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	Seven Pillars

	House of Wisdom 



	[image: ]elcome, fellow seeker of truth and wonder! Welcome to this house of wisdom, a house without walls, open to the sky. This is a place of exploration where all are invited to awaken to the living wisdom that is emerging here and now—in our bodies and minds, our hearts and spirits; in nature and the cosmos; in religion, science and the arts; and in our relationships and encounters with each other. 



	Throughout history, wisdom streams from around the world—Africa, the Americas, the Far East, the South Pacific—including indigenous peoples and feminine mystery schools everywhere, have deposited precious insights about our life journey upon the delta of human experience. And, from ancient times, visionary rulers, patrons, philosophers, and contemplatives have established great libraries and institutes devoted to the preservation and expansion of knowledge, such as the Platonic Academy of Athens, the Library of Alexandria, the Bayt al-Hikma of Baghdad, the Platonic Academy of Florence, the Ibadat Khana of Agra, Drepung Loseling in Tibet, and the Bodleian Library at Oxford. 



	These wisdom houses have served as centers where scholars, scientists, and philosophers gathered to engage in study, research, and discourse in the sciences and liberal arts, including mathematics, astronomy, medicine, chemistry, zoology, and geography, as well as cosmology, comparative spirituality, and mystical theology, yielding many original contributions to our storehouse of learning. 



	Seven Pillars House of Wisdom is a contemporary expression of this venerable impulse to advance our shared global culture. It is a new hub of learning being built in response to the cry within humanity for deeper understanding to meet the extraordinary challenges of our time. This House is designed with a more open architecture encompassing a broad array of people without bounds of geography or social position, while maintaining the dedicated milieu needed to cultivate a wisdom stream for our time. It is not a house of stone, but one composed of those who are drawn to build it, people of every kind, bearing no vestige of political patronage or religious bias, where body and spirit, as well as intellect, are honored. It offers an environment for collective discovery and creativity, a place to explore both inner and outer worlds anew. It is meant to galvanize momentum for new values, models, and pathways to nurture the hopes of humanity and address the pressing needs of the world at this precarious hour. 
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	[image: ] Play Prolog animation at 7pj.org/book#prolog   [image: ] Play Prolog animation at 7pj.org/book#prolog  





 

	The Royal Library of Alexandria 



	
		[image: ] 
	

	
		The Royal Library of Alexandria, or Ancient Library of Alexandria, in Alexandria, Egypt, was one of the largest and most significant libraries of the ancient world. It was dedicated to the Muses, the nine goddesses of the arts. It flourished under the patronage of the Ptolemaic dynasty and functioned as a major center of scholarship from its construction in the 3rd century BC until the Roman conquest of Egypt in 30 BC. With collections of works, lecture halls, meeting rooms, and gardens, the library was part of a larger research institution called the Musaeum of Alexandria, where many of the most famous thinkers of the ancient world studied. (Wikipedia) 
	

	
		 
	






 

	Platonic Academy of Athens 
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		The Academy (Ancient Greek: Ἀκαδημία) was founded by Plato (428/427 BC – 348/347 BC) in ca. 387 BC in Athens. Aristotle (384 BC – 322 BC) studied there for twenty years (367 BC – 347 BC) before founding his own school, the Lyceum. The Academy persisted throughout the Hellenistic period as a skeptical school, until coming to an end after the death of Philo of Larissa in 83 BC. Although philosophers continued to teach Plato’s philosophy in Athens during the Roman era, it was not until AD 410 that a revived Academy was re-established as a center for Neoplatonism, persisting until 529 AD when it was finally closed down by Justinian I. Before the Akademia was a school, and even before Cimon enclosed its precincts with a wall, it contained a sacred grove of olive trees dedicated to Athena, the goddess of wisdom, outside the city walls of ancient Athens. (Wikipedia) 
	

	
		 
	






 

	The Ibādat Khāna of Agra 
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		The Ibādat Khāna (House of Worship) was a meeting house built in 1575 CE by the Mughal Emperor Akbar (r. 1556–1605) at Fatehpur Sikri to gather spiritual leaders of different religious grounds so as to conduct a discussion on the teachings of the respective religious leaders. Akbar built the Ibādat Khāna originally as a debating house open only to Sunni Muslims, but following a series of petty squabbles which turned ugly, Akbar encouraged Hindus, Roman Catholics, Zoroastrians, Jains and even atheists to participate. Religious leaders and philosophers from around this diverse empire, as well as those passing through, were invited to Akbar’s gatherings. (Wikipedia) 
	

	
		 
	






 

	Bodleian Library at Oxford 
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		Regarded as a masterpiece of English Gothic architecture, the Bodleian Library is one of the oldest libraries in Europe and today serves as the main research library of the University of Oxford.The Bodleian Library was originally “Bodley’s Library” and has been known informally to centuries of Oxford scholars as “the Bod.” The library opened in 1602 with a collection of 2,000 books assembled by Thomas Bodley of Merton College. The new library replaced one that had been donated to the Divinity School by Duke Humphrey of Gloucester (brother of Henry V of England), but had dispersed in the 16th century. In 1610, Bodley made an agreement with the Stationers’ Company in London to put a copy of every book registered with them in the library. The Bodleian collection grew so fast that the first expansion of the building was required in 1610–1612, and another in 1634–1637. When John Selden died in 1654, he left the Bodleian his large collection of books and manuscripts. (Sacred Destinations) 
	

	
		 
	








	Introduction 



	[image: ]he Journey of The Seven Pillars is an odyssey of discovery through myriad passages and perspectives of your life. Signs and wonders await along the way. Perhaps a message will be revealed, gently urging you forward to recognize your unique gifts and to bring them into the community of life. 



	The Seven Pillars journey is an invitation to explore self, community, and world to better align ourselves with both the voices of wisdom around us and our own deepest knowing. It is offered in the trust that curiosity leads to discovery, which leads to understanding, which leads to benevolent acts. What the world needs now! 



	Your exploration will be both personal and communal, for while we experience the journey as individuals, it naturally connects us to the wider world of relationships, shared community, and global concerns in which we are all embedded. 



	This book is meant as a guide for the journey of discovery ahead. It is based on a framework of seven Pillars as stations or navigation points along the way. Following a short evocation of the essence of each Pillar, you will find conversations amongst other committed explorers who have reflected on themes related to that Pillar. As you proceed into this terrain, we hope that each step will help clarify your path, and strengthen your sense of direction and purpose. 



	Maintaining a journal of your thoughts, feelings, sensations, and imaginations as you wend your way through the Pillars could greatly enrich your experience of the journey. Contemplating the questions found in the text for each Pillar, and ones that naturally arise as you proceed, offers an opportunity for further discovery through self-reflection and felt response. Also, you may explore additional materials at the Seven Pillars website: 



	[image: ] 7pj.org/book   [image: ] 7pj.org/book  



	The tendency to seek answers is met by a more subtle and demanding approach here. The journey to wisdom is a multifaceted quest that no one image, lesson, or aspect of consciousness can fulfill. Indeed, it is a living, emergent process whose horizon continues to recede and broaden as one advances. 



	 



	[image: ] 



	Our inquiry incorporates intuition, sensitivity, and heartfelt concern, as well as thought, in order to lead us to the embodiment of a valued way of life. This is an enterprise of deep conversation, poetry, music, imagery, prayer, silence, and contemplation. It is a caravan of exploration, learning, and growing. It is a call to cultivate a new ethos for our time as we bring the future into being. 



	Let us remember the beauty of simplicity, vulnerability, and sincerity as we step into uncharted territory. You may find that attentive quietude, curiosity, and openness will allow the whispers of guidance from within to inform you. Be prepared for surprise and discovery! New insight will spill ineluctably into the unexpected, if not the unknown, and thence to further revelation. So the voyage calls for willingness to explore further reaches with fresh eyes and ears. 





 

	Living Wisdom 



	Given the nature of the journey before us, you might ask: What do we mean by living wisdom? What is its source and nature, and how might we find it? 



	Wisdom eludes definition, so let’s consider a more subtle approach to these questions. Wisdom is certainly not a thing, a product, or a concept. If anything, wisdom is a living process that develops through inquiry, self-knowledge, and loving human relations. Wisdom is alive, and it is lived. 



	It is not an abstraction or a theory, but springs forth in surprise, non-duality, metaphor, dreams, and ethical action. 



	Wisdom is not simply more information, though information can expand our perspective. It is not simply more knowledge, though knowledge can help shape our understanding. It is not simply more experience, though experience is essential to wisdom. It is not simply more science, nor more psychology or cosmology. Nor is it any form of rational enlightenment. Yet all these support the emergence of wisdom, and may ultimately blossom in a breadth and receptivity that prepares us to shift the very ground upon which we think we stand. 



	Wisdom arises where information, knowledge, experience, science, cosmology, faith and the arts collide, converge, converse, and play with the unknown, with intuition, serendipity, and imagination. Authentic wisdom is based in goodness, sympathy, and loving kindness. It comes alive when shared with others. With this in mind, we might ask ourselves: What does it mean to be wise? Why do we need wisdom? What calls me to seek wisdom? 



	
		Contemporary Perspectives 
	

	
		Thirteen voices on ‘What is Wisdom?’ 
	

	
		
			Roshi Joan Halifax 
		

		
			Roshi Joan Halifax responded with portraits from her travels in Asia, scattered below. 
		

	

	
		
			Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee 
		

		
			Wisdom is the knowledge and understanding that comes from a life lived from the depths of the heart. 
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			Jean Shinoda Bolen 
		

		
			Wisdom is acquired soul-knowledge. Wisdom draws from a source of knowing in us, that which the ancient Greeks called gnosis (intuitive knowledge), a feeling, intuitive sense such as: what we know “in our bones.” Wisdom differs from logos, intellectual knowledge. Wisdom is acquired in one’s lifetime, and also may be drawn from the acquired wisdom of our species (as in the human morphic field or Collective Unconscious). 
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			Rabbi Rami Shapiro 
		

		
			Wisdom (chochma in Hebrew) is God’s Daughter (Proverbs 8:22) through whom creation manifests (Proverbs 8:30), and with whom humanity learns how to live with justice, compassion, and humility (Proverbs 9:6.) 
		

		
			Wisdom is the alternative to belief, rooted in understanding what is rather than what others say it should be. 
		

	

	
		
			Paul Deveraux 
		

		
			 
		

		
			Wisdom = (knowledge + experience) x (hindsight + insight) 
		

		
			 
		

		
			Wisdom is not a commodity, it cannot simply be attained; it is hard work—it has to be achieved. This means arriving at deep understanding rather than succumbing to wordy proclamations. 
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			Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi 
		

		
			Reason gets its data from the outside, from objects and concepts. Behind all manipulated thought is the source of in-tuition, the inner teaching the flows forth in silent contemplation. Thus “the beginning of wisdom is the awe before God.” Wisdom is rooted in Divine Sophia. 
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			Carolyn Rivers 
		

		
			Sourced by the ever-evolving creativity of the Universe, Divine Wisdom, also known as Sophia, endows us with love and wisdom, guiding us on our soul’s journey to an alignment with our heart callings and the manifestation of the particular gifts we bring to the world to make a difference. This time of great evolutionary shift, guided by Divine Wisdom, when the feminine is coming into balance with the masculine and bringing with it a radical wisdom of the heart, has the potential to bring forth healing and wholeness, interdependence and oneness, and the awareness of the sacredness of the Earth, ultimately restoring the sacred to the center of life. 
		

	

	
		
			Robert Sardello 
		

		
			Wisdom is present, every moment, as answered desire, need, longing of every imaginable sort, noticed through the simple act of trust. She, Wisdom, is not a “what” but a “Who,” Trust Herself, here, permeating everything of Earth, of the cosmos, everything of all creatures, all humans, all life, in and through the very substance of physical, soul, and spirit being. The particular part allotted to human possibility is coming to awareness that this world is the spiritual world, that there is only one world, with many dimensions—that there is only the spiritual world. Wisdom is the fullness of creative receptivity permeating every dimension. 
		

	

	
		[image: ] 
	

	
		
			Lama Palden 
		

		
			From a Buddhist perspective, Wisdom is the understanding of the unchanging nondual nature of self and reality that is our true refuge, support and nourishment. 
		

		
			When we know that we are nothing, we realize that we are everything. 
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			Kurt Johnson 
		

		
			We might say that Wisdom is understanding, in all of its nuances, how “everyone is the Main Event.” 
		

	

	
		
			Mirabai Starr 
		

		
			Wisdom is the fruit that ripens when, with crazy courage, we plant ourselves in the garden of radical unknowingness. It is the deep breath that accompanies the willingness to not know, to rest in the mystery, to abide in surprise and allow the sacred to reveal itself in its terrible beauty and startling ordinariness. To be wise is to come undone and pay attention to the dismantling and celebrate what rises from the annihilating depths of love’s fire. 
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			Dr. Sakena Yacoobi 
		

		
			I believe wisdom is achieved by those who realize the reality behind illusion through love and compassion, emptying themselves of desires, and living for others. Once wisdom is achieved, the wise person finds inner peace, serenity, harmony and balance in life. 
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			William Irwin Thompson 
		

		
			Wisdom is the ability to transcend the opinions of one’s local group, the needs of one’s native religion for a parental god, the ideology of one’s political party, and the world-view of one’s civilization, to move upward from an egocentric and perspectival structure of consciousness to an ecology of consciousness in which opposed forces structure a hypersphere of Love and Being. Wisdom is to have a visionary understanding of planet, star, solar system, galaxy, gravity, dark energy and black hole in a universe fractally nested in a multiverse that is a Cosmic Mind creating its body in much the way that a pearl creates itself. It is for this reason that we speak of “pearls of wisdom.” 
		

	






 

	The Seven Pillars 



	The Seven Pillars explored in this book describe a spectrum of human unfoldment that we all can experience. The Pillars embody principal stages in the journey of becoming. They are not meant to suggest a stationary or linear formation. The passage from pillar to pillar is often fluid, and sometimes surprising. The Pillars can meet you where you are in the moment, yet still be relevant as you grow and deeper dimensions of meaning are revealed. 



	
		The Journey of Life 
	

	
		Reflecting upon the shared contours of the human experience. 
	

	
		The Living Universe 
	

	
		Exploring the nature of the universe and the Earth, and our vital relation to them. 
	

	
		Our Sacred Heritage 
	

	
		Contemplating the rich record of the human encounter with the divine. 
	

	
		The Great Mystery 
	

	
		Awakening to the numinous nature of reality. 
	

	
		The Cry 
	

	
		Opening to the suffering of the world in all its forms. 
	

	
		What May Be 
	

	
		Responding with mind and heart to the call of the future. 
	

	
		The Pledge 
	

	
		Resolving to take meaningful action on behalf of all. 
	




	
		The Arc of The Seven Pillars 
	

	
		“The first three pillars lead us from the outer world back to the source. And in the fourth pillar we abide in the source but we are brought out again, out into the world and we venture fourth through the last three pillars, hearing the cry and beyond the cry sensing new possibilities. And then finally feeling deeply those possibilities, resolving in every fiber of ones being to act upon them moment by moment.” 
	

	
		
			Seven Pillars’ founder, Pir Zia Inayat-Khan, offers insights into The Seven Pillars process. 
		

	

	
		[image: ] 
	

	
		[image: ] Play The Arc of The Seven Pillars at 7pj.org/book#intro   [image: ] Play The Arc of The Seven Pillars at 7pj.org/book#intro  
	






 

	Pathways 



	These three Pathways are fundamental practices that strengthen our work, and that guided the creation of this book. They are meant to give tangible form to applied wisdom by guiding our interactions with others and opening our perceptions of the world. They provide essential tools for aligning inner change with outer action as we respond to the urgent needs of our time. By expanding our awareness, these approaches reveal new insights, foster transformative values, and offer ways to discover a deeper relation to the sacred. 



	We hope that these Pathways will help you more fully embody your learning as you move through the Pillars. 



	Heart-Centered Conversation: What appears on the surface as the ordinary activity of conversation is in its depths a mysterious phenomenon of encounter. Listening and speaking attentively, sympathetically, with genuine curiosity, opens us to new levels of awareness of each other and of the world, and invites wisdom to emerge. 



	Sensing Presence: The wisdom inherent in the place where we find ourselves—the cosmos, the earth beneath our feet, the breath of life, our body and its sensations, the matrix of culture and ecology—is continually informing us if only we look, listen, and feel. 



	Creative Expression: Recognizing and tapping into the deep well of creative imagination within each of us allows us to activate our unique gifts and become powerful voices for wisdom and genuine change. 



	[image: ] Visit Seven Pillars’ website to read more about the Pathways at 7pj.org/book#pathways   [image: ] Visit Seven Pillars’ website to read more about the Pathways at 7pj.org/book#pathways  
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	Invocation 



	
		[image: ] Listen to this invocation at 7pj.org/book#invoc   [image: ] Listen to this invocation at 7pj.org/book#invoc  
	

	
		Here we are, breathing together on this wondrous globe spinning in a gulf of mystery. 
	

	
		For centuries Sophia, personification of Wisdom, has been invoked in story, myth and art. Her image has been recast many times, yet she is alive and well today. She resides in our cells and our souls and dances within the membranes of the unfolding universe, stretching to the farthest reaches of creation. 
	

	
		Let us summon Sophia’s presence and inspiration for our journey now, with gratitude, jubilation and humility. As we embark, let us offer celebration of the Earth and the human journey, conjoined with commitment to meaningful action and the formation of a lively community of seekers. 
	

	
		Welcome to The Seven Pillars. Come look anew at who you are, and who you might become. This moment is alive with possibility. 
	

	
		May love and wonder illuminate your way! 
	

	
		So the journey begins. 
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	[image: ] Listen to Sophia’s Song at 7pj.org/book#invoc   [image: ] Listen to Sophia’s Song at 7pj.org/book#invoc  
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		[image: ] Listen to this evocation at 7pj.org/book#1   [image: ] Listen to this evocation at 7pj.org/book#1  
	

	
		Let us proceed in the light of this awareness: as different as our origins and life experiences may be, we are all progeny of a miraculous biological legacy, borne into this world by our mothers, eyes opening to gaze in wonder. We are pilgrims traveling into our unknown life, sharing stories of our journey together, knowing that we have emerged from mystery, and that we shall return to mystery.
	

	
		Between the poles of birth and death, we move through time, we grow and mature, we share experiences with others, we have family and friends, we face challenges and opportunities, and this constitutes the story of our life. 
	

	
		If we reflect upon our story, we can see that it includes episodes and phases, mistakes and lessons learned. Through changes and hardships, missteps and recoveries, we have grown in unexpected ways, and learned to witness and honor what we have been given to do, and to be. There is so much that is beyond our control, so much that can overwhelm us and challenge us ferociously. And yet we also are able to think, to feel, to act, to love, to discover, and, in large measure, to shape our destiny by our choices.
	

	
		So the meaning of our lives is being written before our eyes. We have the privilege to participate in authoring the book of our days; and everything that we do—our thoughts, our speech, our actions—everything contributes to the unfolding beauty and passion of existence.
	

	
		This Pillar is an opportunity to reflect upon the physical, psychological, intellectual and spiritual dimensions of our life, and to see it as one among the myriad journeys of the people of Earth. 
	

	
		What note have you struck in the symphony of life? Where might you go from here? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 2. 
	






 

	[image: ] 



	[image: ] Listen to a musical interpretation of this pillar at 7pj.org/book#1   [image: ] Listen to a musical interpretation of this pillar at 7pj.org/book#1  





 

	The Journey of Life 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Robin Becker



	 




	[image: ] 



	The Journey of Life Pillar invites us to broaden our perception and engage in a contemplative overview of our lives. The term journey implies movement, and in fact all life is moving. We know that the universe is expanding, just as we are unfolding and growing as we gain in experience. However, there is an essential aspect of our identity that seems unchanging and unique, an ageless sense of ourselves that seems to remain consistent throughout the events of our lives. It is this part of ourselves, which we recognize as “I,” that is capable of reflecting on an overview of our lives. 



	Birth and death are the two portals that frame our lives, and we all have a limited arc of time in which to be on this journey. From the moment of our birth to the moment of our death, we are in relationship with others and with all of life. As infants, we all needed caretakers and nurturing in order to survive, grow and develop; and the need to belong continues to shape and guide our life’s journey. When we reflect on our lives, we often think about the people we’ve loved, the things we’ve become attached to, what we have been called to study, the teachers who have deeply touched us, and what we have accomplished. We also reflect on the challenges we’ve had, the suffering and the losses we have experienced, as well as the wisdom we have gained from living through them. 


 



	[image: ] 



	One of the gifts of being human is that we all have the capacity to learn. It is a beautiful expression of our need to develop that we seek to make meaning of our lives and to discover a sense of purpose. Each one of us seems to be endowed to grow, to suffer, to learn, to find fulfillment and seek happiness. As we meet each unfolding experience of life, we learn our way through it. The conundrum for us is that in the midst of great personal suffering, a compression occurs that impedes our sense of connection to the larger world. As we hear the stories of others and sense the realms of resonance we share, we are given the opportunity to recognize ourselves in each other, and to see others within ourselves. 



	When we see the commonality of joys and struggles in all our stories, and look at life from that perspective, perhaps more compassion will be born both for ourselves and others. Hopefully, we will then be better able to affirm the rightness of the strategies we have used and the choices we have made to move through life, as well as the insight we have gained from our struggles. Our understanding of how every single person is on a journey, with many of the same joys and challenges as our own, brings forth a natural sense of forgiveness, and allows us to better appreciate each of us as a contribution to the world, and to each other.



	Thank you to Deepa Patel, Rabbi Olivier BenHaim, and Mary Catherine Bateson for the beautiful and insightful conversation that follows. 



	Welcome Deepa, Rabbi Olivier and Mary Catherine. Please give a short personal statement about your engagement with this Pillar, the Journey of Life. 


 



	[image: ] 



	Deepa Patel: I thought I’d start with my own background. I was born in Nairobi, Kenya. My heritage is Indian but my parents were also born in Kenya, so in a way I’m second-generation Kenyan, but I grew up and spent most of my life living in England. Being part of three continents has been a major aspect of my own personal story, so the theme of belonging is something that I have been exploring pretty much throughout my life. 



	It started very strongly when I moved to England and had my first experiences of having to deal with racism. I think that brought me very quickly into questioning, what am I doing here, and why am I here? Those questions have been like central pillars for me. And they’ve also been at the core of most of the work that I’ve done and the way that I’ve lived my life, where the roles of justice and equality have been very central themes. Interestingly enough, it was the theme of belonging that actually set me traveling at the age of seventeen, which is when I first got to India. It was a very interesting experience to discover at that point that there wasn’t anywhere where I felt I belonged geographically, because England wasn’t home and Kenya wasn’t home and India wasn’t home. So again, that’s been a constant theme through my life, of looking for home. 



	But the blessing of both not belonging and looking for a home is that they’ve led me to be very experimental with pretty much everything I’ve done. I went and studied philosophy and politics at university but dropped out because that wasn’t the right thing to do. Then I became very politically active in the nuclear disarmament campaign that was going on here, and anti-apartheid. So being an activist has also been very central to who I am and what I do. And then the third was that I was really jealous of people who I felt had a calling—you know, who were passionate. I was surrounded by people who knew that they wanted to be musicians or knew that they wanted to be artists, and I really didn’t have that. So I spent a lot of time searching—again, seeking has been a theme. 



	I was lucky enough in my twenties to be able to spend some time looking at the subject and discovering that for me, my life really has been my canvas. So the last twenty years in particular have been spent asking myself, what do I want to put on my canvas? And that’s led me through loads of different careers. I’ve spent a long time working in the music industry, particularly around jazz; I’ve spent a lot of time working with young people around creativity; I’ve spent a lot of time working on issues around HIV and AIDS. 



	And last, I guess, from when I was a small child, my spiritual life has been a very important part of who I am. For many years it was a dabbling through many things, but again, in the last twenty years, it’s been mainly focused on the Sufi path and particularly on the teachings of Hazrat Inayat Khan. So activism, artistry, and mysticism and contemplation are the main areas of my engagement with the Journey of Life.
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	Rabbi Olivier BenHaim: It was interesting listening to Deepa because I’m also an expression of three different continents: being born in Europe, in France; immigrating in my late teens to Israel and living there through my late twenties; and then eventually moving to the United States in my early thirties—gathering several passports along the way. So it’s kind of interesting how maybe in our generation the fluidity of travel allows us to experience different ways of life, different ways of being, in different places. 



	To me, the Journey of Life was something that was a calling from early childhood. I had this felt sense that perhaps the Divine was calling me to a journey, the destination of which is still unknown, but with the feeling that I have been and I still am on that journey, this ongoing traveling, with somewhat of an inner spiritual guide. I remember being seven and eight and already sharing that with my mom from a place of deep knowing. 



	I was born in France of parents who came from North Africa, on one hand, and from Poland on the other, and they had met there because of historical circumstances that catapulted them to pack their bags and leave in a hurry. I’m kind of the product of that historical bumping of generations across different continents. So for me, growing up through my teenage years and through physically exploring spirituality and identity, I always wondered whether France was the place I was supposed to be, and I have not resolved that yet. I moved away from France when I was eighteen, trying to find my roots in my Jewish heritage, living in Israel for ten years and seeking there if I also belonged to my heritage, my roots. But then I bumped into love in Jerusalem, and my journey took a different turn, bringing me to the United States, where my wife is from, following her after she traveled back home. And I’ve been here in the United States for the last fifteen years.



	My personal journey continues; I’m still exploring and growing and evolving, less geographically now and more inwardly. The work that I am doing as a rabbi has also brought me to be invited into other people’s journeys. I get to participate and accompany people as they journey from birth to death. Just a few days ago I was present at a woman’s bedside as she was dying. Tomorrow I am officiating at a baby’s bris, a circumcision, and all the while I’m preparing teenagers for their bar mitzvah ceremonies and meeting with couples to prepare for their weddings. It’s been really an incredible blessing and a privilege to be able to support and to help those who are sometimes struggling on their journeys. So I think I would start with that. 
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	Mary Catherine Bateson: Well, I’m the daughter of two anthropologists, and so a theme all the way through my life has been an awareness of cultural difference, and different traditions. My father was English, and at the time I was born, cabled my mother that I should not be christened, not baptized. My mother taught me that a spiritual orientation to the world was something important, and that I would have to make my own choices. So I grew up with a huge curiosity about other people and their cultures and where their deepest commitments came from. 



	I grew up in New York City, went to a good school, and in my last year of high school I went to Israel with my mother and stayed for a year learning Hebrew, and fell in love with the language. I crossed over to the Arab side at Christmas of that year, a long story, but I got interested in Arabic and have spent much of my life since in the Middle East. My husband is Armenian; we’ve lived in Iran and we also have spent some time in the Philippines. I followed my parents into anthropology, but as I often say, I stayed in the family business but opened up in a new neighborhood.



	Now, the connection with the life course comes as an undergraduate at Radcliffe, at Harvard. I took a course with Erik Erikson on the human life cycle, and then proceeded to get my doctorate in Middle Eastern studies and linguistics. My first year of teaching Arabic at Harvard was the year of the Kennedy assassination, and, like many people, I dismissed my class, and I went and sat in a church and thought about it. And what struck me—I was not one of those who were in love with Camelot, though I had voted for Kennedy—what struck me was that for virtually every person on the planet, the assassination of an American president had to represent an erosion, a loss of some part of their sense of security, and their lives would continue on with a sort of loss of hope, a blurring of the future. I thought of a poor farmer in India who would know very little about John Kennedy, but there would be portable radios in the village, and the news would get to every small village on the planet, and people would ask themselves, “What does this mean for my life, the lives of my children, the lives of my family?”



	At that point I decided that linguistics was not sufficiently connected with people’s lives, and I went to Erik Erikson and volunteered to be a TA in his course on the human life cycle. That was the spring of 1964 when I started teaching in his course. 



	Almost all of my writing and research since that time have been on lives and how people think about their lives, the things that they expect or take for granted, and the difficulties of rethinking one’s life when there has been a major social change such as there was during the women’s movement, when clearly women needed a new way of thinking about how work and family and so on fit together. We are in such a time now when we’re learning to rethink our expectations in the light of increased longevity. 



	So ever since that time in 1963, I’ve been working with life histories and looking at the choices that people make in their lives as essentially artistic or aesthetic choices, fitting various elements together and trying to find a graceful and satisfying harmony as they face different challenges in the process of aging and moving through the stages of life. So that’s been my work. I’m seventy-four now, so I’ve had a chance to discover, as I get older, that I know my parents better, because I can remember things that they said to me when I was a child that were confusing, but as I reached the age when they said it, I could understand it. And so I’ve had the experience of relearning, deepening my understanding of people that I’ve loved who have died, in terms of the continuing unfolding of my own life and of my own spiritual search. 



