied by pain and by the anguish of our loved ones watching us waste away. We could pray to go suddenly, from a brain aneurism or car accident. That solves the problem with our pain and deterioration, but increases perhaps the anguish of our loved ones.

Oliver Wendell Holmes in The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table wrote a poem about the deacon and his wonderful one hoss shay. The deacon wondered why things broke down instead of wearing out. So he built a shay where every piece was made to last exactly one hundred years. One hundred years later, as his great grandson was driving to church, the entire conveyance suddenly turned to dust. “Logic is logic, that’s all I’ll say.”

There probably is physically no good end. God could have chosen to create a static Universe, but that would not have fulfilled the purpose of creation. So God created a Universe where everything from mayflies to planets to galaxies to the Universe itself passes away and is replaced by something else. We cannot pray for people to not get sick, to not die, without it being a prayer for God to suspend the plan for the Universe. Armed with a knowledge of the logic and a pre-verbal, non-linear awareness of the beauty of this plan, I resist praying for this. But that does not mean I don’t pray for the sick, the dying, and the left behind. What God offers to the fleeting forms that pass in and out of existence, at least the human ones, is a filling of their God-shaped hole in the center. God has a peace, a strength, a courage, an acceptance that can be held by those in distress without violating the plan that mandates that distress. When I pray, I give thanks for the beauty of the plan, and ask God to visit his strength, peace, comfort, and love on the creatures who must live it.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. We have talked throughout this book about promises to your God, the cost of being a prophet, the choices that create your world. We have talked about taking the time and making the effort to balance your anchor and seeker, to balance your self with others, to turn jars of law into jars of love. Which of these are stakes in the wager of whether God is? What are you willing to ante to stay in the game?

2. What do you pray for?

Chapter 14: Waiting Upon God

Everything comes to him who hustles while he waits.

- Thomas A. Edison

I am of the school of thought that “life is uncertain: Eat dessert first.” Since the loss of my wife to cancer, I have good reason to seize the day, seize the moment, not waste time on things that don’t mean something in my life. As I write this, I realize I’m not as good at that as I wish I was, but I’m working on it. I’m seeking ways to get better at it. So when I am told to wait upon the Lord, it causes a mental slip, a “whoops.”

In Romans, Paul gives us something to do while we’re waiting. He says we are all pregnant, groaning in travail. In The Message, Peterson paraphrases Paul saying, 

All around us we observe a pregnant creation. The difficult times of pain throughout the earth are only birth pangs. But it’s not only around us; it’s within us. The Spirit of God is arousing within. We’re also feeling the birth pangs. These sterile and barren bodies of ours are yearning for full deliverance. That is why waiting does not diminish us, any more than waiting diminishes a pregnant mother. We are enlarged in the waiting (Rom 18: 20-24a, The Message).

This is the work of waiting. While we are waiting, we grow. 

We have to wait. Brooks in The Mythical Man-Month
 reminds us that the birthing of a baby takes nine months no matter how many women are assigned to the task. But a woman waiting to give birth is not just waiting. She is paying attention to what she needs to keep her body healthy and to help the life inside her grow. She is watching the changes in her body that signal changes in her life. She is consulting with the wise women of her community (or, in modern times, reading the wisdom of a larger community) to learn all the things she will need to do to take care of her baby physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. She is getting the nursery ready. She is learning how to make room in her home, her life, and her heart for this latest example of God’s miracle.

Sometimes we have no choice but to wait to see what is going to happen to us. We apply for the college or job we really want, then wait to see if we get it. We go through training to be a Hospice volunteer, and then wait to be called to visit a patient. We send an email or leave a voice message and then wait for the reply. We plan a retreat and then wait to see if anyone signs up.

“Anticipation,” said Carly Simon, “is making me late, keeping me waiting.”

God’s time is not our time. Geologists trying to predict earthquakes talk about “geologic time” and how it is different than human time. The earth is so much older than any person, or even the human race itself. If the Earth were 100 years old, humans only showed up in the last week. An earthquake that will happen “soon” in geologic time may not happen for another 100 years in human time. 

How much older is God than the Earth, or even the entire Universe, or even than one complete cycle of expansion and collapse of the Universe? We can’t even know. So it is not a wonder that God’s time is not our time. What is a wonder is that this marvelous Absolute that still exists in that infinite instant before time began and already exists in that infinite instant after time will end takes any notice of us at all. “What is man that thou art mindful of him, or the son of man, that thou carest for him?” (Hebrews 2:6b, RSV).
Stephen Hawking, in A Brief History of Time, has postulated that in the instant before the Big Bang there existed a consciousness that caused the Bang, with the purpose of creating intelligent life. This idea has some resonance for me. What if we’re here to add to the Universal Consciousness with our own experience of self awareness? That would explain why God is mindful of us. I have no way of knowing. I can only pray and meditate on it, and wait to see if more is revealed in the next existence. 