	How do you understand the Journey of Life as a metaphor? 



	Rabbi Olivier: For me, the connection of journey as a metaphor is through the Torah. The Torah, as we study and wrestle with it, represents archetypal journeys. The heroes of the Torah each live through what can be perceived as individual journeys, but all of those stories of the heroes in Torah are in fact reflections of our own journey. In immersing ourselves through our study in all of these journeys of the biblical heroes, we realize a core teaching of the Jewish tradition—that all human beings are to be understood as a Torah themselves, and each one embodies or expresses his/her own life parts of who I am, parts of my own journey. 



	There is kind of a meta-narrative that is being spoken if you take the Torah as a whole, but that meta-narrative can only exist if you include all of those seemingly individual stories that are part of that scroll. So in this way, we are taught to look at each individual journey as part of this universal meta-narrative of Creation that all of us are participating in; and at the same time to be able to see that each journey of each individual human being we meet is actually an expression, a reflection of my journey as well. We are the holograms of each other’s story.



	For example, the story of Abraham is a story of beginnings. It’s a story of leaving your ancestral land, leaving your family, your parents, right? Abraham receives the call to go and travel thousands of miles, to go to the land that the Divine will show him, without even knowing where that land is. And he’s asked to leave behind his father, his mother, the place he was born. So the story of Abraham is a story of leaving behind the confines of childhood, basically. 



	It’s a story that meets us oftentimes at different moments of our lives. It meets us at the end of our teenage years, for example, where there is this calling of, “Leave the home where you born,” right? So Abraham’s journey is also mine—for ten years of my life I lived through that story. And then comes Jacob, and his spiritual encounter—wrestling with the angel—reflects to me my own spiritual encounter. So you take all of the individual stories and see yourself reflected in them at different stages of your life. 



	If you also look at other people, other individuals in your life as expressions of Torah—“reading” their story as you read those of our biblical heroes—then you see that their story in a lot of ways is also an expression of your own story. They live it from a different perspective, from a different angle, but they are really all part of that connected universal human meta-narrative that all of us are a part of. So to me that’s the metaphor of the journey. 



	I think what’s critical today as we see our world and the way it is unfolding is that we realize the meta-story that all of us are contributing to, and work together to rethink and rewrite this narrative. Because the one we are living in right now is very dysfunctional and very destructive, and seems to be going in not a very healthy direction. So perhaps the call today, and maybe the power of this first Pillar, is not only how do we reflect together on what the journey from birth to death is, but how can we carve out, how can we write a further narrative of our global history. What was written before was good, but we have to transcend it while including it at the same time, and continue to write that narrative that we are already part of, to step into the future with a meta-narrative of human beings and human nature that will be healing and supportive and compassionate and healthy for the planet and for each and every one of us. 



	Mary Catherine: There’s one important thing about the journey metaphor that I think is so well expressed in Cavafy’s poem “Ithaca”— that the journey is itself the goal. It’s not about getting to a particular place or covering a particular distance. It’s about moving through time and multiple experiences, and the way one is changed by all of those experiences. 



	My metaphor tends to be very much one of learning and of moving on from what to me is perhaps the beginning of life, which is a sense of wonder as part of infancy—wonder and the beginning of basic trust, and developing curiosity, and moving and changing through time. And when I’ve tried to express what it means to me to be alive, I tend to use “continuing to learn” as my measuring stick. The learning is a continual translation and exploring of wonder and curiosity on one hand, and of trust and how that connects us to others on the other hand. So the learning is growing and deepening, and the underlying geography—and I’ve covered a certain amount of geography in my life—is a way of playing different lights on the same question.
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	Deepa: I was struck, as you were speaking, Mary Catherine, that it wasn’t until I started thinking about this conversation that I recognized how important articulation is in terms of my own measurement. It seems that’s something so unique to us as human beings, that we have this extraordinary opportunity to articulate this journey and to do it in such extraordinary ways. So we come back to artistry. 



	That articulation seems to require, like you were talking about, Rabbi Olivier, a way of knowing how to connect not just to the stories of our past but also of our present. And then, through that, to come to that new place of thinking that you were talking about, Mary Catherine—to have new language, to be able to actually not only allow ourselves to experience something but to also grow and learn through that, and to be in wonder of this one life that we’re given, this opportunity, this chapter. 



	Listening to you both has made me think of the interesting processes in this metaphor of journeying, and I found myself thinking about being a tourist, and how that can be seen in so many different ways. The whole idea of being able to witness something seems quite important, particularly at this time in history when we live in a world which is so frenetic and is based so much on doing. How we cultivate that capacity to witness seems quite critical. 



	As one considers the tribulations and celebrations from birth to death, what is gained in the process, and what is this Pillar’s relationship to wisdom? 



	Mary Catherine: You know, Erikson speaks of the development of different ego strengths at different stages of the life cycle, and he uses the word wisdom to refer to the strength of old age. But one of the things that I’ve learned over the years working with his ideas is that it’s most interesting to look at what he says about a particular stage of life and then say, well, how is that happening also at the other stages? 



	For example, he talks about young adulthood as the time for developing identity. But clearly, we’re discovering ourselves as individual beings from the moment of birth. And the formation of identity takes a different form at every stage in the life cycle—maybe coming to a critical moment in adolescence, but still an issue as one discovers that one is a separate body from one’s mother, and as one approaches death and the loss of this particular identity we have. 



	So I ask myself, seeing Erikson using wisdom as the strength of old age, what is the wisdom of childhood? And it occurred to me that the sense of wonder is the wisdom of childhood, and that it unfolds from there. In infancy you see wonder as the child begins to be able to manipulate things, and wonder is transformed into curiosity. There comes a time when what we wonder about is the inner feelings of other people, and we begin to develop empathy and what’s called a theory of mind. Then imagination develops, and the marriage of imagination and traditional knowledge that’s passed on. 



	Discovery unfolds through life, so that wisdom, which people often traditionally assign to old age, is not so much a product as a process of discovery that keeps going on, a process that includes, I think, the entire development of one’s ethical understanding of the interdependence of all lives on the planet. What does it mean to think of the life of our planet? What does it mean to think of the life of a species developing through time, of a nation pursuing its history, of an understanding of God unfolding? 



	So I think one of the reasons the Journey of Life is important among the Pillars is because it teaches us that wisdom is not a product—it’s a process, it’s an unfolding, and it’s unfolding from birth to death, and perhaps beyond. 



	Rabbi Olivier: I really like what Mary Catherine is saying. What comes up for me when I listen to you explaining that wisdom is available and manifest at every stage of life and every age, is that it reminds me of the principles of Kabbalah, where wisdom, which is one of the highest levels of consciousness as expressed through the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, finds itself beyond knowing and beyond understanding. So the quality of wisdom is not something that requires years and years of learning and understanding. It is prior to that, in fact, and it is at a different level of consciousness. There is innate wisdom, inherent wisdom. 



	I think the Journey of Life is a journey toward wisdom in the sense that it helps us move from the narrow confines of identity that is based on what we understand. The Journey of Life would be traveling from the intellectual sphere, from the mind space, into the heart space. That’s really the journey, for wisdom is to be found in the heart, and this is the place, I think, where the Journey of Life really can culminate, can really find itself. 



	But you know, again, according to the principles of Kabbalah, wisdom is also about transcending—in fact, even transcending the levels of understanding. Understanding can get you so far, and wisdom is beyond that, or wisdom is prior to that. Understanding awakens within wisdom, so wisdom is bigger than that, and this is why it is available at all stages of life. Sometimes it gets clouded by too much emphasis as we grow up, even beyond childhood, on intellectual knowledge that might actually cloud our ability to tap into that wisdom.



	So maybe paradoxically the ultimate unfolding of life’s journey as a story is to let go of the story altogether, and merge into that place of wisdom that is universal, a global wisdom that does not need the particular of the individual story but knows itself to be all the stories and all the journeys at once. 



	Mary Catherine: Beautiful.



	Deepa: I was thinking, as you were talking, Rabbi Olivier, of when I was talking about my own story of belonging. I was reflecting on the fact that I didn’t end up finding my sense of belonging geographically, but I found it in music, particularly in terms of the music that was created by second-generation British Asians who were mixing punk with traditional music. And that took me to a different understanding of what it meant to belong, because it was like, “Oh, I belong in music.” 



	What’s interesting now is to get to a place where the exploration is about a new level of that, of what does it mean to be an instrument? When I go into that, I immediately go into the place of silence. And as you were both talking, I was thinking about this line—I can’t remember where it’s from—about how actually this life is an effort to give birth to oneself completely before leaving. I’m really struck by that in terms of where we then end up, in that space of beyond-ness. That’s why for me this Pillar is so important to the whole process, because that’s what seems to happen when we go through the full Journey. 
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	What is the meaning of one’s experience in the Journey of Life? Is life trying to teach us something? What is life asking us to journey towards? 



	Mary Catherine: I don’t know that ethical understanding is the end of it. I think the meaning of life is love. Trying to figure out how that works in decision making and in choices and in building a society, the working out of that is ethical understanding. But I think ultimately we spend our lives learning how to love, how to see, how to respond. 



	And maybe one other thing, considering the hardships that people encounter in their lives. My thinking comes very much from Viktor Frankl, with somewhat of a modification. I’ve been very involved with the Book of Job recently—as I have on and off before in my life. Frankl’s emphasis is on the essential freedom within suffering: that your reaction is who you are, your response, and that can’t be taken from you. And there is Job’s stubbornness when his friends are trying to interpret him. But I look at Job and what strikes me is that what he recovers at the end is his childlike sense of wonder. That’s what all that looking at nature seems to add up to, the recovered sense of wonder. 



	When I’m talking to people who are going through very painful experiences or illness or whatever, and I’m trying to find words of comfort, I don’t allow myself to say, “It will be better later,” because you don’t know that it will be better later. That’s often just denial of the situation. I say to people, “There is a way of living through what you are experiencing now that will bring you closer to God.” 



	Deepa: I spent two years volunteering in a children’s hospice, and the thing that I found really extraordinary about that experience was how the children would just not respond if there was any sense from them of inauthenticity. There’s something about being absolutely present in the moment—and maybe that’s another term for love, in some ways—that I was really struck by. 



	I think that’s part of the meaning of life. I know it for myself that when I’m with someone and there’s an absolute sense of raw, present connection, which seems to most often come in those very difficult moments when we’re vulnerable, when we’re suffering, that’s something that really strikes me. Then it does seem to lead to a desire to be giving or to respond wholeheartedly. But it is so amazing, even a little hint of pity or a hint of anything false and they were gone, those kids, and I remember that a lot as I live life daily. 



	Rabbi Olivier: I think both of you captured my feelings exactly. Maybe just one other thing is that I feel there is something somewhat dangerous to have this notion that life is trying to teach us something, in the sense that for a lot of people who go through some very difficult times, they can feel victimized, or they can feel that they’re being punished. You know, sometimes our trying to make meaning out of our circumstances, to find the teaching, can also be used against oneself. It’s easy oftentimes to blame ourselves for the moments where life isn’t going well. 



	I think that life is what life is, and perhaps being with what is is sufficient in the moment. That is one of the deepest spiritual teachings that I got from a mystic rabbi who sees the Book of Job as about awakening to being with the absoluteness of what is, and letting go of control, letting go of wanting things to be any different than they are. Which is probably the hardest thing one can do on one’s spiritual journey, that kind of realization. 



	So what is the meaning of the Journey of Life? What if there was no meaning? What if, like Mary Catherine said at the beginning, what if the journey is all that we need, and to just be as present as we can to every moment of that journey, sharing as best we can of the truth of our being? You know, like we say in Hebrew, dayenu—that would be enough for me. 



	Mary Catherine: I think that’s very much akin to the sense of wonder. 



	Deepa: Yeah, wonder, love, and being enough—that sounds good to me. 



	Rabbi Olivier: That’s a good wrap right there. 





 

	Contemplative Exercise



	The Art of Conversation



	Needed: A table, chairs and at least a candle’s worth of light.



	Activity: Invite two or three friends to share a meal or a cup of tea and a special conversation. Approach the conversation as a work of art. Set the space to be warm and welcoming. 



	When all are gathered, share these simple guidelines for enhancing the conversation: 



		Enter a relaxed and present state

		Listen with receptivity and curiosity

		Give thoughtful attention to what is expressed




	Also, determine if the group would like confidentiality to be a ground rule.



	After taking some time to reflect upon the following questions, each person responds in turn. While you are the host, you are welcome to participate.



	What are the key notes or themes of your life? Where are you on your journey? Where do you want to be?



	Allow each person to speak without interruption and ask the participants to let the words they hear touch them and be sensed. Then invite each person to reflect back one thing that struck them while listening, without judgment.



	
		Resources
	

	
		Seven Pillars Pathway: Heart-Centered Conversation 
	

 

	
		What appears on the surface as the ordinary activity of conversation is in its depths a mysterious phenomenon of encounter. Listening and speaking while centered in the heart opens us to new levels of awareness of each other and of the world that invite wisdom to emerge. 
	

	
		[image: ] Additional resources are located on the Pillar One Resource Page at 7pj.org/pillar1   [image: ] Additional resources are located on the Pillar One Resource Page at 7pj.org/pillar1  
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		Out of the primal flaring forth, spiraling into galaxies beyond number, out of the body of this whirling blue-green planet circling the sun, we arise, children of the unfurling universe, wayfarers in a vast sea of light. 
	

	
		Amidst the trillions of stars, composed of their elements, we walk amidst the breathtaking varieties of flora and fauna on the surface of the planet, sensing the enchantment all about us—found even in a single blade of grass. 
	

	
		Our humanity is an expression of the entire cosmos emerging in the unfathomably intricate and exquisite flowering of life on Earth. This is home. Wending our way amongst the welter of species, we have learned to adapt, to cooperate, and to flourish. 
	

	
		We have prevailed to become a shaping force, even a danger, on the planet. Yet simple reverence and respect can reinvigorate our impulse to cherish and care for the natural world. Let us reaffirm our kinship with the whole of life, and realize that all is animate, all is unfolding, all is related within the vastness of the living universe. 
	

	
		When we plant our self in the loam of creation, then an unutterable devotion to our place in it—our body, the ground on which we stand, the air we breathe—arises as a deep and joyful blessing. 
	

	
		Can you feel the universe in your blood? How do you experience the universe around and in you? Can you sense your kinship with others, and with all of life? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 3. 
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	The Living Universe 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Shams Kairys 
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	The universe is alive with vibration, with energy, with movement, with light. Many also find intelligence in the universe, and even divinity. After all, it’s only natural for we human sapiens to ponder where the forces and patterns of nature that we observe originate. Or, might we simply be seeing our own consciousness reflected in the cosmos? That’s an enigma verging on mystery, one worth contemplating. 



	One of my favorite teabag tags says, “Empty yourself and let the universe fill you.” This is a nice meditation practice—yet, in fact, we are already full of the universe, for we arose within it, and out of it. Our planet is offspring of a spinning cloud of gas and stardust, and we are offspring of our planet, our bodies composed of its ingredients. 



	We emerged within the narrow sphere of lands, seas, and atmosphere that surrounds the planet, during a period of extraordinary natural opulence. One can imagine our early ancestors marveling at it all—even more so as the dazzling immensity of the heavens began to dawn on us. Awestruck, bewildered, stirred by intuitions of sublimity and a miraculous creator, we began to fashion cosmologies and mythologies, beliefs, stories, arts, rituals, and other means to help orient us to our astounding situation. Meanwhile, we became a phenomenally successful species, and flourished on the Earth. 
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	Over time, however, captivated by our cognitive and technological ascendance, largely forgetting that we are creatures woven of and into nature, we have become a destructive geological force upon the planet, to the point that many scientists are calling this the Anthropocene epoch in recognition of the dominance of human impact on the natural world. Indeed, our disruption of the fabric of life is driving mass extinction and cataclysmic threats whose forward waves are already upon us. 



	Difficult as it is to sustain our gaze upon such an unsettling prospect, only by being attentive to these dangers can we discern how to best respond to them— all the while discovering ways to embrace our natural kinship with all life and to celebrate the web of relations in which we are interwoven. 



	This turning toward a richer communion with life is a key theme in the conversation amongst dedicated explorers in these realms that follows. The fascinating interplay of their minds and hearts brings color, texture, and story into the picture. Their perception of the constriction that humanity is experiencing by being bound up in outworn images, narratives, and notions of separateness is compelling and poignant. An antidote awaits in their vision of us as brothers and sisters at an initiatory crossroads, deepening our relationship with nature and calling on native wisdom, traditional cosmologies, and sacred places for spiritual sustenance and renewal. 



	Thanks to Apela Colorado, Paul Devereux, and Weston Pew for sharing their spirits and insights with us. The depth of their conversation is sure to inform and activate our own wisdom path. 



	Welcome Apela, Paul and Weston. Please share a short personal offering about your relationship with this Pillar, The Living Universe. 
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	Apela Colorado: Yes, I want to begin by asking permission to enter Wisdom, with a chant. (Chants an Oneida song.) I’m Apela Colorado. I’m a professor, I’m an Oneida Indian, I’m also nearly half Gaul, or French. My life’s work has been remembering the indigenous mind, the indigenous consciousness, and I do that through an academic program called the Indigenous Mind Program. In this program we help people remember, recover, and renew the whole mind of their ancestors and ground it in today’s time so that we might find creative new solutions to the pressing problems of the Earth. 



	The second thing I do, and have done for more than thirty years, is to network indigenous practitioners, shamans, who are people coming from continuous lines and increasingly in more and more remote places. These are the survivors of the great knowledge or the great wisdom. Thank you. 
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	Paul Devereux: Well, I’ve been involved with the study of ancient sites for about thirty to forty years. I’ve written many books; perhaps the most pertinent ones to this conversation would be Re-Visioning the Earth, Living Ancient Wisdom, and perhaps the latest, Sacred Geography. 



	My specific connection to this Pillar is that I was involved with the formation of Seven Pillars House of Wisdom almost at the very beginning, and I’ve lived through the many conversations and discussions where we tried to shape a definition of the Seven Pillars. Basically, to me, this Pillar, The Living Universe, relates to cosmology, and how consciousness arose in the universe, and our relationship to the Earth. 
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	Weston Pew: A lot of my work has to do with rites of passage, pilgrimage work, work in the natural world, and creating self-reflective containers that allow people to look at their beliefs and step into some broader worldviews within themselves that can help them connect to this idea of the Living Universe. There’s a great quote from Thomas Berry that says, “The universe is a communion of subjects, not a collection of objects.” I think that quote really grabs at the quintessential quality of this time that we’re in collectively, moving from this worldview of separation into one of deep communion and relationship with the universe. 



	For me, growing up until my late twenties, I was very much in that worldview of separation. And I went through this unpeeling process, just through self-reflection and reconnecting with my relationship to nature, where I was able to begin to see these interdependent relationships between self, Earth, community, and the cosmos, and began to see that that’s where wisdom lies, that wisdom doesn’t come from knowledge, but from a deeper place of both experience and being. So by dropping into these deeper spaces of relationship with the Living Universe, we then can activate and inform our own living wisdom within ourselves. 



	How do you conceive of the “living universe,” and what is the basis for that view—science, art, literature, religion? 



	Paul: Well, for me it’s really all four of those, and they’re not really separate things to me. If I’m talking about a living universe, I think of cosmology. And a cosmology is the story that any culture tells itself about the nature of the universe and its place in it. Cultures have come and gone, and they’ve all had their cosmological stories. We have our modern, scientific one, and I’m very interested in the way that our cosmology is very, very different to all the traditional ones that have gone before. I think it’s a fascinating cosmology, I think it’s wonderful, but I don’t think it’s complete, and I think it has serious problems. 



	Nevertheless, the idea of a singularity out of which space and time and gravity and all the rest of it emerged is a powerful image. The big difference, it seems to me, is the way that it loses us in space, whereas virtually all the traditional cosmologies center the human being in the universe and on the planet Earth. And it has a big effect on the way our culture develops, the fact that we do not have collectively, culturally, a centering cosmology. So science is the current cosmology, if you like, but art, literature, and religion very much come into the study and the understanding and the experience of the more traditional cosmological patterns. 



	Weston: I see the universe, in some ways, through the lens of what science tells us, through the theory of evolution, and moving from nothingness into these simple elements that began to complexify more and more to the point where we are now standing on the planet Earth, having this conversation reflecting on the unfolding aspects of existence and the universe. That, to me, is really a miracle in itself. I find a lot of beauty and spirituality in that. However, where science falls short is in addressing the interior or spiritual aspects of this unfolding story. 



	When I see the universe and how it unfolds in these more and more complex and beautiful ways, for me, that movement points towards a creative impulse that wants to express itself in more and more aligned and authentic ways. And when I look at science or art or literature, it again is unfolding in these ways that started off very rudimentary and simple but are evolving in more and more complex but also interrelated ways. So I think all these aspects of being reflect the evolutionary nature of the universe and its interconnectedness. 



	Apela: How I conceive of the Living Universe is through a conversation, through communication. I go back and forth between worlds, as an educated Western woman and as an educated cultural practitioner, and I have a strong background in ceremonies. And I also know the creation story of my Iroquois people that begins with a woman. 



	From the very moment that we perceive consciousness and life coming into being, we’re looking at a woman who comes from the sky, in this beautiful blue-white ball of light, towards a water-covered Earth that’s in darkness. And who’s waiting to receive her and help her are animals that can be in the water. And they’re all thinking, “How can we help this woman? There’s no place for her to stand, because in her sky world she had earth to walk on—we don’t have that here.” 



	A number of animals decide that they could help, and they dive down to the bottom of the ocean to see if they can get some earth to bring up for her. And each of the animals that tries, fails, including the beaver and so forth. And then the one least likely to succeed, the least beautiful animal, the little muskrat with a rat tail, dives down, and he succeeds to get mud in his paws, and just as he gets to the surface of the water, he dies. And the Sky Woman’s fall is broken by swans that rise to meet her and carry her down to the surface of the water. At this moment the gigantic turtle has come to the surface, and he says, “Well, she can stand on my back.” But of course the turtle’s back is not big enough to accommodate human life. So when the Sky Woman is placed on the turtle’s back, she reaches down and gets some earth from the little muskrat’s paws and places it on the turtle’s back and begins to do this power dance, moving counterclockwise. (She chants.) And as she dances, the turtle grows and becomes the North American continent. 



	From my cosmology as an Oneida woman, I’m connected because the Mother connects us all. And in pragmatic terms today, we each have a genealogy that comes through a mother, and we can reestablish our connections and conceive of the Living Universe through knowing that. But even though I live that, it amazes me how much my Western mind jumps in and doesn’t believe a thing. I don’t believe any of it. And then something happens and it all comes together, and I say, “Oh, well, of course!” 
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	I think where we’re at today is there’s a conversation happening between the Western dissociative, objective mind, which has produced many profoundly powerful things for life—there’s an engagement with that mind, including its destructiveness—and the whole mind of our ancestors. And I think, because of that conversation between the two, that we will hopefully come into a deeper way of knowing and being, where the dualism is seen, the polarities are in place, but we’re in a deeper frame to accommodate them. 



	Can you flesh out the importance of story telling in cosmology and in understanding the Living Universe? 



	Apela: Well, in Western mind, we say that the story is a narrative. It’s circular, and a circle offers the advantage of requiring the least surface to contain the greatest mass. Traditional stories have all kinds of information encoded in them, but you can hear it on many, many different levels as well, and take what you’re ready to hear from that. Of course, in linear thinking, in scientific thinking, there’s the advantage that you can stack things, right? You can’t do that with circles. 



	For me, in my life’s work straddling the worlds, I had the challenge to try to bring my Oneida and my French or Gaul sides together if I wanted to survive. I didn’t have a conscious plan, but as I lived it, different things happened. I went to ceremonies, I went to sacred sites, and then something opened up. Then the next thing would open up. Then I would be out of balance and I would go to another ceremony and something else would open up. And it wasn’t until I was in my late fifties that I realized that in my search for my authentic, whole mind, I had retraced the great migration of humanity from out of Africa to Central Asia to Europe and also here to the Americas. 



	Traditional knowledge says that this is a time where humanity is facing the challenge of remembering our story. But in a way, it’s a new story, because we’re coming to the story not as people migrating from one place to another and settling the Earth in different ways, but we’re conscious that we’re people that have done that, and we’re returning to that creation story. And indigenous belief has it that when we remember that creation story, that spreads a blanket of clear fire of consciousness around the Earth and is transformative and healing. So that’s what comes to my mind about traditional stories and the importance of remembering our story as humanity right now. 



	Paul: I would agree with Apela on that. The Oneida story is one of many creation myths, and I’ve been intrigued, in my journeys around the world and dealing with indigenous peoples and many ancient sites, and in my literature research as well, to try and find what the basic principles of all the traditional cosmologies are, and also to look at the difference between those and the modern cosmological story. 



	I see the present cosmological story as having an effect on the way the culture behaves. We are all lost in space, but the idea of a traditional cosmology was to ground us. There’s a sort of intellectual, scientific knowledge of where we are in the universe, and there’s the experiential knowledge of where we are in the universe, and they’re rather different, because the experiential knowledge or cosmology, if you like, is more local. It’s to do with the Earth on which we live. I’ve communicated with the land in nonverbal ways. On rare occasions this has even taken direct visual form—once, in a remote location in Ireland, both I and my wife, Charla, actually saw what might be called a spirit form—it was briefly objectively, three-dimensionally real. So we know that there are other ways of looking at the world around us, at nature, ways that challenge the mainstream scientific worldview. It isn’t that one is right and the other the wrong worldview, but rather that both co-exist in ways the modern mind has not yet fathomed. 



	In my cosmological teachings I try to share simple ways in which people can communicate with great time, and how their body image can relate to sacred geography, to the physical topography. All ancient and traditional cultures did that, and that’s why sometimes if you move a traditional culture out of its natural territory it loses a certain cultural, tribal memory. So it’s very important to understand that link between a cultural, tribal mind and the land in which it lives—very, very important. 



	There are multiple levels, but I’m particularly interested in the disparity between the intellectual, scientific cosmology by which our culture lives, and the more body-mind-human-centric images produced by the more traditional cosmologies. There are various principles underlying those cosmologies that you can trace across ancient and traditional cultures. 



	Weston: You know, stories have been used throughout the ages to connect us to place, as Paul was saying, and then these stories create a lens through which we see the world and through which we understand our relationship to place, to community, to self. But with the help of science, what we see within the Earth and then also within the universe has expanded to the level where we need a new story, one that honors the other stories that have been created as well. So I see this new Living Universe story as a story that can hold these different indigenous perspectives and can also be this overarching lens through which we are able to anchor ourselves as human beings, as brothers and sisters connected to this planet, rather than just connected to this river and this mountain range. We’re now creating this story that connects us to this planet as a whole and through that to the greater universe. 



	These stories are kind of containers of beingness, and now we’re stretching beyond the old scientific lens and having to find this new story that can root us in space in a way that makes sense and that is also empowering to us. The mechanistic view of the universe, where everything is separate, creates isolation and depression and loneliness and hopelessness. But when we step into this bigger picture of the Living Universe, then all of a sudden we are independent free agents, but we’re also supported by this deeper web of relationship that makes us feel empowered. That can help to ease some of the afflictions our old story of separateness have created in us. With this new Living Universe story, we can heal these pathologies of isolation by feeling a certain level of support through those deeper underlying, interdependent, inter-being relationships. 



	Paul: Related to what Weston says, for me the problem with the modern scientific cosmology is its inability to place consciousness or mind in its system. It’s very important that we ask ourselves, where does consciousness start? In the modern cosmology it is regarded as a product of the complexity of the brain—it’s a mechanical explanation. While for me, consciousness arose along with space and gravity and the rest, at the singularity, whatever that was. It’s integral, so when you sit in a woodland, in a forest, and you feel a sentience there, it’s the mind in nature that you’re communicating with. That knowledge and experience that has filtered through into the traditional cosmologies is the very facet that is missing from the modern cosmology, and it’s causing all sorts of problems. The consciousness philosophers call it the hard problem, and it is for them. But it’s not really a hard problem because it is there, and we are within it. 
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	To understand the mind in nature, you can visit sacred places; not all of them are to do with numinosity, but many are. And if you can experience the numinosity at the site, you are communicating or interacting or at least recognizing the mind that is in nature, that deep, deep intelligence that exists throughout the universe and that is the Living Universe. 



	Apela: Thank you. As I’m listening to your words, both of you, it just lifts my heart. You know, there are sacred sites that we’re talking about around the world. In my work with shamans, I find that what they’re saying now is that because of the damage that we human beings have done to the Earth, that the Earth is trying to talk with us. And many of these sacred sites are now pulsing with energy, energy that even can be measured in various ways scientifically. So going to sacred sites is one way of beginning to open ourselves to these kinds of conversations. 