While I am waiting upon God, I can live my life according to my promises to my God, keep seeking, keep returning to my anchorage, keep loving my neighbors as myself. I can seek to keep my soul strong so I don’t get stuck in my strategic personality, and fully experience life. Bishop Spong says the heart of Jesus’ preaching is, “Live fully, love wastefully, and be completely.” I can seek to do this. I can study and learn and live a life full of the consciousness of human experience, in all its richness and wonder.

Now It’s Your Turn

1. What are you waiting for God to do in your life? 

2. What are you doing while you wait?

Epilogue – You Can’t Make a Mistake

When I talk to Toastmasters clubs about giving feedback, I remind them that one of the watchwords of Toastmasters International is that you can’t make a mistake. A Toastmasters meeting is a supportive environment where you can practice your skills and get immediate feedback without ever feeling like you did “wrong” or “messed up.” You are there to learn, and as long as you are trying your best to learn, you are supported. I counsel them to remember when they are giving formal evaluations of speech projects that the person giving the speech cannot make a mistake. Be loving and supportive in the evaluation, offering ideas for further growth, but sandwiching each suggestion between two pieces of praise for growth that has taken place so far. 

And then I remind them that, if they can’t remember to do that, the same rule applies to the evaluator as to the speaker. When giving an evaluation, you can’t make a mistake, either. Do your best and trust the speaker you are evaluating to take away what is useful and leave the rest.

If mortal humans can be this supportive, how much more supportive will God be? Because God’s grace is like this. God’s grace is not given because of how good we are but because we show up wanting to learn. God’s grace is not given because we earn it, but freely. God does not count up our sins, but erases them. 

With God, we cannot make a mistake. We may stay in our anchor pole too long, or stay in our seeker pole too long. We may get stuck in the mud, or drift too far from the shore. We may serve human rules or break God’s laws. We may make promises we can’t keep. We may judge others, criticizing the mote in their eye and overlooking the log in our own. We may fail to grow our circle, or nibble at the circles of those close to us. But God says we can’t make a mistake, as long as in our heart we are working from love and compassion and doing our best. God’s grace is free. 

May God’s blessings flow through you, may the Spirit fill you, and may you walk in the hand of your own prophet, bodhisattva, or personal savior. Thank you for taking this part of your journey with me.

� I first heard this phrase in a sermon by Rev. Duane Clinker at Open Table of Christ United Methodist Church, July 16, 2006


� This and a later quote on disturbing the assured are from the pastoral prayers by Interim Pastor Barbara Libby at Niantic Community Church on Easter Sunday, April 16, 2006


� Historically, there have been particular sects with particular, some say heretical, practices that have adopted the name “Gnostic.” Some of the practices lie well outside Christian morality. In their desire to rely only on direct experience, they rejected the accumulated wisdom of others the who have had direct experience through the centuries. However, we should not condemn the concept of gnosticism for the practices of these extreme Gnostics.


� In my studies, I have found the Buddhist tradition to be a rich field for growing seekers. I often have a little mental slip when I hear someone call themselves a Buddhist: I think of that tradition as not needing labels, and wonder if they only adopt the label out of the need of others to have a label for them.


� Campbell, Joseph with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth, New York: Doubleday, 1988 


� Campbell, Joseph, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, New York:


� The background for much of this discussion on polarities comes from:


Johnson, Barry, Polarity Management, Amherst, MA: HRD Press, 1994


� Covey, Stephen, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, 


� Quoted in Whyte, David, audio recording of his remarks to “A Gathering of Active Practitioners,” Breton Woods, June 28, 1994. Whyte does not cite a source for this quote. I have never seen these exact words in Campbell, but they are in keeping with is body of work. 


� The naming of the two poles is from Whyte, David, The Heart Aroused: Poetry and the Preservation of the Soul in Coroprate America, New York: Currency Doubleday, 1994. Calling them a polarity is my own invention, springing from reading Whyte and Johnson (Op. cit.) at about the same time.