	My understanding is that even though we may not have the capacity to change world politics or economics, I do have a way to connect myself with the forces of nature and align with them. Informed, engaged conversation with nature gives us the best chance to turn the forthcoming disasters around, and the closer we are to this conversation, the closer we are to the center, the least effort it takes to make powerful changes. 



	Because I go back and forth between my Western and indigenous minds, sometimes it’s hard for me to hear what other, more fully indigenous minds could pick up on easily. But because it is a Living Universe, there are moments, for example at petroglyph sites, when I’m looking at the writings on the rocks and nothing’s speaking to me—I’m trying to think it and I’m not getting anywhere—and then the information can come, serendipitously, it can come. And that’s the beauty of living in a Living Universe—that we’re not alone, and life will talk to us. 



	Paul: Yes, that can be literally true. I mean, some of the work we’ve been doing is understanding the sounds of places. There are rocks that will sound, that are musical. We just recently discovered that the bluestones of Stonehenge, for example, come from a soundscape, that they ring like bells and gongs and harps and so on. Everybody wondered why they took the bluestones a hundred and sixty miles from South Wales to Salisbury Plain where Stonehenge stands, and now we think there’s a sonic connection. 



	This is also true in the Paleolithic caves where you see the rock paintings on the walls, where if you touch some of the stalactites they will ring beautifully. Often just the touch of a fingernail can do it. So you can hear the sounds that people heard thousands of years ago, even tens of thousands of years ago. And of course, if you sit up on the rocky heights of some vision quest site, you’ll hear the wind, you’ll hear the birdsong, you’ll hear what people heard when they were there. And if you take certain mind-altering substances, or if you go without sleep and food for a few days, you will get your song as was traditionally the case in Native American tribes. As Apela would know, that’s where a lot of indigenous chants come from—the songs, the visions of the quest at these places. And this is another form of communication with the mind in nature. 



	I do think it’s also important, as Weston was saying, that we bring out this indigenous knowledge—which is always localized, don’t forget, it relates to a tribe and its territory—and get the basic principles together, and use those principles to fill out the missing elements of the great cosmic vision of our own scientific cosmological story. 



	How is knowledge of the Living Universe important for personal growth and maturity? 



	Weston: Well, what comes up to me initially is that in Western culture we’re currently holding this mechanistic worldview of separation like we’ve been talking about. That is an important stage of development that I would relate to the teenage, adolescent years where one kind of breaks away from the family and has the experience of really being on one’s own. But then, in order to move that developmental level beyond the separate self and come into a fully embodied adulthood, one goes through a rite-of-passage experience where you recognize the interdependent relationship between self, Earth, and community, and you’re able to step into the broader “we.” That is really what the healthy adult perspective is, and it could be argued that our current cultural perspective is kind of lost in this stunted adolescent perspective that is growing a bit pathological because we are not addressing the problems that such views can create. 



	So I think that by bringing teenagers into the container that is nature where that innate wisdom is, they’re able to connect to that deeper wisdom within themselves, that deeper guidance system that helps them to see what their own gifts are and how they can use those gifts to reconnect to and help the community. Then they can also see that by helping the community, they’re also helping themselves, because there’s that self-in-other perspective that starts to come on line when we tap into these deeper interdependent relationships. 



	Apela: I would also say that what blocks me from being in an engaged conversation with the Living Universe is often trauma. The history of humanity is filled with violence, and growing up in this dissociative world, in the separation and the competition, I’ve suffered many kinds of violence in my life. So the desire to be whole, in part, comes from just the pain and the suffering of being separated. As I work to face those things in myself, whether it’s through Western psychology, going to nature, or through indigenous ceremonies, the more those things are externalized and addressed, the closer I get to this engaged conversation. And at the same time, I’m becoming more completely individuated, and I’m individuated within this container of the Mother, of the womb. 



	In my work with students today, I ask them to know their genealogy, and this is something that’s typically difficult for modern Western people to do because we all have so many things in our genealogy we don’t want to face. People say, “Well, what difference does it make where I come from? I’m American now.” There would never be a place or a time before this where people would say it doesn’t matter what my land is, it doesn’t matter where my ancestors are buried. But especially in the United States, we celebrate our dissociation and we think it’s even patriotic sometimes. So in my work with students I encourage them to retrace their genealogies and go back to a motherland. Of course the genealogies are going to run out eventually, because you come to the whole mind. 



	But as Malidoma Somé says, we do ritual so that something in a larger way can happen. And somehow retracing genealogies and owning that and facing the historic traumas that our people have suffered and also that our people have dished out to others, is one very strong way of standing the Western disconnect on its head. And in the Western world this disconnect has happened through the males for the last several hundred, maybe a thousand years. So as a woman participating in this conversation, I want to add that in; I want the Mother acknowledged as part of what we’re talking about. 



	Paul: I think the idea of people going down into their genealogy is terribly important, Apela. I remember when I first started giving talks in America in the end of the 1970s, early 1980s, somebody came up to me and said, “Look, I’m an American. Which sacred sites are mine? The ones that belong to the American Indians, or the ones in the land that my familial line comes from?” And it really made me think about the importance that people go back down into their roots. 



	We’re all at the pinnacle of a whole series of DNA chains that go back to the savannahs of Africa and beyond, ultimately, to the first spark of existence. We carry that within us, and it can be remembered, put back together again, to a degree. That linkage, that depth rooting, is incredibly important, yet what I see in the cultures today generally is a rootlessness—modern societies tend to be wide rather than deep. I always remember something Aldous Huxley said when he had to go and live in California because his eyesight was poor and he needed the bright light: “I go to America for the space, and I come back to Britain for the time.” 



	And what you’re saying, Weston, is really important also. A cosmology automatically impinges on the individual in a society, so a person’s growth and maturity is inextricably linked with the cosmology in which he or she is immersed. So young people need to have the direct experience of wild nature. All these things are really important to the proliferation of wisdom because without them, wisdom is a very slippery fish. It’s easy to talk about wisdom, but wisdom is hard to do. 



	Apela: Paul, what you said about slippery fish makes me smile, because if you’ve seen the old carvings from Mesopotamia you’ll see fish gods etched on the walls. In indigenous beliefs, and what I experienced in South Africa at the Cradle of Humankind, is this: that when we go back to our source through nature, including through our mother’s genealogy, and remember who we are, what do we find waiting there? Our own divinity, which is the Star People in my parlance, the first woman that came to the Earth in the blue ball of flames. Who is she but our own sacredness? There’s a lot of talk about recovering our divinity, but oh, there’s nothing like the experience of even a flash of it. And I feel that what you’re each saying is if we keep going, that’s where we’ll end up. 



	Weston: Just to jump on this idea of the importance of cultivating these deeper relationships and awareness of the interdependent nature of self, Earth, community, and cosmos—there is beautiful research coming out of Oberlin College right now with Cindy Frantz and her team on sustainability. She is a social psychologist whose research is pointing to this idea that the deeper our relationship to a nearby mountain range, or our community, the more likely we are to stand up and act on behalf of that relationship. When we create such relationship, a sense of ourself becomes imbued within it, and then we’re more likely to take action to not only nurture it but also stand up and protect it when it is being threatened. So when we have youth coming back into alignment with these deep relationships, what we’re also creating is action, where these youths are then activated around these relationships. 



	Paul: Yes, that’s true. For example, a pilgrimage is an outer gesture of an inner journey. It’s important that the mind in nature and the mind in the human being coalesce at some point, and it can only happen experientially—it can’t happen any other way. But that core piece of reality somehow needs transporting into the greater world picture in which we live. We’re now living in a world that’s very dangerous, where our politicians are like somnambulists. And we somehow have to find a way to wake that level of consciousness up in our culture, or else the human story is on its way out. Some other story will take over, that thread of the mind in nature will still be there, it will never disappear. But as we know, there are so many cultures that are disappearing every year, and even the cultures that survive are getting heavily infected by Western ideas and influence, so you know, time is short. 



	Can you reflect on the way we perceive the universe and its relationship to the development of our inner landscape or soul? 



	Paul: I would just say two words: anima mundi. It’s the soul of the world, it’s the soul of the universe, and it is the human soul. They’re not different. It’s literally at the heart of our being. 



	Weston: To add to what Paul said, how I look at it is that the body is kind of the exterior representation or expression of the universe within our own lens of reality, and the soul holds the interior aspects of the universe—purpose, intention, consciousness, and our own unique gifts. To me, a key component of soul is purpose, so our body on this planet is kind of a conduit, a physical vessel that allows the soul to actualize its purpose, just as the intention of the greater universe expresses itself through matter. At the heart of this all is a desire for more complex and creative expressions, which in turn, evolve the larger life systems. So when we look at our own life, when we align ourselves with that bigger universal story, then we begin to find direction, each in our own ways. Through our own gifts we’re actualizing the purpose of our soul, which then supports the unfolding of the universe. 



	I want to thank you all for this really rich conversation. I do think that this is an emerging story, and we don’t completely know what it means or where it’s going. It’s being birthed into the collective right now, so it’s always an honor to be a part of these types of conversations. Every time we can get together and explore it, we create a little bit more space for it to be embodied in the world. 



	Apela: I’m going to use the word ‘she’ meaning ‘he and she’. In the morning, in a peyote ceremony, we’re up all night around a fire in a tipi, and it’s taxing on the body, and it’s also ecstatic. All night long you’re praying and you’re waiting for Venus, the morning star, to rise, and for the first ray of sunlight to come through the tipi. So after sitting up all night and praying for such a long, long, long time, that morning sun comes above the horizon, and the first ray of light shoots through the smoke hole in the tipi. And we sing this song: (chanting) “God said in the beginning, let there be light. / He meant it for you / heya na hey neyo weyah.” And ‘God’ and ‘he’ are English terms that can be ‘she’. God, Goddess, he, she, said, “Let there be light—it was meant for you.” Ho. Thank you. 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	A Walk Outside 



	Needed: Hearty soles. 



	Activity: Review the resources below, especially the Seven Pillars Pathway, Sensing Presence. With this fresh in your mind, go for a walk. As you begin to move, tune in to your sensory experience. Feel the weight and substance of your body as it meets the earth with each footfall. Notice your breath, tune to the movement of your lungs expanding and releasing with each inhalation and exhalation. Feel the way your body responds to each step, and how your feet meet the ground. 



	As the movement and breath begin to flow, tune in to your inner experience. Allow yourself to enjoy the play and touch of the breath as it moves through your body. 



	Imagine yourself receiving nourishment as you inhale. As you exhale, imagine yourself expanding in all directions. 



	How do you relate with the plants and creatures around you? Can you allow the trees you pass on your walk to touch your soul and teach you something about your own rootedness and expanse? What do you notice when you are fully present to your place on Earth? 



	
		Resources 
	

	
		Seven Pillars Pathway: Sensing Presence 
	

	
		 
	

	
		The wisdom inherent in the place where we find ourselves—the cosmos, the earth beneath our feet, our body and its sensations, the matrix of culture and ecology—is continually informing us if only we look and listen. 
	

	
		[image: ] Additional resources are located on the Pillar Two Resource Page at 7pj.org/pillar2   [image: ] Additional resources are located on the Pillar Two Resource Page at 7pj.org/pillar2  
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		[image: ] Listen to this evocation at 7pj.org/book#3   [image: ] Listen to this evocation at 7pj.org/book#3  
	

	
		We may sense in the swirl of life that there is some deeper field of meaning and purpose hidden beneath its surface. Throughout the ages and across cultures, there have been those who dedicated themselves to search for this essential awareness. 
	

	
		Expanding the boundaries of their egos, they awakened to the very core of reality. They touched and tasted it, entered it, merged with it. 
	

	
		In time they returned, to tell the tale and bear a message—a telling so powerful that it resounds down the ages through sacred traditions, scriptures, and examples, redirecting history and uplifting all who take it into their hearts. This great concourse of blazing pioneers is our collective spiritual heritage. 
	

	
		Honoring the legacy of the shamans, sages, mystics, poets, prophets of the world’s great religious and indigenous traditions, and others who embody illuminated aspects of human character, we can glimpse our own potential as bearers of the sacred. Let us join our lives with this inspiring lineage, and discover for ourselves the divine source of life they point to. 
	

	
		Think of those great beings who have touched you. Sense their presence, their atmosphere, their state of consciousness. Now invoke them by name. Can you allow their fragrance to stir your soul? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 4. 
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	[image: ] Listen to a musical interpretation of this pillar at 7pj.org/book#3   [image: ] Listen to a musical interpretation of this pillar at 7pj.org/book#3  





 

	Our Sacred Heritage 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Christopher Bamford 
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	In former times before the modern age, a person’s sacred heritage was a living substance, imbibed at the mother’s womb and continuously transmitted and confirmed by the air of the culture in which he or she lived and breathed. It was a living reality, shaping and giving meaning to a people’s lives through the pervasive presence of the religion they were born into and the images, stories, and characters of Sacred Scripture they lived with, as well as through the legends and memories of favorite heroes, saints, and prophets. Experience and interpretation, of course, were always individual, and hence there were always non-orthodox manifestations and influences from outside, but these always still occurred within a common world. 



	Today, in our new secular, technologized, global reality, the situation is different. Increasingly, one’s sacred heritage is no longer a given. All times and places, all religions and spiritual paths, all saints, prophets, philosophers, and poets are accessible, making one’s sacred heritage an individual, conscious question: a search, for those called to do so. For some, of course, it is not a question at all. Either they are so resolutely secular that the term has no meaning, or their destiny is such that their family religious-cultural affiliation, whatever it is, is so strong and deep that they simply follow what they have been given. But others, for various reasons, are called to choose their spiritual path, to discover and create their own sacred heritage. 
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	In many cases, these heritages are not monolithic, but “inter-spiritual.” One may find one’s spiritual home and central practice, for instance, in Christianity, Judaism, Sufism, or Buddhism, but draw inspiration from, and form an inner relationship with, saints, teachers, or prophets from other traditions. In this case, wherever one makes one’s home, one may still find there the consoling presence of many beings from other traditions. For example, I may be “Christian” in one sense, but I live and draw inspiration and consolation from many different presences. In my heart Zen Master Dogen and Sheik Ibn ‘Arabi may live comfortably together with the prophet Abraham, St. Therese of Lisieux, Meister Eckhart, and the Hasidic Baal Shem Tov. 



	On the other hand, my heart may find the riddle of “religions” insoluble, while still sensing intuitively the ineffable presence of an unknown Reality encompassing all. In which case, I may find companionship with the great souls of the world and a guide for my life in the wisdom and practice of many traditions, without adhering exclusively to any single one of them. 
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	But this is only an outer description of the situation. Humanity’s sacred heritage is a living soul-spiritual reality beyond space and time, one that paradoxically is to be experienced here and now. All the great teachers—saints, prophets, poets, great souls, from all times and places—are with us now, just as the angels, the dead, and the ineffable Source of all are with us now and only await our response to their call. Our challenge, both individually and collectively, is to seek an integration that honors the past and animates the present with deep respect for all traditions, while always remaining open to the discovery of other points of view. 



	In the following conversation Lee Irwin, Deborah Rabia Povich and Adam Bucko speak together of their search for, discovery of, and relationship to, sacred heritages in their lives. 



	Welcome Lee, Rabia and Adam. Please share a personal statement about your relationship with this Pillar, Our Sacred Heritage. 
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	Lee Irwin: I have been teaching Comparative Religions for the last 30 years, and have background and training in interdisciplinary studies, anthropology, folklore and religion. I got engaged in that process for two different reasons. One is that I had a terrible accident when I was 20 years old, a shattering experience that pretty much left me broken open. They could not give me sedatives and so I had to spend three hours in that state during which I had a whole series of transformative experiences, opening my vista and perception of the world in this strange way where I would expand out into the universe and then contract back into my broken body, and then back out, and in. Those few hours were really a long time in that context. 



	When it was over, I decided I would fully dedicate myself to trying to understand what had happened to me in this encounter. 



	The other thing is that I spent about twelve weeks on a Native American reservation helping and working with people, a form of sacred activism. It opened my eyes to the Native Americans’ condition of poverty and suffering. It was a shocking experience. This was also in my early twenties, and that really gave me dedication to work in a way that wouldn’t just be theoretical, but also practical and applicable to people’s real needs and suffering in the world. I try to do both the theory and the activism, and that is where I am coming from in this conversation. 
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	Deborah Rabia Povich: I am a seeker of truth, and with that driving me, I have chosen Sufism as my spiritual path, and Judaism as my religion, Jewish Renewal specifically. So it is possible that I am an embodiment of inter-spirituality, feeling that we are free and invited to experience the source of life, the purpose of life, and to understand from any point of view we want to. All religions, all sacred teachings are available to every one of us. 
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	Adam Bucko: I originally started in Poland as a kid, growing up in a totalitarian system and seeing all the craziness happening in my country, people being beaten up by police and people committing suicide because of lack of hope and direction in their life. I realized early on as a kid that whatever I was surrounded by, there was nothing I could really rely on for a sense of security and purpose. I had this idea that I should build an altar, kind of like I had seen in the Catholic church, and try to celebrate mass, and that that somehow would put me in touch with God. It felt like true spiritual experience, where all of a sudden I was enveloped by this presence and it gave me a sense of security. I feel like all my life I have been trying to go back to that sense of presence and live in harmony with that presence. 



	Also as a kid I saw and was influenced by activist priests who were part of the solidarity movement, and the two people who influenced me most, both of them, were tortured and killed by the regime. So also early on I realized that to say yes to that presence meant saying no to everything that was violating that presence, that love, that compassion. 



	Early on I also realized that my path needed to be both contemplative and active. As a teenager, I was connected with the teachings of Fr. Bede Griffiths that combined Christian heritage and Hindu religion, and I attempted to live a contemplative life in that tradition. Eventually that took me to India and there I started essentially living as a contemplative, but then also working with kids on the streets of Delhi and with people who were dying. So all my life has been a continuation of that early experience. 



	Nowadays I work with homeless kids and also other young people, and I am really interested in this question of inter-spirituality. Even though I have been part of a tradition, that’s not paramount for me. The most meaningful thing has been personal relationships that I have had with people who embodied the experience of their tradition, and how those relationships enabled me to situate into what my unique experience of God is and what my calling is in the world. I feel like now I am in the process of trying to articulate what that path could be for young people who are not interested in religion, who are not so much interested in traditional forms, but yet have deep longings to discover their place in the world and their own unique way of experiencing God and living it as an expression in the world. 



	How can engagement with “our sacred heritage” lead to actualization of living wisdom that can help us meet the urgent social and ecological needs of our time? 



	Rabia: I think I need to first explain what I understand our sacred heritage to be—that long history of realized prophets, prophetesses, masters and saints, all of them not known by any means, but beings who have had a direct revelatory experience of the Source, which Seven Pillars refers to as The Great Mystery. Both Adam and Lee spoke of experiences they had touching that place. I think our sacred heritage supports the transformation of our consciousness, for these paragons are like our birthright, our spiritual heritage. Just as we have biological heritages, each one of us, I see our sacred heritage as that which connects us with the Source, and to the past, showing us a possibility of the future. 



	The beings that I have studied have all lived in challenging times, so what can they bring us today, living in a very challenging time, environmentally, socially, economically, politically? I think they can serve as exemplars of how we can address challenges. They can connect us to the divine and provide guidance for us in our individual lives. 



	Adam: I really like what Rabia said. The way I see it is that all of us have our unique journeys, and especially working with young people who are trying to discern a direction for their life, trying to find their place in the world, I feel that our sacred heritage, this amazing knowledge that we have from all of the people who have touched something special in their hearts and were transformed by it, whenever we get stuck, whenever we have questions, those lives can help us name certain things that we might be experiencing or struggling with, and then help us move forward, to work through those things, thus guiding us into the true purpose of our soul, and into the path that is here for us. 



	Lee: I would certainly agree with both of you, Rabia and Adam, and I appreciate your articulations. For me, “sacred heritage” is like a plural noun that I feel in two different senses: My lived experience in connection with other people in loving, generous interaction and concern for their well-being, and their concern for my well-being, is like the foundational ground for the arising of that heritage. But then there are also all the different expressions of that heritage, and their different cultural contexts. It seems to me there is a really deep and profound underlying question here of authenticity, and how I can engage with others in harmony with the sacred heritage that has become a shared phenomenon. 



	We are in a whole new age of ecumenical spiritual development. It can’t be simply held within any given tradition any longer—it overspills the tradition and enters into this larger field of meaningful and loving and peaceful relationships that are a source of creative inspiration, and are very heart centered. In that process, what I try to do as my practice is to bring authentic feelings and perceptions at a given time and moment to discover my attunement to the sacredness of this heritage, to allow what I call presence to infuse into the circumstance through my relationship and bring about an opening and an awakening and an insight that really cannot be mapped to any tradition, and yet is shared and global. It arises, and the challenge is, how do we see the potential of our spiritual capacities in real life circumstances and do that in a way that really honors the past? 



	That is why I call myself “trans-traditional.” This orientation incorporates tradition but also takes one step beyond the limits of how traditions can be confining in certain ways. It’s not anti-traditional, or that I leave tradition behind. I have that feeling of trans-traditionality, which is part of me and part of my inheritance. There are different influences. So many of the young people I work with are influenced by multiple traditions and a lot of other concerns that can’t simply be held within the basket of a tradition. But then every once in a while I have a student who is really in a tradition and this is just as vital and alive as with other members of the community. That is why dialogue and communication is so important in this grounded, open sense of fostering presence. 



	So I see our sacred heritage as a resource. Sometimes I like to use the phrase “templates for action,” certain ways of acting and behaving and relating to the sacred. We each have the challenge of finding our own unique path and then embodying it through authentic relationship. 



	Rabia: I really resonate with Lee’s comment and also see Our Sacred Heritage as a resource for our own strengths and insights, for our growth and understanding in our daily life struggles. The traditions themselves, which we attribute to the founders, mostly came after their lives. The religions were constructed around teachings that these realized beings lived. They lived in different locations, in different cultures, at different times, with different challenges—each one offering something unique. They were human beings who had limitations and doubts. Some were quite reluctant to carry forth their message. Moses is an example. He argued with God and said, “Don’t send me, send Aaron! I am not facile of tongue.” And after being shown his strengths again he said, “I am not the one who should go talk to Pharaoh; have somebody else be your agent.” 



	But even within their uniqueness, there is a universality and a continuum of the one divine emanation that is continuing to pull humanity forward, in our conscience, our ethical behavior, and in our consciousness, our awareness of unity and sacredness. 



	Adam: I remember a few years ago, I was sitting with my spiritual director at the time, a very traditional Jesuit priest. We were sitting at this Jesuit university, and all of a sudden this guy who has been a priest for 40 years said, “Studying to be a priest, there were over 200 people in my seminary; right now in that same building, there are eight. Maybe five of them will make it.” And then he said, “Look at this university, all of it has been built and fashioned after the wisdom that St. Ignatius gave us. Even this spiritual direction that we are doing together is inspired by the wisdom from St. Ignatius. But now, very soon, all of this most likely will disappear, unless we find a way to create a new form that could contain the gift that this tradition has developed, and gave birth to. This new form could perhaps take it to young people, and make it still relevant to some of the questions and longings that the new generation have.” 



	I bring this story here because I feel like, yes we have this amazing richness that is present in our traditions, and now, as Lee mentioned, we are entering a new world. Some of us are still connected to our traditions and understand them, but for a lot of young people this is not necessarily the language that speaks to them. Yet the gifts that those traditions have, they are longing for those gifts. Most likely they will never be able to accept those gifts, or even pay attention to them, unless a new form emerges. And I feel that this conversation, and Seven Pillars itself, is in the process of reimagining what this new form could be, where those gifts could be not only included but then given freely in a way that could be life-giving to the future generations. 



	Rabia: And wouldn’t it be a shame to lose that special gift of St. Ignatius, or any of those beings! 



	Adam: Yes, all of those beings! I think there is a tension there because those gifts are there and they can still be felt experientially, they have guided so many generations. But how do we incorporate them into this newness that is emerging? I remember Fr. Thomas Keating talked about some of the lessons he’s learned in his group called Snowmass Interspiritual Dialogue, a group of leaders from different spiritual traditions who have been meeting together for I think 25 or 30 years, and essentially follow a process that was all about sharing their lives with each other. What he said he has discovered in that process is that the most effective way of passing on those gifts is essentially through sharing our stories and our lives with each other. In a way I feel that is very relevant for this method that Seven Pillars has developed of heart-centered conversation or heartful dialogue. 



	Lee: There is an interesting paradigm within the Native American tradition about this very issue that is a call for responsibility, because when a young person goes out on a vision quest—they put them out there on the hills for three days and three nights, no food, no water and it is 110 degrees out. You’re supposed to pray with every step you take, receiving guidance and spiritual direction. So, in a sense it is very personal, but then whatever you experience you take and sit with elders who help you mediate the nature of your experience with the tradition. They never reject the experience, they always interpret and incorporate it. They help bring it into alignment with ways of perceiving and acting in the world as creative agents. Sometimes they say, even the elders—and this is something I admire deeply about that tradition—“We don’t know. We don’t understand this either. We need to let it emerge. Maybe it will take 20 years but it will eventually become clear and we will find the action that corresponds to the vision that will be new and make change in our culture.” That is how that culture changes; it evolves because there is a dialogue between the elders and the youth, it emerges from their sharing and interaction. 



	Adam: That’s beautiful, and I feel like that in a way captures the relationship of Our Sacred Heritage and our individual longings, struggles and experiences, and what is wisdom and how it is relevant for the future and also for what kind of actions we take. It is a dialogical unfolding. 



	Lee: There is a revelatory edge there because it’s about what is emerging rather than known realities. There are so many complex intersections of emergent perceptions today, like the opening frontier of paranormal experience and so on, it is so incredibly vast that it is not like we have answers, it’s more like we have questions! If we stay in dialogue with those questions and try to bring whatever wisdom we have assimilated to the dialogue, then the process of growth can continue. It is experiential, exploratory. 



	Adam: That is beautiful! I wonder if it would be appropriate then to think of Our Sacred Heritage in relation not just to wisdom, but to emerging wisdom. 



	All: Yes! 



	Rabia: In fact, there have been religions and traditions that have existed and disappeared, and yet this continual emanation of wisdom goes on through the traditions, beyond the traditions, and into our emerging time. There is a real relevance to the message that transcends the time, the culture, the place where realized beings have lived. For me, one of the really sweet spots in appreciating and recognizing Our Sacred Heritage is to feel that sense of continuum. So although I might be on the edge of what is emerging, I am not alone. There is an entire force, an intention and love that is supporting not only me but all of us in our work to grapple with how to address the social and environmental challenges that we encounter. 



	Please share your thoughts on the position of this Pillar between The Living Universe and The Great Mystery. What is its place and role in The Seven Pillars process? 



	Rabia: For me, Our Sacred Heritage is a station on the journey. It is a place we move to, then through, on our way toward unity. In our journey through The Seven Pillars process, my experience is that we move from individuality to diversity as we look out at the full cosmos. We start with our individual lives, and we see a similarity. We move to The Living Universe and see great multiplicity. Then we move toward unity. So Our Sacred Heritage is a doorway that opens to us and connects us to The Great Mystery, which is the reality of unity. Then we hear The Cry, we see What May Be, and we look to find meaning and purpose in our lives. I see a real continuum here. I don’t feel it is the only way to describe our journey by any means, just a way we have opened to. 



	Lee: I have a holographic view in terms of these Pillars, where each one has a portion of every other one in it, and I can find elements of each of the Pillars within Our Sacred Heritage. I can also find contributions of Our Sacred Heritage in each of the other Pillars. It is an individual challenge in a way, I think, to find the connection between Pillars without being prescriptive about it. That is why I have never seen them in a particular necessary order. I have seen it more as a cluster of features, like seven features, seven aspects that are all interactive with each other, and the challenge, it seems to me, is to appreciate the overall structure. 



	The embodiment of Our Sacred Heritage, the way we actually embody it in our life and practice it, is the key aspect for me. When I am centered in my own relationship to the sacred, its presence and its reality, then I can reflect on the larger question of the Living Universe and the almost unanswerable question of the Great Mystery from the point of view of embodiment. This is why I try to emphasize “incarnational” spirituality—that we are really tasked to embody our own version of synthesis and sacred tradition, and to try to articulate, through our actions or human relationships or loving kindness, how it relates to broader issues of life that are expressed through the symbolism of the various Pillars. 



	I feel like the Pillars all resonate within this larger field of wisdom that wants us to apply our intelligence and our creative will and our receptivity to the value and importance of others, to the challenge of living as authentically and as fully as possible. I personally feel this can only happen through communitas, through some sense of joining together in our efforts to really support this transformation. 



	For me, The Seven Pillars are a symbolism of transformation, a frontier where action is occurring that is creating communitas. That to me is the crucial element. And of course, Our Sacred Heritage reflects various models of communitas. We are tasked to work on communitas at a global level, which is very challenging, but we can embody it in our day-to-day personal relationships, and our loving concerns and attitudes toward others. This is what I mean when I say the span of the Pillars is holographic, meaning each Pillar interacts with and reflects each of the others. 



	Adam: I feel like Our Sacred Heritage is one of the most important Pillars in the sense that being in relationship with certain guides, certain saints, and their lives, and the grace that is present in them, enables me in my daily life to approach things named and emphasized by other Pillars in a way that is heart-centered, in a way that allows me to be present to what they require. For example, even in activism, for me nowadays it is about hearing The Cry and responding to it, but also about following the guidance of saints and prophets and being situated in myself in a way where every day I can let God live through me more and more. That kind of naturally connects me to The Cry of the world. I don’t know if this makes sense, but for some reason I feel this Pillar is probably the most important for me. 
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	Rabia: We all experience a shattering as we witness the challenges of the day. I too feel the importance of Our Sacred Heritage. The beings whose lives I have studied are not numerous; there are a few who have called to me, so I have read and learned about them. I have felt their lives and their teachings, so their real lived experiences and the teachings they have shared, some of them through poetry and prayer, really provide guidance. That is one of the things that I think we all need at this time when people are shedding tradition and shedding religion and feeling their own empowerment, their own wisdom. It is still crucial to have access to a guidance that allows you not to delude yourself. 



	Adam: I also view it that way. Just because we in some respects may be moving beyond religion does not nullify the gifts in the traditions. In the Christian tradition there is what’s called the guidance of the Holy Spirit, how you can just tune in and access that teacher within, so to speak. But that is very dangerous in a way unless it is done in a dialogical relationship with those sages and their lives and their teachings, and also in relationship to a community that can affirm that guidance or question that guidance. When Lee talked about the Native American process, that really beautifully describes it. Otherwise we are on our own, and being on our own, as we all know, it is so easy to get stuck. 



	Lee: There is another interesting aspect to what we are touching on. There is the outer influence of sacred traditions and heritage in terms of books and things we encounter in the culture. But then there is the inner process of contact, where you have dreams, visions, intuitions that make for a personal contact between yourself and the cosmological reality in which our sacred heritage is fully alive, not just a thing of the past—the living presence of our sacred heritage through contact psychically and transpersonally. 



	I think Adam you are right that it can be dangerous because people can be psychically opened and encounter transformative experiences, but then need help and guidance with them. People come to me all the time about this, and there is a special art of alignment and interpretation that needs to be grounded and really embodied for people, to help them not lose their center through contact with the more sacred elements. That I think is very challenging. I believe elders have a responsibility to help people, and not just elders, but insightful, youthful persons as well, whoever has the capacity to help ground the experience and make it vital in terms of this overall development process. 



	“Our Sacred Heritage” implies that there is a shared experience of the sacred. If so, what is the nature of that shared experience? 



	Lee: I would need another hour (laughs)! In relation to the question, rather than talk about shared experience, I would like to talk about the moral groundedness and shared ethical concern that provide the foundation for mediating these experiences. I have become a strong advocate of moral-centered concern, in terms of fairness and balance and recognition of differences and retributive justice, and a really strong sense that it is not about the experience per se, but rather how the experience becomes embodied in a creative way of life. And that creative way of life is something we can all participate in. 



	So I think our many different experiences can nurture a conjunctive moral concern. Now that doesn’t mean all experiences would nurture it, some may challenge it, and that is part of the human situation. But then you think, what kind of grounded centeredness does it take to be able to mediate very challenging alternative visions of reality, which are for their participants very real and really embodied in their own way of life? For me, the most workable solution is to take the approach of my moral commitments to the well-being of others and to creating circumstances for non-violent communication, reciprocity, and understanding through dialogue. I think experiencing the sacred is not just going to come through revelatory experiences for a particular individual—that is a model of the past. I think the present and future is much more about spiritual dialogue and mediation across traditional perspectives in search of a more unitary, holistic way of life on a global scale. 
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	That creates a different kind of responsibility not focused on cultivation of mystical experience per se, but on moral groundedness. The Great Mystery wants us to be in conversation and reconcile our differences, and that is in itself a huge spiritual task. We are called to it almost prophetically, to find a way to create avenues of understanding and redress and balance and harmony, so that we can start living in a truly peaceful world in which these different experiences will all be valuable resources for insight, growth and creative development. We can mediate peaceful co-existence with each other through honoring each other and through discarding all that will create conflict and violence. 



	Rabia: I hear, and I agree, that the outcome, or the embodiment of the message of Our Sacred Heritage, is in our ethical behavior. But the term “our sacred heritage” implies another shared aspect for humanity. I would say that mysticism is at the heart of this sacred heritage, but the recognition that the entire collective heritage is now accessible is a step toward the future that speaks beyond my being able to claim one particular lineage and say that others, unless they follow my tradition, can’t have access. So there is a message to the religions and the traditions to open their doors without fear or threat of dilution. I am not looking for uniformity here, but I am upholding that there is a unity behind each of these messages. There is something about that term itself: “sacred” points us to the divine, “heritage” points us to the past, but “our” says this sacred heritage is universally accessible. We make our choices of which beings to open to—they make our choices as well, but that is a whole other conversation! 



	Adam: My thoughts are very simple, and in a way aligned with both Rabia and Lee. The way that I look at it, it is a new thing that all of a sudden we have access to multiple traditions, we have a chance to gather all of those voices together and have choice in terms of what kind of beings, as Rabia said, we want to contact. That is a new and revolutionary thing. In that sense, it is wonderful! 



	In terms of the “unity” component, sometimes I struggle with that language of “oneness” and “unity” because the way that I have experienced different traditions and even mentors from different traditions, it seems to me that each of the traditions in a way enables us to touch a different texture of God, a different texture of the divine. So in my experience, all of the traditions have unique gifts and somehow at this point, in terms of building our common heritage, it is about gathering those gifts together and seeing how they all could interact with each other and then seeing what would emerge out of that. I don’t think we know yet what is going to happen when the gifts of Buddhism for example, can truly enter a communion with the gifts of Christianity or the gifts of Sufism. I think that something new is emerging and in that sense, yes, it is our common heritage, but there is a certain newness there that we really need to pay attention to. And as Rabia said, we do need to encourage all of the religions to open their doors without being afraid of whatever emerges out of that communion and sharing of gifts. That most likely will change them, but I think that is good. Finally, as we gather those gifts in our lives and our communities, this kind of new moral and ethical way of building a new world will manifest itself. 



	In your closing thoughts, please respond to this string of questions: What is a “holy person?” Why should one aspire to be “holy?” What is the role of “holiness” in the building of a new world? 



	Lee: One of the things that made a deep impression on me when I first encountered Native American spiritual traditions and really became immersed in not only studying but also participating in rituals and so on, was that holiness is believed to be communicated not just through human beings but through animals as well as other spirit beings. I advocate including animals in Our Sacred Heritage. Usually they have been marginalized, and yet there are spiritual traditions, deep indigenous traditions, in which power and inspiration and guidance have come through connection to the animal world. I see human beings as animals. We are part of a continuum of beingness that should incorporate animals. Of course this continuum goes on and incorporates the plants and all their sacred powers and abilities, as well as the beauty of the landscape and ecology and the planetary system and so on. So I would want to emphasize in my approach to Our Sacred Heritage that it is incorporative of the full range of ecological beings and participants. I have had revelatory experiences through communication with animals, so for me it is not just a theory, it is something that resonates. 



	A lot of people have this kind of experience, but I often think that Our Sacred Heritage has tended to make a divide between the animal consciousness and the human consciousness, and I do not really see that divide very much. I see a continuum of relatedness. It is like Mitakuye Oyasin, all my relatives, all my brothers and sisters—it is all nature, the sun, the moon and the stars, the animals, and so on. So holiness, for me, is something that can be manifested through a wide range of agents. That agency might be human, but it also might be animal, plant, it might be spirits, it might be angels, which I think is part of the richness of the dialogue of our sacred heritage. One has to be receptive and open to the means by which that communication can be established. Sometimes it’s so simple! You can go for a walk in the park and look at a flowering bush, and you can feel the communion there. You can feel the relationship and the transmission and the presence that is engendered through the beauty and power of nature. So I just want to give witness to the aspects of nature as media for the communication of our sacred heritage. 



	Rabia: To me, all beings are holy. We are all holy. Brother Wayne Teasdale said, “We are all mystics.” In that sense, we are all holy mystics. Our Sacred Heritage illuminates, raises up beings who have lived a holy life. So when we look toward them, we can see that light shining which can garner a responsiveness in ourselves. Their holiness enlivens our holiness. And holiness is not something that is set aside only for private contemplative time. We might be able to feel it in our solitary contemplations, but our challenge is to live holiness in our daily lives, in our mundane existence. Our sacred heritage reflects how that can be possible. 



	Adam: For me, holiness is really about being in the state of receptivity and listening. It is about being in that state where we can begin to sense God’s impulse rising in our hearts, to recognize that impulse and through contact with mentors and guides and Our Sacred Heritage to build courage to say “yes” to that impulse, to put everything on the line and then to live as an expression of that impulse in the world. In the process of doing that, we discover our own unique true aliveness in God, our own gift and our own way to make a contribution to the world. 



	You know? Often times it is not easy. 



	All: Thank you! 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	Connecting to Inspiration 



	Needed: A few spare minutes, something to write on, and something to write with. 



	Activity: Identify someone whose life you admire, a person who inspires you, who spoke the truth and who was dedicated to a great vision. This might be a prophet who carried a message, a saint who lived a spiritual ideal, a wise teacher, a brilliant philosopher or a fearless advocate—someone who you feel personifies illuminated qualities. Write down their name. 



	Consider the characteristics and attributes of this individual, the challenges they encountered and how they dealt with them. Imagine the context and experiences that motivated their actions. Think of the aspects and actions of their life that you admire. Now picture this person sitting before you. Sense their qualities, and their presence. Feel the influence of this encounter on your life and your work. Now, contemplate and journal your responses to these questions: 



	Why do I identify so deeply with this illuminated being? What can I learn from them? What sacred mark have they made on the world? What role do I have as a bearer of the sacred? 
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		Now, let us relax, with deep reverence and receptivity, into an immensity beyond knowing … into profound silence. 
	

	
		Here we meet mystery beyond understanding as we enter communion with the boundless, numinous, totality of being. 
	

	
		Here there is wholeness, with no separation, no otherness. The heart is unveiled, awe arises, and we discover that everything is interconnected within a sublime and all-pervasive unity. 
	

	
		Here differences are embraced within the overarching panorama, as distinct hues lend themselves to an immaculate luminosity. 
	

	
		Let us expand into the mystery of Oneness as we let go, deepening, purifying with each breath. Just as at the end of a long day we lay our head down to sleep, we may freely unburden ourselves, and give ourselves over to the still depths that renew us and give us life. 
	

	
		Beyond our roles, our ideas, our self-conceptions, we discover pure being, where we can simply say: I am. We are. Everything is. 
	

	
		Will you allow yourself to enter into this vast silence at the very heart of all that is? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 5. 
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	The Great Mystery 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Pir Zia Inayat-Khan 
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	I Am That I Am. It was in these resounding words, the Bible tells us, that the All in All announced Itself to Moses on Mt. Horeb—words that suggest, at once, an indisputable reality and a unfathomable mystery. 



	Among the many names given to the Great Mystery through history and across the world are Wakan Tanka, Aten, Brahman, Tengri, Dharmakaya, Yahweh, Abba, Deus, Allah, and God. Still more numerous are the modes by which men and women have paid homage to the Great Mystery as the source and sustainer of all that lives. 



	In the modern world, worship is no longer a ubiquitous human activity. Over the last three centuries, scientific accounts of the universe have progressively superseded religious ones to the point that today the prevailing creation story is not Genesis but The Origin of Species. We live in a world in which, in the minds of many, “God is dead.” 



	Yet if science has replaced old enigmas with new facts, it has also given us new enigmas. There is no heaven of angels above, we are told—only vast gulfs of interstellar space. But the matter and energy that fill that space, we now learn, is 95.1% “dark matter” and “dark energy” about which next to nothing is known. 



	However far investigations are carried, ultimate answers prove elusive. Atoms were once thought to be primary, but later found to contain electrons, protons and neutrons. Now we find that these are made of quarks, and so quarks have become the new bedrock. But of what are quarks made? 
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	Neuroscience has mapped the human brain with extraordinary precision, but the nature and basis of consciousness remains a fundamental problem. Astrophysicists have determined the age of the universe—13.8 billion years—but there is no knowing whether this is the only universe. And on the question of what came before our universe, and what might come after, science maintains a respectful silence. 



	The more we know, the more we learn how little indeed we know. 



	What we do know with a certainty is that we are surrounded and pervaded by a Mystery passing all understanding. And a primal instinct urges us to acknowledge that it is this Great Mystery that animates and sustains our selves and every existing thing. Whether or not this intuition be deemed a religious one, it is the root of all awe, worship, and rapture. 



	In the trialogue that follows, with humility, passion, and eloquence, Dena Merriam, David Spangler, and Christopher Bamford confide in each other, and in us, their own glimpses of the infinite and intimate Mystery to which we all belong: Being Itself. 



	Welcome Dena, David and Christopher. Please share a personal statement about your relationship with this Pillar, The Great Mystery. 
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	Dena Merriam: My engagement with The Great Mystery began when I was about twenty. At that time I began a very serious meditation practice and had a great yearning. That has only deepened over the years, as I’ve been able to devote myself more and more to my spiritual practices, which are meditation and some chanting and reading of the Hindu holy texts. The personal experiences that come from meditation practice give you an understanding, or a taste of the Great Mystery. It’s an ongoing process that takes one deeper and deeper. It is almost impossible to articulate those experiences—our language and mental concepts are inadequate to capture them—but it’s been a long journey for me, a deepening journey, and a transformational one. 
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	David Spangler: For me, the engagement began as a very young child. In fact, I honestly do not have a memory of a time when I’ve not been aware of this condition, which I call the Generative Mystery, with emphasis on mystery. As a child, it was really very simple: it was a sense of life pervading all the world around me. There simply was nothing that was not alive. At the same time, underneath it all was a profound love that held and supported all this life in its existence and rejoiced in all the diversity that life could take. So I’ve never actually had a sense of a duality between a state of unity and a state of diversity. For me they’re just two sides of a single reality, a single coin. And I suppose one of the dominant experiences of this is the sheer joy that’s present in the phenomenal world, and the joy that the Generative Mystery takes in manifesting in all the phenomena we see around us. 



	And for me, too, this has been very much a deepening and transformative journey. As a child I didn’t think about it, I didn’t reflect on it. It just was there as a fact in my life and environment. It wasn’t until I was a teenager that I began thinking more deeply about this awareness and began engaging more deeply with it in a personal way, which ultimately was what led me to leave college at the age of twenty and strike out on my own as a kind of freelance mystic, which in turn led to what I’ve since done all my life. So for me, the Great Mystery, the Generative Mystery, is a supreme fact in the world and in my own life, and everything that I do in some way is related to it. 
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	Christopher Bamford: I think I fall somewhere between Dena and David. For me, the Great Mystery is the Great Mystery. I might call it the Great Openness, or the Infinite Source and Giver of All. Above all, it is Presence, and must be experienced in the present. Simultaneously transcendent and immanent, above all immanent, it asks me to strive always to be present, that is, infinitely open and giving, as it is. And always unknowing—without presuppositions or prejudgments, without any ideology—even, in a certain sense, without any belief, but only, as it were, with complete faith, faith without an object, faith in life itself, open and trusting no matter what. 



	Like David, my awakening began in childhood—in nature. I lived in Scotland and had the habit of roaming alone on the moors and hills. I walked and ran and sat and was filled with sensations, sights, sounds, touches, and smells, even tastes. I didn’t interpret them—I didn’t have the means to interpret them. I simply opened myself to them intuitively and was simply purely receptive. And so, with such experiences, I began a lifelong engagement with this Presence—the call of Being itself, perhaps—with which I knew from then on that I was intimately and pervasively interwoven. 



	Then, in quite another genre, out walking one day behind my house, I passed through some old quonset or mission huts, where I met an unusual man. I must have been about eleven. He was very humble in appearance and he seemed to live there. Talking to him, his presence took me out of myself and into another world, a world where I felt great joy and in which I felt at home. In his presence I sensed a living wisdom. We talked at great length, and then I went home, and by the morning I could hardly recall what we had spoken of. And when I returned to find him to continue our conversation, he was gone, and there was no evidence of anyone ever having lived there. 



	This, too, enhanced my sense that this Presence that in some sense I could only touch on intuitively, was truly expressive—it didn’t communicate anything like knowledge or information but it had the ability to awaken states or feelings in me that I felt I could nurture into different faculties than I was developing at school. I would call it a sort of cognitive feeling for the Mystery. 



	These kinds of experiences deepened in me through adolescence, and as I became aware of the history of the twentieth century, I took as my task learning to feel and think and be otherwise than the ways in which humanity had created the carnage and destruction that was in fact the history of the twentieth century. So I set forth on a spiritual and epistemological and philosophical path of learning to live and understand out of the Great Mystery as I had begun to experience it in childhood, following different paths of meditation, but also understanding that this same Presence, this same Great Mystery, was available in all events in life. 



	I must say, too, that I have a great sense of the Mystery in meeting other people when I am able to meet them in an open-hearted way. And my life has always been punctuated, as it were, by powerful life-changing experiences of the presence of the Great Mystery, such as, for instance, accompanying a loved one across the threshold of death, or sitting open-hearted before sacred images and statues. Or when, both in times of great joy and times of great pain, I have managed to bring my prayer and meditation into a focus consonant with the Mystery. Above all, in fact, for me, though I learn a great deal from meditation and from living with and reading the great prophets and saints, perhaps I have been taught most by being with others in conversation, in encounter, because, in a sense, every encounter is an encounter with the Great Mystery. 



	What do you feel are the most important qualities of the Great Mystery in terms of your own experience? 



	Dena: The two qualities that I would say emerge as one’s experiences deepen are a universal love, an expanding love that just is—it’s not toward any specific object, it’s just a state of being. The other quality is a joyfulness that is not due to anything external. With love comes joy. I often kind of check myself. When I’m not feeling joyful, I can see that I’ve gotten caught up and I’m not in the presence of the Mystery. The more I’m in the Presence, the more the joy is just naturally there. 



	David: Well, I certainly share with Dena the qualities of love and of joy. I’ve been searching for a word to describe one quality that has always been there for me, and the best that I’ve come up with is holding—that I feel held and I feel creation being held by this Mystery. And in this holding is a quality of accessibility. So it is profoundly not hierarchical for me. This Presence is extremely available and accessible. It goes out of its way, I think, to make itself accessible if a person will just turn to it and open to it, as Christopher was saying. I loved your statement about the Great Openness because that captures for me a lot of what I experience as well. 



	So there’s this quality of accessibility, by which I mean this Presence is there for creation. It does not obscure itself, it does not make itself distant, it does not hide, it does not put obstacles in the way. We may put obstacles in the way, we may hide ourselves, we may create all these challenges, but it does not. And in this accessibility it is infinitely loving and joyful in the way that it holds us and enables us to fulfill our own life potentials. So I would add holding and accessibility as qualities. 



	Christopher: For me, ways of accessing or engaging or moving toward the Great Mystery, and the qualities of the Mystery itself, sometimes seem completely intertwined. Love is certainly an aspect, as Dena and David said. Infinity or endlessness, I would say, is another. And these—love and endlessness—are part of two further qualities of the experience of the Mystery. One I would call assent, the ability to say “yes,” which has to do with being open to the Great Openness—as Abraham said “yes” when he was called to leave his home, and as Mary said “yes” to the angel. This is the “assenting heart,” which seeks only to be known and to know. It’s a kind of ability to say “yes” to the “yes” that the Great Mystery speaks to us. As a disposition, it’s a yes that is, as it were, empty and without object. We are just saying, “Yes, we are listening.” 



	The second quality that is our side of the infinity and endless openness of the Great Mystery, is typified by the poet John Keats’ great phrase “negative capability,” by which he means when a person “is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” I think that the quality of unknowingness on our part matches the infinite knowing of the Great Mystery. “How can we live without the unknown before us?” asked the poet René Char. How can we welcome the unknown without detaining it? For me, that’s part of the path of living with and engaging with the Great Mystery. 



	Can you speak to another aspect of the Great Mystery that is fearsome, threatening, if not annihilating, to one’s consciousness or ego? 



	Dena: As one progressively goes deeper into the spiritual life, there is the experience of annihilating the illusion of separation. It’s the perception that one is separate and apart that is being destroyed—the sense that one is separate from the totality. This can be an overwhelming experience. Often people get a taste of this at an early stage, and they can even be frightened by it. Then as they proceed, it becomes more of a natural state, and very joyous. It can be scary initially because the ego that one identifies with is disappearing, and one may not be prepared for that. It takes time to realize that one is not the ego at all, in fact the ego does not really exist. 
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	David: I think individuals bring their own nature and their own expectations into this relationship. In a way, the Great Mystery is like a mirror, and it reflects back to us not only what we’re looking for but also what we may need or what we expect. And I think this is why it’s almost impossible to try to define what the Mystery is, because it is what it is uniquely for each individual. So some people find terror; some people find the dissolution of self; some people find an experience of self that’s enhanced, not in an egoistic way but in a profoundly creative and—how do I want to say this?—radiant way. Kind of what you were referring to, Christopher, the open-hearted self that knows itself as a blessing and is capable of offering blessing. 



	I don’t think people experience the Mystery in the same way all the time in their own lives, certainly that’s not been my experience—not that my experience is what anyone else would have. But I experience this Presence differently now than I did as a child. I like to think that the experience is deeper for me now. I’m not actually sure that it is, but it’s definitely different, and I bring a different set of qualities and experiences to the engagement than I would have when I was at a younger age. 



	So I never question what a person experiences when they have this encounter. I think it is valid within the context of their relationship, just as the way that I love my wife might be different than the way another person loves his wife. There’s a uniqueness here, and I believe the Great Mystery honors and celebrates and rejoices in this uniqueness that is so everywhere present in the world. I don’t try to analyze it very much, I don’t try to explain it. I just say, well, this is what this individual experienced, and I honor that. It may be similar to what I experience and it may be diametrically opposite, and that’s okay. 



	Christopher: How we speak about these things is always very tricky. The terror or the overwhelming experience, such as the Romantics spoke of, that one may face at certain points in one’s spiritual life, can have us feeling that we are being burnt up. But who is being burnt up? Mystics speak of abandonment, for instance—in a sense, they let go of everything until they are nothing. Thérèse of Lisieux, the great late-nineteenth-century saint, was one who spoke very movingly about this. But of course, though they are nothing, yet they’re still strangely present and they still are strong individual beings. So really what gets burnt up is, as Dena said, this sense of the separate self or the “me.” And what remains still is the “I”—the “I Am,” as I would think of it. 



	This I Am, as the Great Mystery itself, is absolutely selfless in its love. So the I, in a certain sense, is selfless; it is selflessness. It is twinned in a certain way with the Great Mystery itself. And though we speak of emptiness, for me the Great Mystery is always expressive. It expresses itself through the multifarious, unique, singular wonders of the world that we live among. And the experience of the Great Mystery is, for me, also the source of those intuitions, for instance, that can become ideals for us, can become directives, calls to which we can assent. 



	How do we access Mystery in our lives and in our relationship to others? What spiritual practices have helped you to discover the depths of Mystery? 



	Dena: I’ll answer the second part first, about the practices that have helped me. Essentially it’s been meditation, but it’s also being in the presence of holy beings, who, though they may not be incarnated, are teachers nonetheless. They’re an essential help along the way, and provide real guidance. These inner guides—sometimes it’s an outer guide, but for me it’s been more the inner guides—and the practices that they lead you into, have been portals for me. 
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	Pilgrimages have also been important to me, to places where great masters have meditated. I spend a fair amount of time in the Himalayas, where many great masters since the earliest times have done spiritual practice. These places are like doorways where the spiritual realities of the Great Mystery are very close or easy to access. So for me it’s been the guides, my own meditation, and going to these sacred places. 



	Christopher: As with Dena, I have found that living with and studying and meditating and reflecting and trying to embody the great exemplars definitely transform one in ways that make engagement with the Great Mystery more accessible. I have also found that whenever I’ve had to care for another going through some great pain and suffering, that too has always been a point of access. And indeed my own suffering, in those moments of great difficulty that we all go through, simply living with those without interpretation or blame or regret, but just living with the wound that these events have opened in me, has been both transformative and opened access to the Great Mystery. 



	Also places—we all have our own special places, and in a certain sense we bring to these places our preparedness. In my case, Iona has always been a point of great access; Notre Dame in Paris has always been a great point of access. But actually, standing on my porch here in the Massachusetts countryside is a point of access too. In that sense I do believe that every place is a holy place, and every human being is sacred. So one is in the presence of the Great Mystery when one encounters any human being, and one is in the presence of the Great Mystery in every place. Beyond that, again, assent and unknowingness have been paths of access. 



	Dena: I want just to affirm what you said about suffering. Suffering also is an incredible teacher. Ironically, it can open up the Presence immediately. 



	Christopher: Suffering in oneself, or in others. 



	Dena: Or in others, yes. Suffering and service—service too. 



	David: I can relate to all that you, Dena and Christopher, have said. I’ve experienced those elements too, though my own practice is different. I approach the Great Mystery in two ways. One way is the “Great” part—that is, this is a reality that embraces and enfolds all creation. It’s the Ultimate Presence, the Ultimate Mystery, and so it’s everywhere and it’s available everywhere. 



	The other side is what I would call the lesser mystery or the small mystery, which is myself, or other people, or the things around me. And my practice is one of saying I’m a way in which the Great Mystery makes itself small and accessible to this world. And so how can I be a presence to the ordinary things, the things that aren’t suffering, that aren’t deliriously joyful? I mean, there’s so much in our lives that we don’t really see because it’s not dramatic, and it may even seem boring, the everyday stuff. And yet, without it being terribly dramatic, without joy on the one hand or suffering on the other, it’s still the presence of the sacred, of the Great Mystery. And my practice is to be aware of that, to be present to it, and to celebrate its ordinariness, to celebrate the fact that it just is what it is. It’s just sitting there, you know, the sofa in my living room, the friend walking down the street. 



	For me, journeying to a sacred place is like, well, I’ll go sit in the mall and I’ll watch people go by, and I’ll just be present to their presence, to being in that ordinary place with ordinary people and recognizing the depth of sacredness that’s there. It’s walking through the neighborhood. It’s the practice of what I call the divinely ordinary, because that’s the place that I’m most likely to forget and to have a film of unawareness pass over me because it’s so familiar and it’s so ordinary, and it doesn’t grab me the way dramatic places or dramatic people or dramatic events do. 



	I appreciate as much as anyone being in a special place, a sacred site, a landscape of great beauty, to be with holy people, both inner and outer—as you said, Dena, both those who are embodied and those who are not. Both are equally real to me, and I take great comfort from those who have no physical bodies but are still radiant presences. But actually the bulk of my life is not made up of radiant presences and dramatic landscapes and great sufferings and great joys. It’s just life in all its diversity and its busyness and its stuff. And for me, that’s where the Mystery is unfolding itself. My practice is to be aware of that, to pay attention to it, and to keep my heart open to it and to give it love, and to say there’s joy here, too. It may not be particularly exciting, but it is the Presence of the Beloved, and I am honored to be in that Presence. 



	Christopher: Could I just add a little something here? David, it always seems to me that the membrane between the little mysteries and the Great Mystery is extremely thin. 



	David: Yes, I think so. 



	Christopher: So thin that I’m not quite sure if it’s really there. And that means that living on this side of the membrane allows us actually to have a relation with the Great Mystery. So the Great Mystery, though unknowable, I believe, in a certain way, also allows us to have a relationship with it, just as Abraham had a very intimate relationship with his Great Mystery, who led him on his nomadic path. 



	So those two things—this thinness of the membrane between the Great and the little mystery, and the expressiveness of the Great Mystery in the little mystery—gives us a mode where we can actually have a relationship to the Great Mystery itself. 



	David: I absolutely agree, Christopher. That’s a wonderful way to put it. 



	Dena: I would add that at any place, at any moment, suddenly veils can just come down. It could be in the most unexpected time or place—it could be in the shower, it could be anyplace. 