� Jung, Carl G, Man and His Symbols, London: Aldus Books, 1964


� This story and the 14 Precepts of Tiep Hien Buddhism are in Hanh, Thich Nhat, Being Peace, Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1987


� Lucado, Max, When God Whispers Your Name, W. Publishing Group, 1994


� From the African Bible Study Method, a.k.a. the Lambreth Method, brought to the 1988 Lambreth Conference of Anglican Bishops by the Anglican Bishops of Africa. It was shared with me by Reverend Barbara Libby in an un-attributed Xerox. This un-attributed form adds the initial reading just for the ear and the evocative step, neither of which are contained in the rendering attributed to the Anglican Bishops of Africa. 


� Part of the Technology of Participation (ToP) methodology created by the Institute for Cultural Affairs (ICA). Spee, Jim, “Technology of Participation in the Classroom,” Proceedings of the 1998 Conference of the International Association of Facilitators, Spee, Jim ed., January 12, 1998


� Porter, Lawrence C., “Game, schmame, what have I learned?” Training theory and Practice, Reddy and Henderson, eds., University Associates


� Qtd. in Jong, Erica, Seducing the Demon: Writing For My Life, New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2006 


� Drucker, Peter, The Effective Executive, New York: Harper & Row, 1966


� There is no Book of the Good Shepherd


� Covey, Stephen, Op. Cit.


� Estés, Clarissa Pinkola, Women Who Run with the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype, New York: Ballantine Books, 1995


� This discussion follows Campbell, Joseph, The Masks of God Vol. IV: Creative Mythology, New York: Viking Penguin, 1968


� Whyte, David, “Remarks to a Gathering of Practitioners,” Op. cit.


� Jamison, Kaleel, The Nibble Theory and the Kernel of Power: A Book About Leadership, Self-Empowerment, and Personal Growth, Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1989


� Senge, Peter, The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organization, New York: Doubleday, 1990


� Bill O’brien, Qtd. in Senge, Peter et. al., The Dance of Change: The Challenges to Sustaining Momentum in Learning Organizations, New York: Doubleday/Currency, 1999


� Johnson, Op. cit.


� McClaine, Shirley, Out on a Limb, New York: Bantam Books, 1986


� Campbell, Joseph, The Hero Has 1000 Faces, Op. cit.


� Moore, Thomas, Care of the Soul, New York: Harper Collins, 1992


� Fixx, James F., The Complete Book of Running, New York: Random House, 1977


� Clark, Ron, The Essential 55: An Award-winning Educator's Rules for Discovering the Successful Student in Every Child, New York: Hyperion, 2003


� Goldstein, Joseph, and Jack Kornfield, Seeking the Heart of Wisdom: The Path of Insight Meditation, Boston: Shambhala, 1987


� Senge, Peter, The Fifth Discipline, Op. cit.


� This paraphrase is my best understanding from many sources including Freud and Campbell. None of them ever spell out their conclusions this plainly, but this is the conclusion I came away feeling they were trying to give me. This is not historical fact – it is a narrative that attempts to get at one possible truth behind the history.


� Freud, Sigmund, Moses and Monotheism, trans. Katherine Jones, New York: Vintage, 1967


� One interesting side note to this conception of the origins of Genesis and Exodus is the story of the birth of Moses. Freud contrasts it to many stories in other mythologies where the King sends his son out to die, the son is saved by a stranger, and comes back to take over the kingdom (the Œdipus story may be the most familiar to today’s readers). The basic purpose of this story line is to reclaim kingly birthright: if an historical figure came from humble origins to become a great king, the prevailing view that kings are born from the line of kings needed an explanation of this anomaly, and the explanation was that the plain-born king was really a long-lost son and born to be king. The variations on this story reinforce the practice of making kings out of the sons of kings.


Freud wondered why the story of Moses was twisted, with the man of humble birth being taken into the Palace and raised as a prince, rather than the other way around. To me the answer is obvious. Judaism instills the common man with great value. God chooses people to be kings, generals, and prophets based on God’s criteria, not on birthright. The story of the bulrushes explains how the prince Moses, who took followers of Akhenaton’s discredited religion into freedom, was really a commoner chosen by God, not by birth. The story reinforces the Old Testament notion that God makes us, not accidents of parentage.





� I wonder if some of Jesus’ understanding came from exposure to syncretic monotheism during the family’s sojourn in Egypt


� According to some authorities, there are actually three propositions in this one paragraph of the Pensées that could be called a wager, but traditionally the third one is the only one that has achieved popular status as Pascal’s Wager.


� Brooks, Frederick, The Mythical Man-Month: Essays on Software Engineering, 20th Anniversary Edition, New York: Addison-Wessley, 1975