	Personally, I find value in rituals—and I know this is very different for everybody. Sacred rituals can create the vibrations, the atmosphere where suddenly the veils can come down. As with pilgrimages, retreats, or doing a specific chant or practice, they help open you so that you are receptive to certain spiritual energies. The effect may not happen at that moment. You may go on a retreat but feel that nothing is happening. Then when you return to your daily life, it could be days or weeks, even months later, when you are least expecting it—you find yourself in the Presence. The work that you did on the retreat prepared you, opened you. That is often the way it works. It is a great mystery. 



	David: I agree with what you said, Dena, but you know, it’s kind of like with a person—if I’m meeting somebody and they can see that I’m appreciating them, that I’m just open to them being who they are, then they open more, they become more willing to reveal who they are. 



	I’m sitting here in the bedroom because it’s the quietest place in the house at the moment, and I’m looking around. There’s a bureau and there’s a bookcase, and so on. And those are very specific physical things, and they have their own physical identity. If I am present to them and loving them, not because there’s a sacredness behind them but just because it’s the bureau and it’s the bookcase and I love them for what they are, then it’s entirely possible—and I’ve had this experience many times—that suddenly there will be this outrush of lovingness in return and a kind of mutual descent, as it were, or ascent, or shift, into this deeper Presence of the Mystery. But if I look at the bureau and I say, “You’re really the Mystery in disguise; behind you or within you or at some level of you is the Great Mystery, that’s really what you are,” then it doesn’t happen. 



	It happens when I recognize and honor the bureau for being a bureau, and I say, “I love you for what you are, whether the Mystery is in you or not,” because that’s how I think the Mystery loves me. And if I can say that and mean it, then—and I know I’m anthropomorphizing this dreadfully—it’s like the bureau melts and says, “Oh, okay, you love me—let me show you who I really am!” But I need to have that step of appreciating its ordinary physical identity before it dissolves into something universal. 



	So that’s how I experience it, and it’s actually been that way pretty much all my life, so it puts upon me a discipline to pay attention to and honor the ordinariness of things. Someone else may not have that requirement, but it’s certainly been part of my spiritual journey. 



	Pillar Four is at the apex, the midpoint of the Seven Pillars, followed by the call of suffering. How can engagement with the Great Mystery lead to the actualization of living wisdom that can help us meet the urgent social and ecological needs of our time? 



	Dena: I would say that there’s no distinction, that it’s like a part of your body. If part of your body is wounded, you’re instinctually there to help it. And when the concept of separation disappears, then it’s just a natural outcome that one is in response. It’s not even a thought process. One is in response to help with the uplifting of all that is. That’s just the natural outcome of knowing the One. 



	David: I would agree with that. I think part of the challenge comes from a common expectation that when I experience the Great Mystery it’s going to draw me away from the Earth. It’s going to take me into some blissful state that’s disconnected from everything else. But the Great Mystery is, above all, the ultimate of connectedness. And if anything, it plunges me back into the Earth and plunges me back into the world—both its challenges and sufferings and its joys, opportunities, and possibilities. 



	I have to confess, I think that when someone experiences the Great Mystery as a place that is disconnected from the Earth where they want to stay because it’s so wonderful, that they’re not actually experiencing the Great Mystery, but rather a kind of projection of what they think the Great Mystery is as an answer to their own longing for safety and for a refuge from the world. I don’t see the Great Mystery as a refuge from anything. It is such a—well, we could say it’s such a love—but it’s so involved in that which has emerged out from it, whether I say it’s created it or it’s some other process that I humanly don’t understand. It is so present to it that if I go into the Great Mystery, I am in fact going into the world. It’s there to help me endure and engage what my human mind experiences as the pain that I see around me, or, as I said earlier, the ordinariness that I see around me. 



	So, like Dena said, I don’t see that these are in conflict. I think that a “true” experience of the Great Mystery profoundly leads one into recognizing and discovering the capacity to answer the call of the world. 



	Christopher: I would just put it this way, for instance: The Great Mystery that we’ve been speaking about is, as we’ve said, ever-present, omnipresent, immanent, ineffable, and the Source and Presence of life, of all life. The Great Mystery is the mystery of the Earth herself, in a certain sense. And so this pillar, the Great Mystery, is rightfully, looking through the span of the Seven Pillars, the central one, because it’s only out of the path that we tread in relation to our engagement with the Great Mystery that we have a mode of engagement with the other Pillars. 



	I mean, the first Pillar, The Journey of Life, which is really the Pillar of the questions of “Who am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going? What’s the meaning of my life?” The Living Universe, the second Pillar: “Why is there something rather than nothing? What is the relationship of the many to the one, the universal to the particular, the little mystery to the Great Mystery?” The third pillar, Our Sacred Heritage, which asks us, “What is my relationship to the past? Is the past really past? Are not the great souls and their epochal revelations still active among us, still able to guide and inspire us? Does this not demand of us a contemporary response and responsibility?” Many questions. And then, after The Great Mystery, The Cry: “How can I respond truly to everything that’s around me and comes towards me? How can I welcome all with an open heart?” Then with the sixth Pillar, “How do I act? What may be?” And then finally, the last one, no longer a question, but a silent answer of the heart, “Yes. I do. I pledge. I vow myself. I accept my responsibility.” 



	And this responsibility I have, I think, not just in relation to the Cry and to the Earth but to the Great Mystery itself, is the responsibility of becoming. It is to engage in a life of service and love for the Great Mystery in all its forms, and above all, obviously, for the Earth where I am experiencing it. 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	Opening to Stillness 



	Needed: Quiet, and a pillow. 



	Activity: 1. Settle into a comfortable, contemplative position in a quiet place and listen to the audio below, which will guide you through a simple, five minute meditation on stillness and breath. Sit and reflect on your experience with the meditation for as long as you wish. 
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	2. Create opportunities to repeat this meditation. Over time, you may find that the experience of spacious openness becomes more accessible, and may even arise spontaneously. If so, stop and notice it, and open to it as a gift. 



	3. At any time, even in the midst of everyday activity, pause to take a few deep breaths and release them fully, enjoying a sense of nourishment and expansion. Take some reflective moments to recall the experience of spacious, in-the-moment presence, and bring this quality into your next activity. 
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		While tuning in to the tranquility at the core of existence, we may become aware of the rifts and fissures of a great struggle, the outcry of the lost, the afflicted, the bereaved amongst us. 
	

	
		Let us listen to that Cry, and bear witness to its pain, and its urgency. 
	

	
		Let us offer compassionate attention to the fear and degradation that people experience every day, to those needing basic amenities, or those facing violence and alienation. 
	

	
		Let us likewise attend to the Cry of the Earth and the distress of other species, whose natural environments are being ravaged by human activity. And let us bring healing to a world facing catastrophe as the web of life becomes increasingly frayed. 
	

	
		Let us do all we can to help those in need, to restore and protect the natural world, and to alter our habits to limit the suffering that we cause. 
	

	
		Yet none of us is capable of mending all of the brokenness in the world, or holding its pain single-handedly. It belongs to all of us, and we must be willing to see it, to bear it, and to repair it, together. 
	

	
		What Cry calls to you in this moment? How can you hold it without being crushed by its weight? 
	

	
		Can you hear in it the longing for a new way of being? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 6. 
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	The Cry 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Lee Irwin 
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	Perhaps the most difficult step in responding to the diverse kinds of suffering and pain in the world is our willingness to acknowledge that such suffering exists, to not deny that suffering. We may feel fear or uncertainty about how to engage and address the distress we encounter in the world. However, we may find that our awareness of the suffering of others corresponds to our ability to recognize and face with courage our own suffering—the cry that echoes within our own heart and mind, in our childhood or family, in our relationships, in our daily interactions with others. The Cry is a call whose response is rooted in self-awareness and a willingness to love and engage others even when we have no clear concept of how we might help. It begins with empathy, listening, hearing the voice and sorrows of others, being open to them, a witness who is willing to be truly present. 
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	The Cry asks us to be creative partners in transformation, not through exhaustive self-giving, but through cultivation of the unique gifts that we each hold. The path is one of discovery, of inner, deeply felt, embodied engagement based on honesty and humility. We cannot heal all suffering, but we can offer aid and assistance to others, be it physical, mental, or emotional, through love and compassion. Our activism can take a multitude of forms—artistic, literary, social, spiritual, political—but the forms are only a means by which we find the place and people we can genuinely assist. The Cry is a call for us to find the sensitive, even heart-breaking, need where there is a pull or felt responsibility to give aid. Such a call is resonant with many others as well; we are not alone in our feeling to assist, and responding is a means by which we find our community. While the Cry is pervasive, and it connects us to struggles and social changes on a global scale, we work person by person, heart to heart, and soul to soul. 



	The challenge is to remember that in responding to the Cry, Mystery is present, that a creative response can rise within as spiritual prompting when we allow the pain to be felt. We are not alone in facing the challenge, but are part of a network of spiritual activists whose energies and expressions uplift when we find the courage to receive the vision that is unique to our own call. There is a hidden beauty in the Cry—it is the deep soul need that we share collectively for a better world, a more harmonious and respectful way of life, a more actualized sense of the sacred in all we do and all we are. Our very responsiveness to suffering is infused with a deeper recognition—we are the co-creators of a more loving world, our choices are the path to transformation. 



	Thanks to Robin Becker, Jeremy Lehrer and Bisan Toron for the inspiring conversation that follows. 



	Welcome Robin, Jeremy and Bisan. Please share a personal statement about your relationship with this Pillar, The Cry. 
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	Robin Becker: I feel as though I arrived here with a certain empathic connection and engagement with the Cry. Why that is, I’m not really sure, but it feels as though my soul has been connected to these concerns ever since I was a child, and they have continued to shape the direction of my life. So an aspect of what calls me is what I believe was present at a soul level. 



	Another aspect is that I was born into a family situation that modeled engagement with the Cry. My mother was a social activist who was very involved in the civil rights movement. She also had a deep commitment to a spiritual path. I had her as an example and a teacher, and I also had my father, who was deeply connected to how plants unfold, and to the needs of the animal world. His kinship with and understanding of the interconnections of the natural world was a powerful shaping force for me. I am grateful to have had such a sensitive field in which to enter life. 



	I had questions about issues of justice since I was a child. For instance, I remember coming home from Sunday School—I grew up in a Methodist church—saying to my mother, “Mom, it’s not fair if people who’ve never heard of Jesus won’t be going to heaven.” And she would say, “I agree with you, and I don’t believe that. I believe in a God of love and an atmosphere of love, and so when you hear things like that at Sunday School, just don’t listen to that part.” Her affirmation was a type of support for me to keep inquiring, and to question assumptions. 



	By the time I was ten, I didn’t believe there could be only one religion that was the singular path to God. My idea of justice was that everyone needed to be included and respected. That interest in unity, justice, and inter-connection has continued throughout my life. 
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	Jeremy Lehrer: I initially felt called to do something back in the ’90s when I was reading news about Yugoslavia and the civil war at the time, and it was very clear that the Serbs were committing serious human rights abuses and ethnic cleansing. It seemed so strange to me that with everything we’d learned about genocide in the 20th century, that no one was really doing anything. So I became very impassioned about human rights, and I tried to find work at a human rights organization. 



	I didn’t end up doing that but I got involved as a journalist, and I started writing about human rights, working for a publication for lawyers that focused on the issue. I interviewed a lot of amazing people, like Jack Greenberg, who argued some pivotal civil rights cases before the Supreme Court, and Mary Robinson, who was UN High Commissioner for Human Rights at the time. 



	Later I became interested and involved in writing about sustainability and spirituality. For many years, I had a column that I wrote about sustainability and graphic design, which was an effort to help people learn about it and integrate it into the work they did. I also have written quite a bit about spirituality, trying to help people adopt these “spiritual technologies” into their lives. For me, sustainability and spirituality are the same: we’re out of balance with ourselves and with the world around us, and both of these activities are about finding that balance so that we live in a way that is conducive for our well-being and even our awakening. 



	In recent years, I’ve become a little burned out—I’m at a place where I need to figure out what’s next. Part of that means writing stories and trying to capture in writing some of our inner life and struggles, and the meaning of spirituality. 



	So I would say that my engagement with the Cry is an experience or quality of how I react to it, in the sense that if I see a friend who’s alcoholic, or a friend who is struggling with a difficult relationship, or some global issue that is very unsettling, like the environment or a humanitarian crisis somewhere, I feel an imperative to respond. But I think that my response to the Cry is like a question, an unknowingness. I don’t know how to respond to all that, I don’t know what to do to help my friend, I don’t know what to do to address the larger issue of people being killed somewhere. I think that my engagement is just a process of questioning and not being sure how to react, but knowing that there is this cry that needs to be somehow responded to. Part of this is feeling incapable of doing it and feeling uncertain about what’s genuine, feeling uncertain about whether anything has an impact, but knowing that those are important questions to grapple with. And then, from there, to figure out how to respond to these things that are happening, both on a personal and global scale. 
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	Bisan Toron: When I think about the Cry, I think about its mysterious relationship to vibration and silence, to breath, and sound. What comes up for me first is the act of responding to my own silent cry. I suppose the entire unfolding of my work with voice has come from that subjective relationship—how to respond to my own suffering, and how to tend to the pain underneath that suffering by finding bridges toward it, and, ultimately, allowing that pain to be articulated through the breath, body and voice. How do our silent cries become transformed into sound, into vibration? By allowing this pain to live fully through the breath, it can be witnessed, and ultimately integrated, which is tremendously healing. 



	This brings up the question of how to witness others in their pain, but also what kind of actions or forms or gestures can come from fully experiencing and feeling through one’s pain—which is of course going to be unique for each person. 



	What do you see as this Pillar’s relationship to the journey toward wisdom? 



	Jeremy: I think wisdom is knowing how to properly and effectively respond to whatever it is that you feel called to respond to. To respond in a way so that you can work toward and accomplish your vision of the way you believe things should be. That’s wisdom, to me. 



	Robin: In terms of this pillar and wisdom, one thing that I’m deeply aware of in my life is the cry for relationship. As I think about wisdom and action, I see it as twofold, beginning with the reality that we all share in great suffering. And similar to what Bisan was saying, that responding to one’s own inner anguish is really where we connect to the larger web of life. There is something very primary and universal in feeling one’s own anguish and that of another. You know, all of us are going to suffer great loss in life. To feel the support of how we are interwoven into this larger web of what we all share is really profound. But the unique and particular quality of each soul’s path, both the suffering and the joy, is also a part of what defines us. 



	So I see one aspect of wisdom as recognizing and responding to one’s unique and individual suffering, because that shapes and brings forth within each of us the foundation of our voice in the world. It’s both to feel how humble and small we are in the context of the larger world, and also how profoundly important we are because of the unique contribution and quality we can offer as a result of the subjective experience of our suffering. That ability to respond to the Cry and feel deeply sparks the impulse to take action in the world and create new possibilities of what could be. 



	Bisan: That inspires me with a related thought, which elaborates on the notion of entering into your own subjective pain and getting to know the landscape of your soul. In the process of delving into our personal Cry and allowing it to be known to ourselves and others, a certain objectivity becomes possible, which allows us to realize that we’re not alone or isolated in our suffering, but rather, that there’s something archetypal, common, and collective about our pain. I think that knowledge has the power to cultivate wise action. 



	Robin: And in response to that, I can see how coming to know and feel the depths of our own suffering can also bring us into resonance with and a feeling of compassion for others. It seems that all the world’s religions have in common a focus on compassion and kindness. I have found through my own life that as I tend the depths of my personal Cry experience, it eventually becomes a portal into a larger connection with the world. 



	What role does the suffering and struggles of others play in forming your own spiritual path? 



	Jeremy: I think it’s a very big part, because a lot of the spiritual path is being able to know how to respond to what you’re seeing around you and how to help others around you in the most kind way, the most loving way, the most attentive way, the most effective way. If I see someone in my life who is having a hard time or is in pain, then part of my spiritual quest is to say, well, how can I turn within myself to be able to offer something of help? What can I do, what resources do I have? 



	Right now it feels more germane to think of that on just the personal or interpersonal level, because the global situation is just so vast and daunting. It’s so hard to know how to address some of the really terrible things that are happening on a larger scale, for instance with global warming. I can make small changes in my personal life, like composting or carrying around silverware so I don’t throw away plastic utensils. I can be an advocate for more mindful living through my writing. When I’m confronted with the suffering of another person, I can say, well, how can I be of the best presence to this person? How can I be the greatest source of love to this person who’s struggling? For me that’s the spiritual path, trying to guide us to find the resources and wisdom and means to be able to help. 
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	And that sometimes involves being at peace with your inability to help, to acknowledge, “The most that I can do right now is to listen to you; all that I can offer is just my listening presence, and to let you know that I really care for you,” and that’s as much as is possible. Maybe part of the spiritual path is realizing that’s enough, or just recognizing the importance of that. 



	Robin: It’s true—at times the Cry and the scope of suffering in the world is so huge and overwhelming it is difficult to consider what one could possibly do to really meet it. My work as a dance artist has been shaped by an interest in trauma, and how that lives in the tissues of bodies, sometimes through generations. A recent project led me to meet and work with a lot of veterans. What I hear over and over is the great need for someone just to share in their story, so that their burden is not carried in isolation. I think in this day of global communication when we know so much about the world, there is a parallel development of global isolation because so many of us are spending so much time in front of machines, becoming efficient, and working in an isolated way. So I feel like there’s a great cry for authentic relationship. And exactly as Jeremy said, sometimes just offering presence and heartfelt listening to another’s story can be one of the most healing things we’re able to do or contribute. 



	Another difficult issue in our time with so much communication is the development of great polarization and fundamentalism. I think all people seek safety and security, and with so much information that can be overwhelming and frightening, many seem to grab onto beliefs and dogma as a way to find some stability and a grounding touchstone of what can be felt as the “absolute truth.” This causes even more division and less true conversation to unfold. So I see this as a cry for relationship and community that can be the ground and support for true learning, for integration of information and experience. 



	I think these issues also affect our relationship with the environment, for the Cry of the Earth is so enormous at this time. When we are in a state of isolation and overwhelm that prevents our realization of the underlying unity of all life, it is easy to understand how people may not take responsibility for the impact they are having on the planet. Many feel a type of paralysis in the face of overwhelming information about the state of the planet, and so the focus remains on short term and immediate solutions that sometimes create larger future problems. Once again, I think the silent experience of relationship and presence with oneself is the location from which compassion and responsibility for what is beyond oneself emerges. 



	Jeremy: I like the way that you articulate that notion of relationship. It functions on a lot of levels and captures it very nicely. 



	Would you explore further the idea of how suffering lives in our bodies, how it can be explored and expressed through sound, movement, presence, and witnessing? 



	Bisan: One thing that I find very special about the fifth Pillar of The Cry is where it sits. It’s couched between The Great Mystery, which precedes it, and What May Be, which follows. I feel that the Pillar of The Cry is an invitation to embody and address the Mystery in a non-conceptual way—or not in an exclusively conceptual way. I feel that it invites the emotional body as well the physical and the spiritual realm. So, as I was listening to Robin and Jeremy earlier, I was thinking about how there is something about The Cry that allows us to enter and explore the abstract and the non-literal parts of the human experience. 



	For me, wise action comes from being present to what lurks inside us, often as pain. And like Robin said so beautifully, true compassion arises from opening into that pain on the physical and emotional levels. Opening into the pain of the world allows me to breathe well with others, to be more present to them. 
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	Jeremy: I think that what’s so interesting about what you both do is that you’re working with these ideas, emotions, and situations, and then responding to them by creating abstract art that’s expressed in voice or movement. I wonder about the emotional or intellectual or spiritual component of that: What is the quality that’s there for you in rendering a feeling or idea as something else in your performance, as a response that carries something valuable? How does that become a way that you can respond to whatever crisis there is, or whatever suffering there is? 



	Robin: Well, Jeremy, I can say what my hope and my ideal is in the creative work that I do. I love something Bisan just said about when she can really be with and tend the suffering within, she is capable of breathing well with others who suffer. That really struck me. I believe there is suffering in all births, in all creative processes. You know, it hurts to have a baby. It’s often a painful struggle to create a work of art. To learn something new requires some discomfort, and perhaps suffering, because one has to really meet one’s vulnerability of not knowing. Meeting the enormous Cry of the world, we have to be able to meet our not knowing what to do. It is a vulnerable place to live, and I think it takes a certain amount of strength to be able to bear that feeling of being inept, and to maintain our integrity so that we can take some kind of effective action. 



	To respond more directly to your question, Jeremy, about transforming an experience into an art form—I think that what an artistic endeavor can ideally do in this age of so much factual information is to offer a communal context in which our stories are shared, recognized, and integrated. Living in the modern world can make us believe that everything real can be measured and recorded. The arts express a realm of experience that cannot be measured, or even articulated; yet, they bring people together through a shared experience of what is universally known and deeply felt. It is similar to the veterans I mentioned needing to share their stories. The arts offer a context for us all to recognize both ourselves and each other as we re-enact and share our stories, and I hope that if people can deeply feel together, new and meaningful actions in the world may occur. 
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	So that is the ideal I carry as an artist. I also hope that through this process there’s a broadening of awareness, perception, and the capacity to respond. We keep getting bigger if we can continue to gain the resources to broaden our perception, which is really what I think an inquiry into embodiment does. We can keep gaining the capacity to hold more, to move and breathe more, to engage more and, I hope, to love more. It’s kind of challenging to articulate this because it’s really, in many ways, the essence of any creative or artistic process. I think responding to The Cry is an act of creativity also. 



	Can you say more about how spiritual activism, both inner and outer, can be a source of social transformation in response to The Cry? 



	Bisan: In response to that question, I’d like to affirm what Robin said about the process of embodiment and how it expands our capacity to feel, and how, through that process, we realize that we are able to hold more than we thought in terms of our pain, and also others’ pain. 



	But there’s also that mysterious transformation that happens, in which our very wounds become our gifts. I think about Andrew Harvey and his question around spiritual activism, which is: What breaks your heart? That question makes a lot of sense to me as a beginning point. How does one’s personal wound become one’s sword, one’s cause? How does it become the way that we make sense of the world and render The Cry something we can actually reckon with, moving beyond our specific, personal engagement with our own pain? 



	Robin: That is such a beautiful perspective. For me, the concept of spiritual activism also includes keeping the benefit of the whole as one’s goal. It’s trying not to cut oneself off from the truth of what is, which is of course so much harder to do than to just verbalize as an ideal. But I know in my own life the terms “spiritual activism” and “spiritual engagement” in the world have, again, everything to do with relationship, and coming to life with a spirit of inclusivity. 



	These days there are many references to a higher self or higher consciousness, but I find that I am less drawn to those connotations of “higher” going along with the concept of “spiritual.” I have come to find that I love the idea of expanding or broadening or deepening consciousness, rather than only going higher, because I think that sometimes leaves out the true inclusiveness of what is as we move forward, and that includes our woundedness. 



	And perhaps, just weaving back to what we’ve been saying, all of the suffering in the world is a way we can begin to get a glimmer of what the new birth might be, the new possibility. With this Pillar centered right before What May Be, it seems to pose the question: What birth may be emerging from all of this suffering? 
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	Jeremy: As far as my own response to this question, I certainly know people around me who are engaged in spiritual activism. And they do it with so much devotion! The situations that they enter into are so deeply challenging and require so much love and patience, yet they remain devoted to their vision of what can be, they have a willingness to keep delving into situations that are frightening or that seem intractable in some way. 



	There’s a part of me that wants to say, a spiritual activist is someone who uses meditation or their spiritual tradition or the practice of love as the basis of where they’re coming from, or for their nourishment. But I do like the more inclusive notion of recognizing that any kind of activism—working altruistically and trying to achieve some dream of a more just world—is spiritual activism. That a spiritual activist is someone who has a recognition of the sacred, whether that’s in people or the planet, and is acting on that. 



	As for the internal question, I’m not sure. I definitely believe that a prayer for somebody or some situation will receive a response, that those prayers are heard. There’s a lot of faith for me there, but then there’s a little bit of a question, too. Maybe the internal aspect also has to do with how connected you feel to your purpose and your path, and how you’re able to reestablish that connection if you feel lost or you start questioning. 



	How does one ensure that being open to The Cry and having your heart broken does not overwhelm you or close you off in the face of the pervasive human and ecological problems? 



	Bisan: When I hear you ask that question, it makes me realize why most of us have defense mechanisms, and how much more comfortable it is to be in denial and to not feel. As I was hearing Robin and Jeremy speak earlier, I was also thinking about how, for me, the seed of what we’re talking about here is our capacity to feel. How much can we tolerate? How deeply can we surrender, disappear, and die into this aching in order to rise into action? 



	I was at a wedding recently and a man, after finding out I am of Syrian origin, said to me, “I’m so sorry about Syria. Isn’t it horrible what’s happening there, what they’re doing to one another?” I understood that he was trying to be kind and compassionate, but there was something that struck me in the way that we remove ourselves from “those poor people” to whom the tragedy is happening, when in reality, we’re part of those people, their pain, and also, on some level, the situation that created it. 



	So when we do dare to feel, there seems to be a gift of inclusion that happens from that. It sounds so simple to just feel, yet it’s the hardest thing. Just when I think I’ve surrendered or conquered, so to speak, a fear, another seems to come knocking, asking to be felt. So there seems to be no shortage of pain to digest. I suppose it’s part of the human experience, and an opportunity to constantly be born anew. 



	Robin: I’m really touched by this idea of dying into a broken heart as also a return, in a way. It’s this ever-present cycle of loss that is part of life, and when we’re meeting so much loss it’s hard to remember there’s going to be new life. 



	Two words keep coming up for me—community and relationship. As we meet so much that is challenging in the world, how do we find community and relationship in our fast-paced, machine-based world? There is something about Bisan’s phrase, “dying into this broken heart,” that is sparking an idea about the ground of support that is also part of the larger picture. It goes back to embodiment, too, that if we can just allow our tears to melt us, metaphorically—there we are swimming in this communal ocean again—out of that there is nourishment that is restorative and supports us in being able to respond again to the world. It’s as though that particular death brings the sustenance for new life in a cycle of restoration. 



	Jeremy: Could I add a corollary to that? During our initial conversations about The Cry, one of the things that came up a lot was the question of mentors. We all feel a lot of reverence for Dena Merriam, for instance, the wisdom that she has about how to work in extremely difficult situations, and the fact that she has such a long-term view and the devotion to see it through. She is someone who embodies what it is to be a spiritual activist, who models knowing how to react, as you both have also. She has the wisdom of experience, of seeing how things come and go and how maybe you aren’t able to respond at one point, and then you go through a process, and you have the restoration, or a revelation, and then you are able to respond. 



	One of the things that was very important in that discussion was having your mentors and being able to know what we could describe as the timeline of the experience of activism; for instance, knowing you’re going to have maybe a really great five years and then you’re going to completely burn out, and you’ll need to take a break for a while. Someone like Dena has so much to offer as a guiding presence for others about what their journey through their response to The Cry would be over a long period of time. I think that is part of the community and the relationship that you’re talking about, and it’s very necessary. 
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	Bisan: And sometimes it takes a long time to find your particular note in the world—there is a specificity to the work of relating your particular wound to the world. I think this is important to acknowledge because, given the state of the world, it can feel like one should take on everything that one possibly can in order to feel like one is actually effecting change. I took that approach years ago, and not only did it bring me to a point of exhaustion, but also emptiness, where I didn’t really feel connected to my actions, or feel as authentic as I wanted to. It wasn’t really soul action—more like flailing my arms around. 



	So, what one is pulled to do might at first seem small or narrow against the backdrop of the overwhelming chaos of the world. However, engaging in heart-connected action, however small, might effect wider or deeper change than trying to respond to everything. 



	Jeremy: One thing that I struggle with right now is that I feel afraid about a lot of things—like doing some activist thing or doing a book project, for instance, that I really want to do but that I think might have repercussions for me personally. And I recognize that I don’t have the bravery right now, and I am grappling with that and trying to figure out ways through that. You said something about needing time to develop some quality that you might need for a project, or just to be that one particular note that allows you to bring forth your blessing. 



	And for me it’s really about, how can I be more brave? How can I be more courageous? How can I have less concern about repercussions that I imagine might happen if I do some particular thing? I think this relates to creative projects as well, as you both know. Robin was talking about the vulnerability involved in stepping into that unknowingness. One of the things that people talked about when Philip Seymour Hoffman died was his bravery. Here was a person who was willing to play these completely unlikable, sometimes repulsive characters. But he had that kind of bravery where he felt, “I can play this role without worrying about some kind of personal consequence or how someone might view me.” For myself, I’m afraid of how people will view me differently, or how my freedom in whatever dimension might be suppressed or affected by some action that I might do. That’s an issue that we all can relate to. 



	Robin: Hmm, that really sparked me, Jeremy. I am thinking about the courage of discernment, because my early persona was, “Oh, she’s so lovely.” And it’s quite a struggle for me to not feel as though I have to be nice all the time. Sometimes when we meet The Cry and what’s needed in the world, we have to meet the next level of our development of courage—what’s the next brave thing? It might be setting a boundary; it might be standing in a role where you’re not going to fear what someone else thinks of you; it might be having a really difficult conversation with someone. That’s interesting to me. 



	Considering the dark aspect of The Cry, the horrific instances of violence for example, how do you hold with compassion both those who suffer and those who inflict the suffering? 



	Robin: I can see both the paradox and the challenge of how do we do that? How important it is to be able to hold the world as it is? I don’t think I begin to have the answer for that, except that I can see the value of deeply committing myself to make every effort to practice it. I think being able to achieve that capacity is really part of the inquiry we’re in. And a big question for all of us, if we carry the ideal of love, is also how to forgive. I think there is discernment required with forgiveness, for it does mean inclusion, and it does mean love, but it doesn’t have to mean forgetting. 



	Bisan: What strikes me as important to contemplate is the suffering of those who inflict the suffering, and the question of where that abuse was born, not in lieu of justice being served, but in support of understanding the broader, interconnected patterns of our human experience. This exercise in empathy has the power to alter our imagination and our choice of action. 



	Robin: Yes, that’s beautiful. 



	Jeremy: That’s a question that I don’t have the experience or authenticity to answer, but I think Robin articulated it really well, about the discernment that goes along with the compassion. And just to have the ability to acknowledge your own emotional response. If you feel very upset or hurt or angry when you’re confronted by such horror, then maybe there’s something sacred about not pushing away that authentic response you have, even if there’s a part of you that asks you to find a more expansive place. I don’t feel well versed enough in that kind of emotional process to be able to respond further, but I would say that it takes extraordinary bravery to be able to offer compassion to someone who everyone is demonizing, because that carries with it great personal risk. 



	Robin: Thinking about what both of you just shared, it seems everything in this conversation keeps coming back to compassion. What we know about so many of the school shootings is that the person committing them has almost always had an extreme experience of humiliation, shame, and isolation. So to really address the need there, it seems that we are called to once again return full-circle to loving compassion. 



	Bisan: And just one more thing—in seeing these incidents from a bird’s-eye view, we can consider how these abusers and events arise from an illness in society, how these are symptoms of a society that we’re all collectively a part of. This invites me into an empathy that allows me to feel more engaged, empowered, and responsible. 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	Sitting with Suffering 



	Needed: Compassion, gratitude and your journal. 



	Activity: Is it possible to feel the grief and pain happening around and within us without being crushed under its weight? How do we move from pain, despair and disillusion to resilience and compassion? By being willing to witness and experience the wounds of life, we may find that suffering can be an ally—calling forth our heart’s empathy with others, and helping guide our response. 



	Begin small—identify one specific reminder of The Cry. It could be something you recently experienced, an issue or concern that stirs you, or a photo or news story you’ve come across. Choose something that speaks to your heart, and contemplate its meaning for you. 



	What is your reaction to this Cry? How does it feel in your heart? 



	Breathe gently in, and extend your exhalation, expanding your heart to fully hold and embrace what is arising. As you open to suffering without and within, infuse it with the thought of compassion and gratitude. While maintaining the fullness of your experience, make space for an inner response to arise. Find the glint of resilience in that response, and allow the dark weight of grief to slowly open, and be held. Write down a reflection of your experience. 
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		It is time to respond! 
	

	
		In the face of adversity and the breakdown of old forms, our creativity is sparked. We begin to expand the palette of possibility, fashioning new ways of living and being that advance human culture, protect our fellow species, restore ecosystems, soften our footprint—to expand the palette of possibility. 
	

	
		As the artist senses meaning and carries it into form, so may all who hear the call come together to dream another future, and find the way to manifest its design on the collective mural of our expectant world. 
	

	
		By aligning our vision with the quickening power that moves the universe, we discover authentic grounds for hope, a spark that enlivens our hearts and calls us into action. 
	

	
		Let us move beyond our conditioned habits, and invite the deep well of creativity within us to come alive. If we were to answer the call of suffering as well as possibility with courage and vision, what might we dream, and bring about, together? What might the future hold? 
	

	
		What applied vision will you offer into the arms of the waiting world? 
	

	
		[image: ] Skip to pillar 7. 
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	What May Be 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Deepa Patel 
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	With What May Be, we turn to the process of re-imagining ourselves, our lives, and our world in response to The Cry—bearing in mind key questions that are ever-present and evolving in this journey through the Pillars: What does it mean to serve truly? What is it that I am serving? How can I serve fully and authentically? 



	Through our desire to act and change what we see before us, we find the will to step beyond our ordinary range of motion. For most of us, most of the time, what will happen in the future is a probable outcome of what has already transpired in our past. What we are creating and bringing into being is predictably shaped by our five senses and, based on them, by our understanding of material causality. This is echoed in our identification with known stories, the unquestioned beliefs we hold as truths, and our conditioned behaviors, all of which limit our awareness of a larger reality of vast potentialities. 



	What May Be calls us to a vision of fluid possibility, the realm of freedom, radical imagination, and insight. It asks us to become unobstructed conduits—without prejudice, preconception, ideology, or system—actively receptive both to the world and to insights outside our ordinary, conditioned, and limited awareness. 
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	Having been willing to sit with suffering, doubt, fear, mistakes, and limitations, we start to sense a stirring, a desire for a new way. Our willingness enables us to open to this desire, which leads us to a new, more far-reaching space. As we expand our awareness we come to recognize that we are never alone and that there is assistance and wisdom everywhere—both in the world and from the Divine, the angelic worlds, the ancestors, allies, and guardians—and that the grace of insight is always present. 



	What May Be calls us not to experience the things of the world as finished actuality, but as potential, living, unfinished, ever in process. It calls us to participate in this process, to be active and creative, indeed to claim our role as co-creators of reality with the Divine. This role of creativity is a building process, it’s engaging, we have to be willing to stumble, be wrong, make U-turns, and yet keep trusting that something is emerging that wasn’t there before. 



	In the conversation between Wendy Jehanara Tremayne, Darakshan Farber and Sousan Abadian, we hear about the transforming role of will and power in our everyday struggles, the commitment to creating beauty that comes from being present to the Cry, and how our individual and collective responses are interconnected. 



	Through the insights and wisdom that they have gleaned from their own journeys, and the ideas and actions that have emerged as a result, we see, hear and are touched by the fresh perspectives they bring to our world problems. With them we discover that the “I” that loves “you” is an ever-changing ocean of possibilities that can be created and imagined anew in every moment. This “I’’ and this “you”— which exist in our relationships with each other, with objects, with the Earth—reside in the constancy and freedom of love. And the wisdom born out of this love is the revelation and the answer to the Cry. 



	Welcome Wendy, Darakshan and Sousan. Please share a personal statement about your relationship with this Pillar, What May Be. 
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	Darakshan Farber: I’ve been immersed in the process of developing the Seven Pillars as a board member, and I found that this Pillar titled “What May Be” has a very personal connection for me. In fact, I think that it’s my dharma. What drew me to Seven Pillars in the first place is my strong interest in looking into the possibilities of the future, the unfolding of what seems to be coming collectively and individually, and our opportunity to influence that. What excites me about being alive and exploring this area is my sense that something very dramatic is happening in the world at this time, when all of the traditions are suddenly available to everyone. We now have the opportunity to see beyond the distinctions of these traditions into the synthesis that they can create when they’re seen from a larger perspective. So I think there’s a huge interplay of the personal and the collective that’s happening now. 



	There’s also what I like to describe as kind of “liquifying” of the structures of society, of our habits and ideas. The analogy between a solid and a liquid is beautiful, because in a solid the connections of its parts are fixed, while in a liquid there is energy flowing and relationships are constantly changing. I think that’s where we find ourselves in the world today. It can be very frightening for people, and it certainly comes with its share of destruction, pain and difficulty. But it’s also an opportunity to see new ways of bringing elements together. While it may sound utopian, I think it’s possible to dream of, and thereby create, a world in which we are compassionate and take care of each other and aspire towards creating beauty. So that is, in a nutshell, my idea of What May Be. 
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	Wendy Jehanara Tremayne: I’d like to answer the question by looking through the frame of my own story, my own relationship to hearing a call and being able to identify with What May Be in an empowering way. 



	I feel as though I was born with a feeling of, “Get out of my way, I have something to do here,” but I didn’t actually know what to do and at times this was frustrating. So when looking at What May Be, I think it can be perplexing, choosing something and going out in the world to make it happen. I’ve felt envious of people who say, “I knew at ten exactly what I was going to do,” because it took longer for me. And then some people are good at everything; for them it can be hard to find the purposeful thing. So there are many contexts, and this is important because our lives can be filled with busywork or with meaningful contributions that shape a better world. 



	The discovery that I had came after I realized there was something that needed to be done that no one else seemed to be taking care of. In my case, the commodification of culture was the thing I wished to fix. For so long I had not viewed it as an opportunity because I was overpowered by it—it made me feel weak and oppressed. I needed to make a turn in which I switched things around so that I could derive power from what had once depleted me. It is curious that I was working in marketing at that time, and it was my job to commodify life. So I was called to turn the tools I’d honed for my career around 360 degrees, and use them to decommodify life. 



	I think it is common for our purpose to be under our nose and hidden in plain sight. It helped me to notice that not everybody was bothered by the commodification of our culture, not to the extent that I was. For twenty, thirty years I’d been thinking a lot about it and so I formed a unique perspective. In a certain natural way this is how I knew that it belonged to me. So first there was the discovery of what to do, then a shift from being overwhelmed by something to entering into a relationship with it, owning it, and creating harmony with it. 



	In the next stage, I experienced a comingling of imagination and will. In my own story, I had to imagine a world that was not commodified and believe that this world needed ushering in. I had to feel that I was genuinely entitled to be the one to usher it in. Whenever we are mustering our will, power can be generated, and so in this stage spiritual and contemplative practice was important for me, it helped me to have clear direction and heartful purpose. 



	And finally, I felt as though I had the aid of the whole universe once I aligned my purpose with the purpose of the whole world. We can always make a remedy that is for ourselves, but what if what we create brings that same aid to everyone? Then I think things get really fun, as it’s time to imagine, dream big, and test and try out ideas. 
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	Sousan Abadian: Thank you. I’ve been immersed in the Cry for most of my life, and it prepared me for What May Be. I am Iranian-Zoroastrian by birth, a people that live in a disadvantaged position in their own home country, but I also spent formative years in relative privilege in cosmopolitan Washington, DC. I learned a lot from having feet in multiple worlds, and growing up in the DC area—a gathering place for many cultures and peoples—I became aware that whatever boundaries separated us were truly man-made. My father was a World Bank official, and I grew up discussing poverty and injustice, and how to alleviate it, at the dinner table. In my academic pursuits I studied all sorts of disciplines—sociology, anthropology, economic development, environmental studies, political science, leadership development—seeking answers. 



	An important piece of the puzzle was revealed to me when I started working with tribal communities in North America, and I observed how trauma in peoples and cultures gets transmitted over generations. It became obvious to me that entrenched poverty and intractable violence are outcomes of unresolved collective trauma. How then do we heal longstanding cultural trauma, what does it take to do that? I began looking at trauma and trauma stories that shape many of our cultures, and how so many of us are trapped within a trauma story that we forget is just a story. We think that the story is real, and believing it to be so, we act in ways that generate more trauma for us and for others. It’s like we’re under a spell, both individually and collectively, a spell of trauma. How do we waken ourself and others from that story? That’s what my work has become, both on a personal level as well as my work in the world. Then, once we awaken from this entrancement, how do we vision a new story for ourselves and for humanity? 



	I feel like this is my dharma, as was so beautifully said by Darakshan. I am passionate about creating a new story for humanity, beginning with myself—one that is more life-affirming and generative, and not trauma-based and toxic. What May Be requires coming from the evolving vision, and not being fixated on or dissuaded by current circumstances. 



	Do you have any further thoughts you can add to this question of awakening from the Cry and moving fully into What May Be? 



	Darakshan: I think that the Cry has several aspects. We tend to descend into the depths of the Cry where the very real pain and suffering of humanity emerges. It’s so easy to look at today’s world and see so many portents of disaster around us at every level. That’s absolutely important, but I also feel that The Cry represents the very “need” of the universe to expand, to evolve, to try out all possibilities. This process is the nature of life. It creates everything, including beauty and delight as well as pain and suffering. It is constantly tearing apart what’s been created to create something new and sometimes more powerful. I think that’s a perspective that can be helpful. 



	In the interactive performances called The Seven Pillars Journey of Wisdom that we developed in Los Angeles, we invite participants to look directly at their experience of pain and suffering, without judgment, without trying to solve the problem, but just being with it. From there we move into this more celebratory Pillar of What May Be, a place of art and beauty and creativity. But this transition can be jarring and feel false if not made with great care. 



	We found that there is a passageway from The Cry to What May Be that takes us through forgiveness and compassion, a place of gentle tenderness and subtle breathing. The passage is like a timeless moment, which could be a lifetime, during which a kind of healing happens. It can be subtle, but it is so necessary and valuable to move consciously through this transition. 



	I think that only by going through The Cry can we witness our wounds and shadows and, by moving through them, begin to open to the hidden and absolutely magical possibilities before us. Our stories can get in the way, and we have to allow them to dissolve or see them crumble in order to discover new alternatives that were available all along but that we could not see. I think it’s a beautiful aspect of the Seven Pillars process that it puts this journey directly in front of us. 



	Sousan: I loved the way Darakshan put it. I’d like to share a story of what I learned about The Cry and What May Be from the North American indigenous and First Nations communities that I began visiting in the 1990s. 



	After centuries of devastating colonization, too many Native peoples struggle with abject poverty, alcohol and substance abuse, violence, child abuse, neglect, high rates of suicide, accidental deaths, and so on. It’s widespread, endemic, and many are dependent on government support to survive. So certainly the cry of suffering and the cry for change is loud and clear in many of these communities. 



	This story is about how this cry was met and what I learned about what may be from two women in these communities. One is Joan Arnouse, the wife of the chief of the Little Shuswap Band in British Columbia. At one time, her community struggled, like many, with high rates of substance abuse and endemic violence, but when I spoke with her, things were turning around. She’s now a respected elder and offers traditional healing ceremonies. She, her husband, and others have fomented powerful healing in her community. I asked her what influenced her community to make the dramatic turnaround. 



	She described how she became inspired as a teenager, babysitting for a woman named Ethel from another Shuswap band. She regularly babysat for this woman but never knew what the woman was doing with her time, though in these small communities everyone knew each other’s business. So Joan became curious, and she described to me how one day she followed the woman surreptitiously, children in tow, to the community center where Ethel went in. And peering through the window, she saw Ethel sitting all alone in the vast hall in a circle of empty chairs. Later that evening when Ethel returned home, Joan got up the courage to ask the question that had puzzled her the whole evening: Why on earth was Ethel paying good money to Joan to take care of her children week after week, only to go sit alone in the community center? 



	Ethel looked at her and said, “I’m conducting AA meetings—Alcoholic Anonymous meetings. And I’m not alone. The Spirits and Ancestors are with me, and one day our people will also come and fill these chairs. You’ll see—one day the whole center will be filled with people from our communities, healing themselves.” And Joan told me how that day did come, and the community center in Ethel’s community eventually became filled to capacity. And not only that, but the changes in Ethel’s life and the lives of others in her community inspired radical shifts in people like Joan. 



	What’s truly remarkable was that the social pioneers like Ethel initiate and facilitate transformative processes in their communities with little more than a prayer and a kind of radical imagination about what could be. She was ferociously dedicated to creating a new, more life-affirming story and set of beliefs: we are not alone but supported by seen and unseen forces; life can be good; the past can be healed, and does not determine the future; we’re not broken, but are whole and resourceful; we have the power to affect things for the better; and faith in miraculous change is justified. So what distinguishes healing entrepreneurs is that they have the courage and tenacity to hold fast to a new story and beliefs that for a time appear at odds with reality. 



	I’ll stop here, but maybe the story of Ethel is instructive in a number of ways that we can unpackage in the course of our conversation. 



	Wendy: You know, the thing that came to mind listening to that really beautiful story was that Ethel’s perspective exemplifies a way to discover a response to What May Be, which is to take a very expansive view. There was a woman elder in a Native culture interviewed by the New York Times recently, and they asked her how old she was. Her answer was, “I am here now.” I thought of that when you were talking about Ethel because I think if we’re really dreaming up something new, if we’re really stepping into what has never been, we have to be so expansive that we see beyond what’s here and what has been. We have to be coming from the perspective, in a sense, that I was here on the first day of Earth, and I’m going to be here on the last day of Earth. 



	Sousan: Yes, so true. Being in touch with our true identity—remembering ourselves as being really big, expansive, powerful, free, and creative—allows us to have an expansive imagination not limited by a narrow perception of “what’s possible.” 



	Darakshan: I’m struck by Ethel’s awareness of the invisible beings who are around us. This is an aspect of the story that is ancient, and also in our future. In the dream that is our reality in the rational scientific world, the presence of invisible beings is very controversial, and many people are troubled by such a way of seeing. We have this worldview today that says there’s “scientific” objective reality, and then there’s personal fantasy, but it doesn’t acknowledge the vast part of reality that is creative imagination. Ninety-nine percent of what we call reality is a construct that we’re dreaming up together out of a tiny bit of actual data. This part of the story is shifting, and we want to celebrate and encourage the recognition of the incredible power of our collective imagination. 



	Wendy: I feel like we’re just a hair away from having better language for that, so that it can be digestible to the masses. People are still engaged with their imaginations and most would agree that everything that’s here today is just what the imagination so far actualized, in a sense. Then if you consider how much power exemplars of the past still hold, figures like Mother Mary or Gandhi, whose influences linger throughout time, and you consider that these influential beings are no longer with us, yet the culture recognizes their impression and presence beyond their lifetime, then you can say that people already recognize that there is a timelessness to being. This doesn’t have to be the stuff of pixie dust. 



	Darakshan: Yes, absolutely, though pixie dust can be very powerful too. 



	Wendy: I’m a big fan. 



	Sousan: Well it’s interesting, because if people just looked at the change agents or change angels in the world—Nelson Mandela or Mahatma Gandhi, or so many everyday exemplars like Ethel and Joan—what distinguishes them, in a way, is that they held fast to a reality that at first was only in their imagination, and they took actions consonant with that imagined reality. And by doing so, they shape-shifted reality to one that is radically discontinuous with the past. 
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	Now, it takes a lot of focus and will to do that, but there’s evidence that this actually is what happens. In Ethel’s case, she took personal responsibility. She worked consciously to shift her story and beliefs, she acted as if what she desired was already true—she held her AA meetings even when the seats were empty week after week, month after month—and she stayed in the belief that one day they would come. And eventually the outside circumstances began to shift to reflect the power of her beliefs. Because she was sober, was taking personal responsibility, and was changing her worldview, her life began to improve; and as her life improved, others became convinced of the truth of the more life-affirming story and beliefs. You know, positive emotions and beliefs are contagious, as are negative ones. So momentum began to build in her community, a tipping point was eventually reached, and the new, more generative beliefs became the norm. 



	So creating a life of beauty on Earth, as we all know, is a creative, artistic endeavor. As you said, Darakshan, the universe continues to expand, and requires us to be willing to suspend judgment on the current circumstances and what appears to be true, and to shift our focus and energies onto stories we wish to live and experience—to be vision-driven rather than circumstance-driven. And it requires us to suspend the need to see in order to believe, and instead to hold fast to the adage that what we believe we’ll begin to see. This seems so important. I challenge people with this: suspend your old beliefs and just run the experiment of living from your imagination, from your desired outcome, for a time, and see what happens. 



	Wendy: I love that she was living it as though it was already happening. That’s something that I have experienced myself. At some point, the wish we have for what may be has to be concretized by just saying it is already so. 



	I’m curious, Sousan, about one aspect of Ethel’s story, that it didn’t seem to have something that is often in a What May Be story—it didn’t have the risk of causing harm that can sometimes make taking action complicated. I’d like for us to tease out a little bit of what happens when these challenges exist, and when you have to put something out in the world that’s going to bump into things or be a little messy, and you have to have barometers for managing it. Does that make sense? 



	Sousan: Very good question, and if I may respond to just say that the truth is that even for Ethel, it wasn’t easy, nor was it for other pathfinders from different communities. Another Shushwap community called Alkali Lake further up north in British Columbia went from ninety-five percent alcoholism to ninety-five percent sobriety in the course of seven years. And for a few years it was principally just the Chief and his wife who were sober, and they were ostracized by their community. In many small communities, if you step out in any way, even if you just become sober, you are threatening to people. “What do you think, you’re better than we are?” For example, you’re not taking part in the social activities, which in this case revolved around drinking. You’re not buying people drinks or enabling them, which could be interpreted as being uppity or ungenerous, and people hit back at you because you’re caught in a dysfunctional system that wants you to not change. So it wasn’t so easy or innocuous, and it took a lot of courage for them to stay steady. 



	Darakshan: I want to comment that while it may be difficult to deal with people who are ostracizing you, that these exemplars have a kind of certainty because they have a direct personal connection with their reality, their core, their source, and their experience trumps any need to maintain a particular relationship or a particular image in the community. 



	Sousan: So true. 



	Wendy: I’ll jump in with a quote that came to mind with what you were saying—“Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgment that something else is more important than fear.” (Ambrose Redmoon) 



	Sousan: Yes, and you know Mahatma Gandhi’s quote: “First they ignore you, then they ridicule you, then they fight you, then you win.” 



	Wendy: Then they celebrate you—we should add that. Well, isn’t that always the case with leadership? 



	Darakshan: What I love about the story of Ethel is it points out that for every Gandhi, for every one who becomes world famous and celebrated, there must be thousands of people who are doing the same work at a smaller level who are equally important but just never come to our attention. 



	Sousan: Thanks for saying that, Darakshan. That’s my favorite thing about what I learned from Native communities—the magnitude of everyday leadership. My work with such people affirms that we all are capable of greatness. 



	[image: ] 



	[image: ] Play Seeing the Answer in the Question at 7pj.org/book#6   [image: ] Play Seeing the Answer in the Question at 7pj.org/book#6  



	If What May Be invites, if not requires, the imagining of new realities, how do we move forward with all the different visions of the future that arise? 



	Wendy: I like to start an answer to a question like that with recognizing that we’re part of nature and that nature makes sense. It’s not arbitrary and irregular. So my first step is to trust that there’s a common sense here and that when human beings awaken to a compassionate answer to What May Be and start to imagine, and they are responsive to grand concepts like love and harmony and beauty, that those pieces will fall into a commonsense, organic pattern that works, because we’re natural. That’s one of my tools in my own actions, to ask: Does what I’m doing in my enactment of what I have imagined align with common sense? Does it cause love, harmony, or beauty to go out of joint? And if so, is there a real good reason to allow that momentary disturbance? But essentially my barometer for myself is that I’m natural, and that the system I’m doing my work in is also natural, and there’s trust in that. 



	Darakshan: That’s so good. You’ve made the note that we can only influence the collective through our own personal behavior, and our own being and authenticity. We have the relatively new idea of emergent behavior, with so many examples in nature and science and technology, in which simple things following simple rules create a vastly complex and surprising phenomenal pattern. That can give us some hope that if we do our simple thing, something incredible can emerge as a result. 



	There’s an example I love in a scene from the film March of the Penguins where you see a mass of penguins huddled together for quite a while, and suddenly one of them starts to walk in a particular direction. This penguin is not taking on the role of leadership, he hasn’t been elected, or trained. He just happens to be listening, like they all are, for some unknown sense. I’m sure they’re not even aware that they’re listening; they’re just hanging out. And all of a sudden one of them thinks, “I’m going to go this way,” and everybody gets the idea and that’s what they do. It illustrates that there’s collective intelligence beyond us as individuals, and all we can do is submit to it. 



	Sousan: I love that image. 



	Wendy: This got me thinking, oh, there’s the warrior and the poet, people make up all these different varieties of creature-isms, and there is this question of which one’s your bird? Like what belongs to you? I love how that penguin owned that moment because it was naturally arising. There was no question, is this mine? We can reflect on this for ourselves. What action in the world belongs to me? What have I made ready for? What am I capable to do? And I think the answer is, as with the penguin, there is a voice of wisdom that can be relied on within us. There is a tapping on the shoulder that says, “This one’s yours.” Otherwise we’d all get up every minute of the day and try to respond to every call we heard, but we don’t. We filter them, and only occasionally we get up. So I think you’re pointing to perhaps the voice of wisdom that is our essential nature that we each own a share in. When we purposefully step forward from this kind of naturalness and authenticity, then I think our actions are likely to produce results that are as right as rain. 



	Darakshan: Yes, and a lot of our training and our habits lead us to believe that if we want to do something, we have to make a plan, we have to get training, we have to get it authenticated or approved. We create all this story, as opposed to: we have to listen. And if the answer that comes from within says, “Do this,” then our job is to trust it and go do it. 



	Wendy: Hallelujah! 



	Sousan: Well said. And I think there’s a distinction between that instinctual, natural part of us that’s connected to Source and our own divine nature—like the penguin, which is responding to collective intelligence or its own instinctual response—and the part of the human that is so conditioned into thinking, which creates a very different response. 



	Many of us have forgotten how to listen and how to hear that voice from within, that Source, and to plug into that and then respond from that. Regarding the question about which vision do we listen to amongst many different visions, I think we have to be discerning also. When I work with visions, there’s calibrating that has to happen. For myself, I have to really source deeply, where is this vision coming from? What is the source of this vision? Is it coming from my limited mind, from fear, lack, or any other aspect of my ego? Is it coming from something larger than the little me? 



	I don’t need verification, but sometimes I do need the help of people around me. And I also help others and guide others around their visions, because we’re so caught in a soup of beliefs and conditioned behaviors that we sometimes need each other’s help to step out of the stories and the toxicity, to discern that we’re not acting from just our minds, we’re actually instinctual and natural and connected to Source, and then stepping out from that place. So it’s complex, and we may need some kind of “training” to grow in awareness. Does that make sense? 



	Darakshan: I think you’re so right that in our world it’s not natural to be natural. It’s something that so many of us desire. How do we get back to the natural state? So yes, finding friends and environments that support this impulse, and even the intention inside ourselves to do that, this is really the cutting edge, and the thing we need to do. 



	Sousan: Ethel and other social or healing entrepreneurs always had at least one or two people outside their communities who provided them support. Even though they had connection to maybe invisible beings of support, there was still a need for human support, people outside the system who could hold the vision with them, and hold them in embrace when the moments got tough. 



	Darakshan: I think there are many people out there who are looking for that support and who think that it doesn’t exist. They think they’re unique because the support doesn’t appear to be there. But people are waking up all over the place, and when they start whispering to each other and discovering it, they’ll be amazed at what a network is available. 



	Please speak about creativity and its role in this Pillar, particularly any techniques that you can offer about how to connect with the creative potential within oneself and bring it out into the world. 



	Darakshan: I would like to bring a new word into the dialogue: play. This word has some very interesting meanings in English. One is to go out and have a good time on the playground with the other kids, in a safe place where you can enjoy each other, doing activities without a care. And another one is being in a make-believe show where we’re trying on new roles with one another and acting things out. And another is when a structure loosens up so that things have the ability to move around—that’s “play.” These wonderful meanings for the same word provide a clue about different techniques for creativity, and I think that all of them are important. In our culture, we tend to assume that if you’re playing, it’s not important and it’s not meaningful; work is what’s meaningful. I disagree with that. Play is the source of creativity. 



	Wendy: In my life I identify as a conceptual artist, because there’s no other frame to explain my choice of how I live, which is, I just take everything on as an art project. Talking about it that way gives me the freedom to use the things of the world as mediums, it lets me bounce around, it lets me play. So whatever the question is, the task at hand is for me to select the best medium, which can be anything in the world. I’ll produce a play once, then write a book, create a non-profit, become a musician, then I’ll—well I just finished a ten-year project of exploring the role of a maker of things, and for this I left the city and built a homestead in rural New Mexico. What I learned from this process is that it does not matter what you choose or if you have skills for it in advance. It is sufficient that your goal is able to bring benefit to the whole, then the entire universe will orient to help you achieve it. I learned this from Buckminster Fuller. This has showed me that the most difficult things can be achieved in the spirit of play. 



	Darakshan: You once told me you were going to create a legal contract as a form of art. 



	Wendy: Yeah, that’s still on my list. I’m interested in using the legal system to create a context for passing on property to the commons, and also for gaining the right for people to choose to live a modern indigenous life. You know, there is a beautiful freedom and a widening when we allow what we’re doing in life to be called art. Plus you can get away with a lot. There are totally different rules when you call something art. So the game I like to play is to use the whole domain of life and the world as a palette. 



	To get to tactics, one of the things that I use is entitlement. I remind myself that I’m entitled to create. After all, I was created, and since there’s no other like me, I have something that only I can do. So I’m entitled to bring forward my creativity, my imagination, because the world, in a way, depends on it. Sousan was saying in her story that practicing saying it’s already so is a creative act. Believing that what’s in your imagination is actually real because you imagined it—that is the first step in real making, and to do that you must believe you’re entitled to bring it about. 



	Another tactic I like to use in the creative process is to experience confusion and disorientation as technique, and to do that, I change who I am occasionally. Like I’m not shy, I’ve never been shy, so to change things up and gain new perspective I’ll pretend I’m shy to get a new way to see the world, because all of a sudden people who only talk to shy people start talking to me. This is also useful for putting ourselves in the shoes of others, seeing how the work we are manifesting affects others. 



	Lastly, for me creativity is directly related to my ability to be fluid and adaptive, and to relish in periods of unknowing. To recognize the fluidity is an important creative act, like considering that the world is changing while I’m executing my plan—and occasionally testing to see if it changed while I was sleeping. We so often just assume it’s the same world that we were working so hard to fix just yesterday. We can toggle it and ask it, “Did you change and I didn’t notice?” The world eventually becomes what we wished for. I really believe that. Sometimes the only way to know it is to come out and meet it anew. 



	Darakshan: One of the things that you just brought out that is, I think, part of the new story—my story, at least—is that everyone has a gift that only they can bring to the planet. We all have this. Maybe we haven’t discovered what that gift is, but we have to know that we have that unique quality, and it’s just waiting to burst forth and emerge, and it will be different from everyone else’s. 



	Wendy: And be ready to receive everyone else’s. 



	Sousan: I would add that the act of doing what you love, really pursuing what you love—that’s an act of play, an act of creativity, and as you’ve so beautifully said, of loosening attachments to old moorings, old stories and beliefs and reality anchors of any sort. So stepping out into the world and doing what you love is the unique gift, the divine spark that you are in the world. 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	Imagine 



	Needed: Unbridled imagination and the canvas of your choice. 



	Activity: Imagine how the world may truly change, and visualize a healed world that fulfills your greatest ideals. 



	Now, create a representation of this healed world. Your canvas could be a sheet of paper, a swath of fabric, a stage, a wall, a floor, photography, sound, your mind, or some other medium. Embrace the infinite range of the imagination without judgment and allow your creativity to flow. 



	Notice if your sense of practicality or reality imposes any limitations on your sense of possibility. Try to move past those “reality checks” and ask what your ideal world would look like. 



	What would it feel like? How would life have to change to accommodate this shift? Can you see yourself courageously stepping into this new reality? 



	
		Resources 
	

	
		The Seven Pillars Pathway: Creative Expression 
	

	
		 
	

	
		Recognizing and tapping into the deep well of creative imagination within each of us allows us to activate our unique gifts, and to become powerful voices for emerging wisdom and genuine change. 
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		Having glimpsed a vision of a new possibility, now we are challenged to bring it alive and embody it in our thoughts, our speech, and our actions. 
	

	
		Let us plumb our conscience and our courage, and make a solemn promise to live in the world with love and dedication. In doing so, we begin to make our dream real. 
	

	
		Let us ask ourselves, what pledge can I make to enact what my heart knows to be true? 
	

	
		What pledge must I make to fulfill my life’s purpose, and by doing so, remember my reason for being here? 
	

	
		What actions can I take at this crucial time to benefit all? What gift can I bring forth, with integrity and beauty, now? 
	

	
		The outcome of our efforts may be beyond our power to predict. What is important now is action itself, action as sacrifice, as duty, as service. Peaceful action. Steadfast action. Joyful action. 
	

	
		Now think of one small, simple, concrete act you can do today or tomorrow that will advance your vision, make your heart sing, and bring inspiration to the world! 
	

	
		[image: ] Return to pillar 1. 
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	The Pledge 



	A Conversation 



	Introduction by Deborah Rabia Povich 
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	Having journeyed through the different perspectives offered by the Seven Pillars, where do we find ourselves? What have we gained? 



	Let’s look back. We contemplated the journey of our lives with trust, curiosity and presence, finding meaning and love in the process. We expanded our perspective, seeing life from the vantage point of the planet and the cosmos, across the eons of time and vastness of space. We sought guidance and direction from the lives of the sages and prophets who serve as exemplars and resources for our own connection to divinity. Can we link those historic dispensations of wisdom with the challenges of the present day? With awe and wonder we approached the Source, attuning to deep silence, losing our sense of separateness, finding unity and peace. From this place of stillness we heard the cry of humanity and witnessed the anguish of suffering, and our hearts were stirred. We opened to the possibilities of a world where pain and loss are met with compassion and creativity, where challenges are met with faith and optimism, and actions are informed by wisdom and love. And now we choose. What commitment will we take to move one step closer to our vision of a better world? What will we do to make our ideal a reality? 
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	We are called upon to incorporate a fresh understanding, a new perspective, into our lives. What emerges from this experience? Have we changed—perhaps refined our focus, or glimpsed a whole new role for ourselves? How will we integrate the broken heart with the limitless possibility of love? Now we are invited to make a personal pledge, a promise of action in the world. This is not a small step. Our pledge may arise in a flash of insight or take time to evolve and gain definition. Our response is suited to our own time and place, our own life’s journey. It emerges from our desire, our strengths, and our unique talents. Each one of us has something meaningful to offer. 



	Our commitment to a better world requires the harnessing of our will and our intention. This step is not for the faint of heart. We are called on to clarify our desire and renew our commitment. Our choices shape us and give our lives purpose. Having felt the pull of possibility, we weave the insights from our life and the whole of creation with guidance, creativity and humility to take a firm step forward. 



	Here we are treated to an intimate conversation on The Pledge that emerges from this journey. Orland Bishop, Ruth Broyde-Sharone and Yuval Ron explore the value and challenge of making a pledge to act in service to something higher than ourselves. They share thoughts on faith and surrender, choosing and being chosen, the universal and the particular, freedom and goodness, wholeness and the broken world. Their voices stimulate our willingness to step forward and say, “Yes.” 



	Welcome Orland, Ruth and Yuval. Please share a personal statement about your relationship with this Pillar, The Pledge. 
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	Yuval Ron: To me, this Pillar is an outcome of the previous six. We can make a pledge and choose what we commit to well, only if we go through and understand deeply the first six principles of wisdom. Informed by them, we can make a commitment and go out to the world and be of service to all the streams of wisdom. 



	I would like to add something from my own life. I have a little taste of this Pillar when I go traveling. I take a plane to another city, I leave my family, and I go to work using music and dance to bridge the gap between different communities, or to heal and mend the injuries and the hurts and the hate that’s there. And I always have this feeling that my partners and I are on a mission. It’s something that we choose and we didn’t choose, at the same time. It’s something that I always feel I’m not doing for myself. I’m not taking that plane and going away from my family and going to another community to present myself. I’m going in service of something greater than myself. 



	That service pushes me forward, sometimes even in spite of myself, even when my rational mind says to myself, “No, you should stay in your studio in Los Angeles and promote your latest recording, or promote your film soundtrack.” Yet I find myself impatient doing those things, and my heart is drawn to go out and do something in the world—to work with communities, to teach, to share, to bring people together. When I go out to do that, which is what I feel is my Pledge, I feel that sense of mission that carries me through the journey. I sometimes speak about this with the members of my ensemble who are traveling with me, and over time I see how they too are going on this journey not necessarily to get paid, not necessarily to be seen, but to serve something greater than ourselves. 
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	Ruth Broyde-Sharone: I’ve found that when you escort a group of people through a process to a certain place spiritually and emotionally, they naturally go to a place where they want to do something to help the world. It’s kind of an inevitable evolution when people are moved. Yet many of them don’t have the faintest idea of what to do. So the What May Be and The Pledge cannot be severed; they are inextricably linked. If you just talk about what may be and then you don’t go to the place of action, whether it’s mental action or physical action out in the world, in my experience, you have subverted the natural organic process that intrinsically wants to take place. 



	When I do my Call to Action at the end of my interfaith programs—and, like Yuval mentioned, I find myself going places and doing this work because I feel bound to it, I feel inspired to do it—I see that people will come up with brilliant, creative suggestions. I sometimes give examples, but I say to the audience, “Let’s brainstorm together. What do you think you could do? What is the one small, profound act that you would be willing to commit to today?” 



	This makes it measurable and doable, and people come up with just amazing things. Sometimes they’re very personal, like, for example a Muslim man standing up and saying, “There are fourteen children in our family; seven of us are Christian, seven of us are Muslim. We haven’t spoken to each other in five years, and I’m going to go home and make peace in the family.” Now that’s not so small, but it’s very profound. And sometimes it’s as simple as someone just deciding to be kind to their neighbor, which they haven’t been able to do, or to pay more sick calls to their friends. 



	Some people may not know at the moment when they’re asked what it is they’d like to do. I don’t want people to feel that if they don’t commit at that moment they haven’t fulfilled their task. So I say, “Think about it and tell the person you are next to, or get their phone number and just call them in a day or so and let them know what you’ve decided to do.” 



	So I would say that The Pledge is a hallmark of the work I do. I love to use the arts, I use film and music and so on. But at the end of the day, I think that people would like an opportunity to move out of their comfort zone, because when they feel that what they do has the capacity to influence the fabric of the world, they’ll want to do it. They don’t always know how to go about it, or how long it will take, but just the act of saying it to someone will move them forward on that journey. 
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	Orland Bishop: Yes, thank you. I’m so very inspired by both your contributions. I think, that being born, being incarnated into the world, is in itself a kind of pledge in the sense that to enter becoming human requires of us to become intentional about being human. Being human is not a given whereby it will just happen if we just exist. I think a pledge raises the impulse of being human to the level of intention, for one quality of the will is the intentional expression of it. Even though there is a given impulse in the body that we can breathe without intention, when we do breathe with intention something different happens. We inspirit our lives with a quality of strength, harmony, and insight, so that we can actually take hold of what creation is and guide creation to a higher purpose. 



	Part of this question for me is, what is a pledge? It is a petitioning of my own will to be strengthened by the will of life, of cosmos, of spirit, to be able to guide creation to its higher purpose. It is about how I could use my will in service of bringing the creation that I am in my natural being, the creation that arises in me as an understanding of my world and the processes around me, to a higher purpose. And I think this is essentially what I heard in Yuval’s and Ruth’s contributions, that there is something in the human being that wants to give significance to and meaning to what we call our life experience. Not to just exist, but to experience the use of the will. 



	If we look into the phenomenon of speech, we see that we commit ourselves at an early stage in life to the acquisition of a particular language that we will call our “mother tongue.” From that point we begin to frame reality based on that language, and it remains a lifetime commitment, a lifetime kind of process. This early use of the will to use the word as a way to be in the world continues in other forms of cognition, as we ask: Can I use more of my humanity in different ways to become part of a collective endeavor, bringing reality to higher and higher expressions? Early in our life, before we even acquire a worldview, we acquire the capacities to use this power of pledging our humanity to the world, of making it clear that I could do more with who I am with others. 



	I was thinking back in my own childhood, when about the age of five I committed myself to something without fully realizing what the consequence of that commitment was. But for me, it was a feeling that I need to trust my heart. And I remember saying I would never betray my heart. It was a memory of something that awoke me to take responsibility for a certain kind of attention to what I would do with my will. And it influenced everything from that point, every aspect of my childhood was about: Is this the right thing to do with my own will? 



	I think this is a quality of The Pledge. Can I hold myself responsible for what will arise in me and what will inspire me to be a creative process in the world that I live in and share? It’s subtle, but it could also become very profound and expressive for others to share. And I think we do it out of a natural state of our connection to being in the world of matter and substance. 



	Ruth: I am very moved by Orland’s relating The Pledge to will. I think that is one of the key elements that excites me about doing work with people as I move around the country and the world. At a certain point we have all felt powerless when we see the poverty and the climate challenges and so forth. Sometimes that can overwhelm us because we think to ourselves, what is it that I could do? And then the issue of will becomes so important, because we have to will ourselves to be participants in making the changes. By exercising our will, even in small, profound ways, we actually do affect the entire world. And so I think that asking a person to make a pledge is not only empowering but it activates them to move into a direction which in their heart of hearts they truly want to do. 
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	Just thinking about the word pledge, of what Orland said about how your mother tongue and words have meaning, I thought of the Pledge of Allegiance to the United States of America. That was my earliest understanding of what a pledge is. Or when you have an altercation with a friend, and the teacher takes you aside, and after you finish working out the wrinkles, the teacher asks you, “Will you pledge to be a good friend, to communicate, and not to hurt one another?” The moment that you’re asked to take a pledge, you’ve created significance—it’s like having a divine witness present. It’s no longer just idle conversation. 



	But there’s also the question of, once you’ve made a pledge, is it possible to go back on it, and if you do, what does it do to your spiritual physiognomy? I remember a play by Richard Bolt, A Man for All Seasons, and in it the chancellor was asked by the king to give him dispensation to divorce his wife so he could marry someone else. According to the Catholic religion, that’s impossible, and the chancellor wouldn’t do it. The king said, “You will be beheaded if you don’t.” And the archbishop explained to him, “When you take a pledge, it’s like cupping water in your hands. If you move just one little finger, all the water will run through.” 



	Yuval: I have a question for you my friends, especially for Orland. I’m intrigued by your observation of the child instinctively, intuitively, taking on a pledge or exercising a commitment and connecting to the heart. And I think it’s very true of all children. But what happens when we grow up? What happens to that commitment? What happens to the focus of that will? What happens to the pledge? Does it convert into a commitment to make a living and to survive? Is that what ends up the pledge? 



	There are a few people who are artists and some social activists or philosophers who still maintain that spirit. If you look in preschools, you see that all children are artists, all children dance and sing naturally—they sing to themselves. But when they grow up, they lose their connection with the child within. Artists have a license, we can be silly, we can sing and play and jump and use our body and our soul. We have a legitimation to maintain the connection to the child within and express it more than most people. I wonder if you also see this happening with the pledge and the heart, that only a few people maintain that connection inside. 



	Orland: Yes, thanks for raising the question. I think as we grow into life, our culture educates us to accept the world as finished. This is a critical change in the natural perception of childhood to adolescence and young adulthood, in that we come more and more into a conception of reality as finished. And so we don’t participate anymore in the beginning of the world, in creation as a true act in the realm of perception and cognition. 



	We begin to substitute all of these finished conceptions, and this separates us not only from our own will but also the will of others. We begin now to say, everything that I think and say is just an opinion, a kind of meaningless expression. And the word that I acquired at the beginning of life no longer can bring me into a true agreement and a true relationship with others who communicate the realms of possibility to the world. So yes, I think something happens in our form of education whereby the will no longer remains connected to the realm of intention where one could generate a true, meaningful act. 



	But there’s one quality that I think Ruth was speaking to that I feel needs to be emphasized, that in this will there’s a subtle kind of tone, meaning I’m always petitioning for the strengthening of my will, knowing I cannot make this world true because it’s almost impossible to make it true. But this is the thing: we, as human beings, take up impossible things. This is what being human is. It becomes more true when we can actually ask for this help. Because we have inner certainty that it will come, I then commit to this impossible thing that a pledge makes me do. 



	There are certain realities that we know we cannot achieve by ourselves. This is what a marriage is. We merge with other people, we commit with other people, in order for some other reality to be possible, and actually more probable, because by myself I can’t do it. And this is where the Pledge is really a critical thing. It’s not relying on my own will. It’s relying on thy will, all the “thy wills,” all the people that inspire me, all the questions that will be answered by others, by my mistakes and the help that I get. The Pledge is not so much to say I will do it alone. It’s a petitioning for help: Use me as the way by which this thing can be done. It’s putting oneself in the presence of cosmic intelligence and saying: Use me. Help me do what your creative will wants. 



	This is a critical step in the use of the human gesture of faith and trust, in that I know I will be guided. And I think, to some degree, The Pledge requires a guide, because I don’t know what the future will bring. What I know is that in the moment of my weakness and vulnerability, I can petition for help. And I think this is what gives people who make a pledge a kind of a sense of purpose, because something else arises when we commit ourselves. The evidence shows in the lives of people who have lived this way that life becomes more and more meaningful. They retain that connection to some source that keeps a certain thread of inspiration and imagination available to us. 



	Ruth: That was so beautiful, Orland. I want to add something that occurred to me while you were speaking, the joining of the ethereal with the real—and the word real is tucked into ethereal. We do this work because we’re moved, we’re inspired, and we’re charged to do it, but we don’t always know what ultimate effect we’re having. 



	One of the things that happened here in Pomona, California, a few years ago was, to me, the manifestation of The Pledge. I screened for about seventy-five people my film, God and Allah Need to Talk, which shows Muslims and Jews after 9/11 having an interfaith Seder together and then being joined by Christians. I knew ahead of time from my experience of creating this kind of event that people would be moved to do something concrete after they saw this film. So we prepared signup sheets with names of committees in case they would want to do their own Seder. And that’s what happened. 



	Well that day one of the people in the audience was the local leader of a mosque, and he volunteered his mosque to host this interfaith Seder. More than two hundred and fifty people came to their event—there were so many they actually spilled over into the parking lot. People who had never met a Muslim, never visited a mosque, came there—I know because I interviewed people afterwards. And as a result of their taking a pledge to do something, the interfaith Seder has become an annual tradition of the Pomona community and is now in its fourth consecutive year of celebration! 



	Now people could have just enjoyed the film at the first screening and gone home and gone their merry way. But the moment of taking a pledge to do something collectively resulted in something that has affected many people in the local community and other communities who have heard about it. 



	The second thing I want to add is that I ask people to raise their little finger, and I tell them, “I’m about to teach you a physical principle of the universe. When you raise your little finger, do you realize that just in that tiny little movement, you have caused the rest of the molecules in the entire universe to rearrange themselves?” You can imagine, even physicists and chemists and scientists who are in the audience always say yes, this is true, this is a physical principle. And then I say, “This is also a principle in the spiritual world, that every tiny movement you make has the capacity to change the rest of the world.” 



	Therefore, The Pledge, and the notion that a pledge can change the rest of the world, is what invigorates this work. Personally I don’t think we can do the social action work without the spiritual invitation, but I don’t think we’ll see results unless we also offer a genuine, visceral opportunity for people to act in the world, and, as Orland beautifully describes, to have a sense that we’ve come here for a purpose and that we can actually appreciate and live our purpose by a pledge, an agreement to do the impossible. 



	Can you say more about spiritual invitation in relation to The Pledge? 



	Ruth: Yes, it’s inviting people on a journey of discovery, understanding that as a community we can travel together on this journey, and that there will be powerful signs and wonders along the way that will affect each one of us personally, pointing to where we are at this moment in our lives. So there is a spiritual invitation to take a ride on a roller coaster when we have no idea where it’s going to end. All we know is there’ll be ups and downs, and we intuit that something valuable will happen. All that is asked is that they be open to experience whatever is going to happen on this journey. 



	The invitation is an opportunity for us to go into our spiritual homeland and be willing to see what comes up for us, and to see how what comes up for us can not only affect how we relate to ourselves and to other people in the world, but ultimately how it can strengthen us so that we can go out and do something of value that will serve other people. In the end, for me, this entire journey is about service. It’s about self-knowledge, and the arrow is very, very strong that leads from self-knowledge to service. 



	How does making that marriage vow of The Pledge change or transform your human relationships? Does it have a communal aspect? 



	Orland: Well, I would say that the nature of the vow, not only behind marriage but behind any kind of coming together, particularly in community, requires the acknowledgment of love within oneself, within one’s heart. Love is the force that brings beings into relationship. We have this fundamental need to express love beyond our own self-interest, beyond the limitation of the moment, when we know that from this point more could come as a result of our shared interest in the use of love. 



	Out of this process, we move from being an individual to becoming a part of not just family but community—and not just from the standpoint of a local community but a global community now. We have the responsibility to be able to love our future in such a way that we stop destroying our planet. We must be able to stand in a place, wherever we are, and make these levels of pledge because of the power of love to conceptualize realities far beyond our own time and far beyond our own limitation of culture. This is a critical step of what emerges when we take this stand. 



	I think all of these higher realms merge with us to bring the human being into responsibility for the world remaining in creation, so that human beings could not just create a space for family, for another human being to be born into, but that we can create communities that can open up and find the common elements of reverence for certain kinds of truths, and share that reverence more broadly, beyond a limited sectarian kind of community where we divide ourselves more and more. I think this is an age where humanity is reaching a global significance, able to say, “I am a representative of world destiny.” Then I could take my role in that with other people who find that truth to be what is moving them into action. 



	Marriage is the integration of love into the life of another being—human, animal, plant, mineral—to say: We must protect life on every level and serve life on every level. Because of the nature of love, this process becomes universal, and I think marriage is becoming universal, even as we come into the twenty-first century in our world life which is not limited to the forms that we’ve sanctioned in the past—because of love, the world is evolving and being more expressive of its universal principles. I think this is critical as we come into this age where we have the capacity to truly share our universal story through our own individual experience. 



	Yuval: I would like to share something that was inspired in me when Orland spoke earlier, that when we become adults we lose the sense that creation is continuous. While we may be very creative as children, we become much less creative as adults as we embrace the notion that society gives us that the world is finished, it’s the way it is and there’s nothing that we can do about it. And we give up. There’s no point in having any pledge. 



	There was a great mystic in the sixteenth century in the north of Israel known as Ha’Ari, though his real name was Isaac Luria, and he was considered a very holy and wise man. He started his career when he was very young, in his thirties, and he stood in front of a community of mystics and refugees who fled from Spain. They were really people of a destroyed world, what had been a place of high culture and science during the Middle Ages where they had lived for hundreds of years. That glorious time ended and these people were kicked out of Spain and out of Europe, and they found themselves in the Middle East, back where they originally came from, back in the homeland in the north of Israel, in a mystical place, on a mountain near the Sea of Galilee. 
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	And as a young rabbi, about four hundred years ago, Luria stood in front of them and he said that the truth is that the world is broken. It’s not just one temporary downtime, it’s not just now that the world is broken. The reality continuously is that the world is broken, that the world is unfinished. The world is not a perfect creation. There are broken elements in that creation. That is the way it is, and the way it should be. 



	But each one of us has a role in repairing the brokenness of the world, in advancing the vision of a complete, a round creation. And that is the mission, The Pledge. He taught that every human being has to take on that pledge, every person has to work on repairing the world, on completing creation. It can be in their personal life, it can be within their families, it can be within their home, it can be in their garden, it can be in the community garden, it can be in the country, or in the city. Each person needs to find their own little arena where they are adding more beauty, advancing harmony, advancing love. That is the concept of repairing the world which originated from that dark time in the Middle Ages when these people felt that their life, their world was destroyed. 



	I think we are standing on an edge of a cliff now in human history, where we are beginning to sense that we are destroying our own life. We are destroying our Mother, we are destroying our environment, we are destroying the sources that feed us and nurture us. So this is another wake-up call. And that’s why there are so many movements that we see now of communities, of individuals, working to heal the world. This is coming very timely indeed, out of the crisis, out of The Cry. 



	How is one’s pledge validated? Is it through specific actions? Is one’s intention a form of validation? 



	Yuval: It seems to me that validation comes from the community. If one takes on a pledge to work, let’s say, with community gardening, and encourage people to dedicate land for gardening and feeding the poor, and they work on it, and there’s a group of people coming together to assist, or the idea is inspiring other people and a group is forming, and there’s a response, there’s an embrace, there’s actually people on the ground—I think that is the greatest validation, a true response from other people. It may not arrive in the time and the place that the person may wish, they may need to go to another place, they may need to try in another time. But ultimately there has to be some echo in the world. 



	Ruth: I’d like to put another spin on that for a moment, because I was thinking: What about the self-pledge, the one where the community doesn’t hear and is not going to see any immediate results? I remember Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi speaking to a group of eight hundred people on the Day of Atonement at UCLA. He said, “Some of you are going to make a vow today and take a pledge because you had an ‘aha!’ moment, and you say, ‘My life from this point on is going to be different. I’m not going to keep repeating those harmful patterns. I’m going to turn myself around, I’m going to start a new leaf’—all the expressions we have for beginning again. And you’re going to go home, and you’re going to be sailing on this new understanding of yourself and what it is you need to do, because you’ve taken a pledge today. And tomorrow you may find yourself in the exact same position you were before, repeating the same activity that you feel is not beneficial. And you’re going to say to yourself, ‘What happened? I was there, I got it, I was so high. God showed me what it is I must do when I take this pledge. How is this possible?’ And that’s the moment when you need to understand that you haven’t yet developed the spiritual muscle to fulfill your pledge—the spiritual muscle that is acquired by taking a step forward, going back half a step or maybe even one and a half steps, taking two steps forward, and so forth, until you’ve mastered the new behavior.” 
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	So there are two things that I think probably have to happen for us when we take on The Pledge personally, where no one else may even know about it or the struggle that we have in fulfilling it. Then validation can come only when we see that we’ve been able to overcome something that we’ve been struggling with for a long time. 



	But then there’s the second kind of validation that Yuval spoke of, which I think is really important. And that’s why very often therapists will ask their clients to go to group meetings rather than one-on-one therapy sessions. Because when a therapist is working with one person within a group, he’s actually working with everyone. And when some shift or breakthrough happens with one person, it actually influences and strengthens the entire group. 



	So I think that that is probably the tightrope that we walk on in our own lives, of how to keep the pledges that we make to ourselves, about ourselves, and about our relationships, and also how to continue renewing our pledges. There’s this beautiful story in Judaism that the angels say to God, “We don’t understand—why are you giving all these wonderful things, the Earth and everything upon it, to human beings when all they do is evil all day long?” This is supposed to be the first indication of angelic jealousy. But then God answered the angels, “Because I have also given human beings the opportunity to repent and to do good again.” So I think that the validation of the pledge by the community is also that as we make mistakes collectively, we can also look at that and we can correct those mistakes and go forward. 



	And I think Yuval mentioned about how many organizations there are now. There’s a famous YouTube video where the head of Bioneers talks about the number of organizations that have been formed to do good in the world. Their names are rolling behind him as he’s talking, and he says, “We would have to be here for four days, day and night, to be able to see all the organizations that have sprouted up around the world that are interested in moving humanity forward and doing good in the world.” 



	For me, that’s actually the validation, because each organization is a pledge. Each group of people that come together in an organized form to do something, to create resolution for climatic problems, for protecting women and children, and so on, each one is in essence a pledge. I feel like we may be at the edge of the cliff on some level, but I think we’re also on the edge of a really exciting moment in the history of humanity, when the number of people who are doing this work has moved the entire human cultural landscape forward in a very significant and positive way. 



	Orland: I’m so grateful for being part of this conversation, and so many things move me. Like the word “good”—I think that goodness is not just something that’s in our own motive, it is in the nature of life itself. Life wants to fulfill something, and we strive to do good because we perfect our own internal processes, our own psychology, our own physiology as well. For when goodness is done, something truly affects the very nature of our own being. The will not only moves through the physical body, it also moves through the psychical body, the mental body, and the social body. The goodness itself comes through the human being and into the systems of our world. 



	And so every movement has changed our civilization to becoming more harmonious—all these organizations that Ruth just spoke about that are emerging in the world—because the world has in its future a climatic space where people could be fully connected with a feeling that the world is good. Just as in Genesis, life was created and it was good. It’s not good just in the substance of it, it’s in the future of it as well. There is goodness in our future that we are called to strive for, a realization of a shared reality. The free will is not to say, “I am doing good because I want something from it.” The free will is that I give my goodness to the world, and it becomes the world. It leaves me—it leaves me. Even if no one acknowledges it, it’s still good. It has to be good in order to be a sustainable force in reality itself. So the human being is a vessel for a kind of freedom, a freedom where I do not want something back because of what I do. I give it to this future. I surrender it to this future. 



	What happens is that in reflection I become aware of something that is hidden from me, even until the time I die, that I don’t know fully what I’ve done with my life. And it is in the last stage that my pledge is revealed to me. Those who have spoken about what happens in this process of dying say that we have a complete review of our life. At that point I want to be able to say my life is good, because that’s where it ultimately makes sense. I am my own witness at a point, when everything must change and I must leave the realm of existence, and I must leave in this realm everything that I came here to do. And I should be able to say, “That was good.” It’s not a judgment, but a complete revelation of one’s own inner motive or one’s own inner life that sometimes remains hidden to ourselves. And it’s only when it fully matters that I seek that place in myself. So I must always remind myself that I must do good because it truly matters, not just for my life but for my death as well. 



	Ruth: One last quick thought: Orland took us back to Genesis, and genesis is the beginning. We’re coming to the end of the conversation, but I just want to remind us that the Bible says that God made the world, and every day he created something else, the heavens, the Earth, the oceans, the creatures in the sea, and on the land. And when he finished each day he saw his handiwork and said, “It was good.” On the sixth day, God made human beings, and the text says, “And God saw that it was very good.” 





 

	Contemplative Exercise 



	Committing to Action 



	Needed: Courage and resolve. 



	Activity: Assess the pledges you have committed to throughout your life. What pledges have you made in the past that you are still devoted to now? Which have fallen away? Take stock of each pledge, both the successful ones and those less enduring. What moved you to make each commitment? Why did you choose to stay the course, or not? 



	Now, are you ready to make a new, or renewed, Pledge to take meaningful action on behalf of all? If so, take time to craft the wording of your Pledge, and then voice it aloud. This Pledge is your sacred vow. Choose an action to concretize the oath you have made. Here are some suggestions: 



		While holding your Pledge in your heart, light a candle. Focusing on the flame, say your Pledge out loud.

		Visit a sacred site or a beautiful place in nature and state your Pledge, either in your heart or out loud.

		Join hands with a dear friend or friends and share your commitment with them. Ask them to repeat it back to you, and observe how this feels.




	Having declared your Pledge, choose an object, word or image to serve as the representation of your Pledge. Keep it somewhere visible or easily accessible to help remind you of your Pledge. 



	Schedule time each month to review your progress. Is your Pledge being fulfilled? Is it more or less challenging than you thought? Are new perspectives arising? Keep a journal of your experience. 



	Please share your Pledge with Seven Pillars through our website. 



	
		Resources 
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	Theme Song 



	Lay Down Your Vow 
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		What will you give, at the end of the road? 
	

	
		Wayfarer, how shall your story be told? 
	

	
		For all of us journey, and write our own chapter 
	

	
		From mystery we come and to mystery after 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Like a window thrown wide, with a wind rushing in 
	

	
		Just as everything ends so do all things begin 
	

	
		And all that there is, all things under the sun 
	

	
		are the universe living and breathing as one 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Lay down your vow 
	

	
		Lay down your pledge to the now 
	

	
		Your heart knows the truth 
	

	
		Dreams into motion - and the world rises anew 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Tales handed down as a book’s weathered pages 
	

	
		Our heritage sacred and burnished by ages 
	

	
		Trails blazed like comets in dark starry skies 
	

	
		By pioneers ancient and knowing and wise 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Breathe in... breathe out 
	

	
		Breathe in... breathe out 
	

	
		Letting go, letting go, released at last 
	

	
		Into the silence, the stillness, the vast 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Lay down your vow 
	

	
		Lay down your pledge to the now 
	

	
		Your heart knows the truth 
	

	
		Dreams into motion - and the world rises anew 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Pain, isolation, distress and sorrow 
	

	
		Feeling the web of life deep in our marrow 
	

	
		Witness it knowing it is not your own 
	

	
		The world’s pain belongs to Divine Life alone 
	

	
		  
	

	
		With hope and with vision, with dreams of new birth 
	

	
		The quickening power - reclaiming the earth 
	

	
		The universe waits - a new canvas clean 
	

	
		Together, together - what might we dream? 
	

	
		  
	

	
		Lay down your vow 
	

	
		Lay down your pledge to the now 
	

	
		Your heart knows the truth 
	

	
		Dreams into motion - and the world rises anew 
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	Invitation 



	Here we are, standing at a far-flung shore, wind in our face, gazing out over the ever-receding, ever-expanding horizon of new possibility. 



	Sophia has blessed us with her grace and inspired us with her wisdom. We have looked anew at who we are, and have met who we are becoming. We are fortified, alive, ready. Further discovery awaits us at every turn. 



	With gratitude, jubilation, and humility, let us once again summon Sophia’s magnanimity for the journey ahead. And let us again offer our commitment to meaningful action, and the formation of a lively community of seekers. 



	Each participant in The Seven Pillars contributes to awakening wisdom in our culture to meet the challenges and possibilities of a world in profound transition. Each response is part of a shared conversation of discovery. Together, we can create new visions to guide us into the future. May love, wonder, and courage illuminate our way. 



	We invite you to continue your engagement with Seven Pillars, online and in person. Please explore the resources on our website. 



	[image: ] We invite you to “like” us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/groups/sevenpillars   [image: ] We invite you to “like” us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/groups/sevenpillars  



	[image: ] and follow us on Twitter at twitter.com/SevenPillars   [image: ] and follow us on Twitter at twitter.com/SevenPillars  to participate in community discussions and find out about other learning and sharing opportunities. 



	We look forward to seeing you! 







	Acknowledgements 



	How does a modern day “house of wisdom” go about crafting the text of an “illuminated e-manuscript” that is meant to move readers toward some deeper level of knowing? Where does the inspiration for such a journey come from, and how can it be woven into something authentic and meaningful? How long does this process take? How do you know when the text is “done,” and ready for primetime? 



	These were but some of the questions and challenges facing our editorial team when we embarked nearly two years ago creating The Seven Pillars: Journey Toward Wisdom eBook. Meeting two, three and sometimes four times a month via conference call (members were dispersed throughout the United States and in England), the team first focused on the eBook’s Introduction and “core Pillar text,” which poetically introduces each of the chapters. Drawing on earlier writings, white papers produced by small groups focusing on each Pillar, and other material, the team produced numerous drafts, seeking insight, clarity and elegance of expression. It was not uncommon for an inquiry over word choice to inspire lengthy discussion, revealing new vistas for us to explore. This constant opening up of possibilities like a continent rising from the depths of the sea demanded our attention, and at times a re-orientation of the text’s direction. Still, while our voyage took unexpected turns, our overall vision remained true, largely due to the Pillars themselves. Depending on need, they can provide a horizon line, a navigator’s compass, or a bell that beckons with a certain, centering quality of tone. 



	Once the core Pillar text was nearing completion, our next challenge was to decide how to fill out the written story of our journey toward wisdom. After consideration, we chose to move away from the anthological convention of asking an assortment of individuals to write essays on each of the Pillars. Just as the core text was birthed from a collective process, something more interactive was called for—something that more effectively modeled Seven Pillars’ three Pathways of Heart-Centered Conversation, Creative Imagination and Sensing Presence. Consequently, we identified groups of three participants who had each spent years exploring the themes related to a particular Pillar, and asked if they would enter into conversation with each other. Given the dispersed location of participants, the groups often convened by phone, and the calls were recorded and transcribed. I facilitated each of the sessions, introducing questions that our Editorial Team had crafted and supplementing them with my own questions that arose as each conversation unfolded. 



	The resulting seven conversations in the eBook are quite extraordinary. A bit looser in structure than a panel discussion, and loaded with flashes of insight and eloquence, each conversation radiates an authentic quality of seeking—a small group of experienced explorers sharing their findings and propelling each other into new terrain. 



	One of the beauties of the “multi-touch” eBook platform is that you can merge very different media in a variety of ways to create a wholly new “reading” experience. A video or graphical animation impacts different brain centers than reading poetic text or a transcribed conversation. Listening to a piece of original music inspires something qualitatively different in the mind and imagination than looking at an extraordinary painting or photograph. Putting them together on the same page can create a wonderful new alchemy. Another virtue of the eBook format is that the content can be expanded over time. As an “app”it is easily “upgraded,” so its intelligence is “living!” 



	Yet another advantage of the “multi-touch iBook” (Apple’s term) is the opportunity it offers to go “outside” the book—to our website, for example, where readers can share their thoughts with a broader community of journeyers. We hope this will help facilitate the creation of Pillar discussion groups, virtual and in person. 



	The Seven Pillars: Journey Toward Wisdom eBook is a unique and exhilarating composite—a new species of narrative. Like much of our organization’s work, it is inspired by contemplative journeys and “houses” of old, yet very much rooted in contemporary concerns, emerging challenges, and new ways of knowing and communicating. We hope that you have found much inspiration on your journey toward wisdom through these pages! 



	Laurie Lane-Zucker 



	Project Director 



	November, 2014 
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	Dozens of individuals were involved in creating this eBook. Many of them are recognized in Credits and Biographies. Some, however, are not, and still others played roles that went well beyond their listed titles. Our deepest thanks are therefore extended to: 



	The extraordinarily wise and committed members of our Writing and Editorial Committee: Christopher Bamford, Robin Becker, Pir Zia Inayat-Khan, Lee Irwin, Shams Kairys, Deepa Patel and Deborah Rabia Povich, who worked closely with us and contributed significantly to nearly every aspect of this book. 



	To Shams Kairys, who, in addition to his role on the Editorial Committee, was also our Senior Editor, and triumphed in the uncommonly difficult task of being both a lead writer and the principal editor. His ability to synthesize material from multiple sources was at times breathtaking. 



	To the exceptionally talented musical team of Bisan Toron and Kane Mathis, and to our brilliant, long-time collaborator, Yuval Ron, for creating a bracing musical score for our eBook. 



	To the inspired Darakshan Farber, whose early avant garde “transformances” of The Seven Pillars in Ojai and Los Angeles helped us explore the dramatic and emotional landscape of the Pillars, and who was a ready source of creative advice throughout the eBook’s production. 



	To Julianne Reynolds, our inspired videographer, whose skill, commitment and extraordinary patience were limitless. 



	To the ever-responsive and astute creative team of Peter Stiglin and David Wiechnicki, who fashioned the introductory animation. 



	To Cathy Cone and Said Osio for their artistic vision, generosity of spirit and profound commitment to Seven Pillars House of Wisdom. 



	To Barbara Sargent, Alan Zulch, Sohrob Nabatian and their colleagues at the Kalliopeia Foundation; Mary Ann and Gerard O’Halloran at the O’Halloran Foundation; and the Farber Foundation for their steadfast support of this project and the organization as a whole. 



	To Cecil Collins, who may have passed from this Earth before our project commenced, but whose art and lifelong commitment to wisdom are a profound gift to us all. 



	To David Thompson and Louise Burley at Tate Images, caretakers of Collins’ work, for being so supportive and responsive. 



	To Jeremy Foster, the eBook’s masterful designer, who demonstrated superhuman patience with our endless tinkering and tweaking. 



	To Loma Huh, the excellent transcriber of the recorded Pillar conversations. 



	To all those who generously supported the project through our Indiegogo crowdfunding campaign. 



	To the chair of our Board of Trustees and profound inspiration, Deborah Rabia Povich, and fellow trustees Devon Shahana Beckett, Darakshan Farber and Thea Halima Levkowitz, for their years of steadfast service to the Seven Pillars organization. 



	And last, and first, to Pir Zia Inayat-Khan, Seven Pillars’ founder, whose vision of The Seven Pillars and whose compassionate brilliance have been an inspiration and touchstone to all involved in this project. 



	Laurie Lane-Zucker 



	Project Director 



	  



	Corin Lee Girard 



	Project Manager 
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	Sousan Abadian, Ph.D., has several advanced degrees from Harvard University and is a speaker with the Washington Speakers Bureau. She is a modern-day alchemist who teaches how to transmute trauma, loss and betrayal into the courage to advance in the direction of one’s deepest aspirations. Her mission is to live and demonstrate that we are all powerful and conscious creators of our lives—that we can choose lives that are vision-driven rather than circumstance-driven. Sousan speaks and facilitates workshops in the Americas, Europe, Asia and the Middle East. Her areas of expertise include international development, cultural and individual healing, leadership development and conflict transformation. Sousan is of Iranian heritage and Zoroastrian descent, and has both inner and outer relationships with Judaism, Christianity and Sufism. 
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	Christopher Bamford is Editor-in-Chief for SteinerBooks and its imprints. A Fellow of the Lindisfarne Association, he has lectured, taught and written widely on Western spiritual and esoteric traditions, as well as on art and literature. He is the author of The Voice of the Eagle: The Heart of Celtic Christianity and An Endless Trace: The Passionate Pursuit of Wisdom in the West. He has also translated and introduced many works of Rudolf Steiner and other authors, such as Oscar Milosz (The Noble Traveler), and has edited numerous books, including Celtic Christianity, Homage to Pythagoras, Green Hermeticism and The Rosicrucian Enlighten-ment. Two of his essays have been included in Harper SanFrancisco’s anthology Best Spiritual Writing 2000 by Philip Zaleski. 
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	Mary Catherine Bateson is a writer and cultural anthropologist. She has taught at Harvard, Amherst College, Spelman College and George Mason University in the United States, and also in Iran and the Philippines. Her books include With a Daughter’s Eye: A Memoir of Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson and best-selling Composing a Life. Her most recent book, Composing a Further Life: The Age of Active Wisdom, appeared in September 2010, winning the Books for a Better Life prize in psychology. She originated the Granny Voter concept in 2004 and has recently begun collaborating with Generations United to extend the concept of generations working together for the future. She travels and lectures frequently on aspects of social change, the Abrahamic faiths and environmental responsibility, and is a visiting scholar at Boston College. 



	 



	[image: ] 



	Robin Becker is a teacher, dancer and choreographer, who has integrated movement, artistic expression, spirituality and healing throughout her professional career. Her work is deeply influenced by 35 years of study within the Sufi Order International, and by Continuum, a visionary field of movement education of which she is an Authorized Teacher. Robin has been the Artistic Director of her own company for 25 years, and has performed with the Martha Graham Ensemble, the Eleo Pomare Dance Company, the Pearl Lang Company, and as a guest artist with the Denishawn Repertory Dancers. In the United States she has served on the faculties of Omega Institute, Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health, American Ballet Theatre, the High School of the Performing Arts in New York City and Hofstra University. Robin continues to lead movement workshops both nationally and internationally, and is committed to working with people as they seek a deeper connection to life through the body. 
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	Rabbi Olivier BenHaim has been a student of Torah and of the Jewish way for most of his life. He lived in Israel for close to ten years, where he studied in Jerusalem with many teachers of the Jewish spiritual path, both in Yeshivas and scholarly circles. Rabbi Olivier is a teacher of non-dual Judaism, anchored in Jewish tradition. He approaches Torah as a paradigm for spiritual awakening, and fosters a Jewish spiritual practice that includes guided and silent meditations, mystical chant, ecstatic music, song and dance. He promotes a Jewish spirituality supportive of an integration of mind, body and spirit, awakening for each individual practitioner, expressed in community and manifesting in our world. 
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	Orland Bishop combines a deep dedication to healing, human rights advocacy and cultural renewal with an extensive study of medicine, naturopathy, psychology and indigenous cosmologies. He is the founder and director of ShadeTree Multicultural Foundation in Los Angeles, where he pioneered approaches to urban truces and mentorship of at-risk youth involved in gang and drug cultures, that combine new ideas with traditional ways of knowing. ShadeTree serves as an intentional community of mentors, elders, teachers, artists, healers and advocates for the healthy development of children and youth. Orland was a research fellow with the Center for the Study of Violence and Social Change, and has consulted with many human development organizations. He also initiated the World Community Prophecy and Planning Institute, dedicated to building community and facilitating collaborative partnerships between government, business and civil society. 
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	Ruth Broyde-Sharone is an inspirational speaker who is passionate about integrating the arts with grassroots peace-building. She is also a filmmaker and correspondent for the on-line journal, The Interfaith Observer. A member of the Martin Luther King Advisory Board of Morehouse College, she is a frequent speaker on college campuses, and in churches, synagogues and mosques. She was invited to present her unique interfaith program and award-winning film, God and Allah Need To Talk, at the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Spain, at the Universal Multicultural Dialogue in Mexico and at the Institute for Cultural Diplomacy in Rome. Broyde Sharone has spoken twice at UN roundtables in Geneva and has organized many interreligious trips to Egypt, Israel and Turkey. Her interfaith memoir, Minefields and Miracles: Why God and Allah Need to Talk, was endorsed by more than 30 religious leaders, including H.H. the Dalai Lama. Ruth is currently composing an interfaith musical entitled, What If?. 
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	Adam Bucko is an activist and spiritual director, as well as the co-author of the new award-winning book, Occupy Spirituality: A Radical Vision for a New Generation. He grew up in Poland during the totalitarian regime, where he explored the anarchist youth movement as a force for social and political change. Adam emigrated to the United States at 17, and traveled to monasteries there and then in India, where a brief encounter with a homeless child led him to the “Ashram of the Poor” and the beginning of his work with homeless youth. Upon returning to the United States, Adam worked with homeless youth in cities around the country. He co-founded The Reciprocity Foundation, a nonprofit dedicated to transforming the lives of New York City’s homeless youth. Additionally, Adam established HAB, an ecumenical contemplative fellowship for young people that offers formation in radical spirituality and sacred activism. Adam’s work has been featured in many magazines and news outlets. Apela Colorado, of Oneida-Gaul ancestry, has dedicated her life’s work to bridging Western thought and indigenous worldviews. As a Ford Fellow, Apela studied for her doctorate at both Harvard and Brandeis Universities, and received her Ph.D. from Brandeis in Social Policy. She founded the Worldwide Indigenous Science Network (WISN) in 1989 to foster the revitalization, growth and worldwide exchange of traditional knowledge and to safeguard the lives and work of the world’s endangered traditional culture practitioners. In addition to WISN’s many projects, Apela directs the Indigenous Mind Program, which leads students into ways of exploring their ancestral and earth-based, holistic consciousness within a Western academic framework. She is the author of Woman between the Worlds: Seeing Through the Eyes of Indigenous People (2015). 
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	Paul Devereux is a research affiliate of the Royal College of Art in London, and a specialist in the anthropology of consciousness, archaeoacoustics and psi phenomena. He is a co-founder and managing editor of the peer-review publication, Time and Mind – The Journal of Archaeology, Consciousness and Culture. He has field researched ancient places ranging from European Stone Age sites to Mayan temples, and has explored vision quest locations in the United States, and beyond. In addition to articles, peer-reviewed papers and magazine columns, he has authored or co-authored 27 books, including Re-Visioning the Earth, The Sacred Place, Stone Age Soundtracks and Sacred Geography. 
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	Darakshan Farber serves as a “connecter” immersed in the arts, community organizing, world travel and emerging spirituality. He is currently Seven Pillars’ Secretary on the Board of Trustees, and recently produced the Seven Pillars Journey of Wisdom, an immersive “transformance” experience based on The Seven Pillars process. A graduate of UCLA, Suluk Academy and the Nine Gates Mystery School, he owns and operates the Glen Muse estate in Ojai California, a sanctuary for creativity. He was a software architect for thirty years, and co-founded Sandpiper Networks, where he developed Internet technologies that became the first components of what we now call “the cloud.” 
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	Jeremy Foster is a graphic and web designer specializing in publication and editorial design and production, based in Warwickshire, UK. Trained as a fine artist, he worked at a number of in-house design studios before the offer of freelance work from several academic publishers in Oxford led him to embark on a freelance career. More recently he worked on retail and automotive accounts for leading design agencies in the Midlands and southeast England. His clients include architects and international conferences, as well as non-profit organizations including Caduceus Journal, the Sufi Healing Order, the Sufi Order, Zenith Institute, Sacred Music Radio and Sulūk Academy. 
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	Corin Lee Girard is Senior Program Manager for Seven Pillars, and Project Manager for The Seven Pillars eBook. Coming from a background in communications and event coordination, she serendipitously found her way to Seven Pillars in 2010 after returning from a four-month exploratory trip to South America. In addition to her work with Seven Pillars, Corin is passionate about community development, culture, and the exploration of gender and sexuality, and is a long-time student and teacher of the Argentine Tango. She teaches Tango in western Massachusetts and travels regularly, dancing and studying in communities throughout North America and beyond. Corin currently splits her time between eastern Massachusetts and Berkshire County. 
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	Ayana Haviv is a Grammy Award winning vocalist, who performs both on stage and in the studio. Classically trained, Ayana is proficient in any style of pop, folk, musical theater, ambient/ethereal and “ethnic”-flavored film music. Originally from Israel, she grew up singing Jewish music of all kinds, from klezmer to Middle Eastern. She is both a member and a soloist in the Los Angeles Opera Chorus and Los Angeles Master Chorale. Ayana’s voice can be heard in dozens of film and TV soundtracks including Avatar, Ice Age 4: Continental Drift, Star Trek: Into Darkness, The Lorax, Alpha Dog and many more. 
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	Pir Zia Inayat-Khan Ph.D., is the founder of Seven Pillars House of Wisdom, an interdisciplinary non-profit dedicated to cultivating living wisdom to help humanity respond to the needs of our time. Additionally, he is a scholar and teacher in the Sufi lineage of his grandfather, Hazrat Inayat Khan. As the leader of the Sufi Order International, Pir Zia guides Sufi communities in North and South America, Europe, the Middle East, Asia and the South Pacific. In 2002, Pir Zia founded Sulūk Academy, a school of contemplative study with branches in the United States and Europe. His most recent books include Saracen Chivalry: Counsels on Valor, Generosity and the Mystical Quest and Caravan of Souls: An Introduction to the Sufi Path of Hazrat Inayat Khan. 
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	Lee Irwin is a Professor in the Religious Studies Department at the College of Charleston where he teaches world religions with an emphasis on Native American traditions, western esotericism, hermeticism, contemporary spirituality, mystical cosmology and transpersonal religious experience as related to dreams and visions. He is the Vice President of the Association for the Study of Esotericism (ASE), a board member of the Sophia Institute and a Guiding Voice for Seven Pillars House of Wisdom. He has been a workshop leader and group facilitator for over 25 years, particularly in the areas of visionary cosmology and the development of the sacred human. He is the author of many books and articles, including: The Dream Seekers, Visionary Worlds, Awakening to Spirit: On Life, Illumination, and Being, The Alchemy of Soul, and Coming Down From Above: Prophecy, Resistance, and Renewal in Native American Religions. 
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	Shams Kairys is Seven Pillars’ general editor, and an independent writing and editing consultant. He has served as director, board member and facilitator for many innovative organizations and projects in the educational and social change fields, including YES!, Berkeley Area Interfaith Council, Meeting of the Ways, Creating Our Future, Seva Foundation, Reaching Out Project, EarthSave International, and Youth for Environmental Sanity. He is currently focused on deepening awareness of the profound existential and spiritual challenges of the global environmental crisis, and writes, collaborates and leads retreats on this theme. 
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	Laurie Lane-Zucker serves as Seven Pillars’ Executive Director. He is a seasoned nonprofit executive, “impact” entrepreneur, writer, editor, lecturer and spokesperson on environmental, educational and entrepreneurial issues. His background includes serving as Executive Director of The Orion Society, which publishes Orion Magazine. While there, he edited and published magazines and books, founded a grassroots network, organized over 70 conferences, colloquia and institutes and was a leader in the development of Place-based Education. Laurie also founded a nonprofit incubator to nurture local, national and global citizenship, a “global impact” digital media company delivering content on the burning issues of the day and the Impact Entrepreneur Group on LinkedIn, which currently has 5000 members in over 100 countries. He has published and edited books by Wendell Berry and Terry Tempest Williams, as well as the multiple award-winning national bestseller, God Laughs & Plays by David James Duncan. Laurie is Project Director for The Seven Pillars eBook. 
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	Jeremy Lehrer is a freelance writer and editor working in the arenas of magazines, books, and the web. For four years, he wrote Print magazine’s “Best Practices” column, focused on helping graphic designers understand sustainability. He has edited books including the illustrated essay collection Look Both Ways and Vatsu: Breathing Life Into Space, about the Indian science of spatial arrangement. He has written about spirituality, yoga, wellness and meditation for print and online venues and is a firm believer in the interconnection between sustainability and spirituality. Most recently, Jeremy has been writing fictional narratives while working as the managing editor at Surface, the American magazine of global contemporary design. 
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	Kane Mathis began his musical career at age sixteen, playing at blues and jazz clubs with legends such as Barrelhouse Chuck and Harmonica Todd, before attending The Lawrence Conservatory to study Jazz and classical guitar. He holds a diploma from The Tiramang Traditional music school in the Gambia and has performed for the President of the Gambia, the American Ambassador to the Gambia and has appeared on Gambian National Radio and Television. He is a Chamber Music America grant recipient and an Earshot Jazz Album of the Year winner. Kane is also one of the leading interpreters of Ottoman classical music, having studied with Mutlu Torun of Istanbul’s I.T.U. conservatory before beginning a five-year apprenticeship with oud virtuoso Münir Nurettin Beken. As a composer, Kane is regularly commissioned to create original works for dance, theater, media, and instrumental ensembles. Kane’s new works merge his classical experience with African and Middle Eastern music with new forms, electronic media and synthesis. 
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	Dena Merriam is the founder and convener of the Global Peace Initiative of Women and a founding member of the Contemplative Alliance. Dena has worked to engage women in peace-building activities in conflict and post-conflict regions around the world. She has also organized major international, interfaith events and has worked to build a global network of contemplative leaders and practitioners who share the experience of unity at the heart of all the religious traditions. Dena holds a master’s degree from Columbia University and has served on the advisory boards of the Harvard University Center for the Study of World Religions, the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy, The Interfaith Center of New York, the Manitou Foundation, the All India Movement for Seva and the Gross National Happiness Center in Bhutan. Additionally, she is an advisor to the board of Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhist Association. Dena is the 2014 recipient of the Niwano Peace Prize, given annually by the Niwano Peace Foundation to spiritual or interfaith leaders serving the cause of international peace. 
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	Deepa Patel is an independent consultant, whose main areas of interest are: the arts (especially music), campaigning, working with young people, the process of interdisciplinary collaborations and the art of conversation. Her past roles have included being a music education Producer for BBC radio, a campaigner on HIV/AIDS for Action Aid and the Co-Managing Director of Creative Partnerships, a national UK government initiative focused on nurturing creativity in schools. She currently facilitates programs for organizations around the world, on issues of sustainability, slowing down, contemplation and wisdom. She is the Director of the Zenith Institute (a meditation camp in Switzerland) and an Associate for People United, a creative laboratory and arts charity which explores how the arts can inspire kindness, community and social change. Deepa has been following the Sufi path for 20 years and is a representative of the Sufi Order International. Deepa is a former member of the Seven Pillars Board of Trustees and lives in England. 
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	Weston Pew is the founder of The Sacred Door Trail, a 175-mile interfaith pilgrimage trail located in southwestern Montana dedicated to spiritual unity and our connection to Earth and community. Currently, Weston facilitates regenerative leadership programs and rites of passage workshops through his outdoor organization, Inner Wild. He is currently in the process of completing a master’s degree through Prescott College in experiential education with a focus on regenerative community development. 
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	Deborah Rabia Povich, Seven Pillars’ Vice President and Board Chair, has nurtured the vision of this contemporary house of wisdom since the organization’s founding. She currently lives with her husband in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia and runs Harmony Center of the Blue Ridge, where she uses her experience as a long-time student of universal Sufism to guide individual and group retreats that strengthen inner awareness toward outer action. Professionally, Rabia is an advocate for social justice, equal opportunity and poverty reduction with expertise in public policy and nonprofit development. Currently she co-manages a national initiative designed to strengthen state policies that support the economic advancement of low-income families. Rabia holds a master’s degree in Public Policy from the University of Maryland and served on the Sufi Order International Board of Trustees for five years. 
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	Julianne Reynolds is a filmmaker, social activist and workshop leader. She sees film as a powerful tool for global transformation and mentors young women through global outreach programs about leadership and personal development. After receiving a degree in Social Economics and Photography, she worked as an Advertising Manager before moving to Los Angeles and starting a media company, Romanski Films. Romanski Films works globally, creating documentary films and web-based TV spots for non-profits, women’s organizations, artists and eco-based businesses. Julianne’s film work appeared in No Subtitles Necessary, a 2010 Emmy Nomination, as well as Healing Cancer, Transcendence and Titans of Yoga. Her photographic works have appeared in Yoga Journal, Whole Life Times, Flavorpill, and Common Ground Magazine, Tathaastu Magazine, Yoga International, Yoga Journal Australia, and South China Morning Post. Currently, Julianne is in post-production for her second documentary film, called “Seeking the Mother,” shot in the villages of southern India. 
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	Yuval Ron is a musician, composer, educator, peace activist and record producer. He is the creative force behind the multi-faith Yuval Ron Ensemble, which regularly conducts “Peace Tours” throughout the Middle East and around the world. Yuval has collaborated with and performed for the Dalai Lama, Sufi teacher Pir Zia Inayat-Khan, master musician Omar Faruk Tekbilek, Zen Buddhist priest and visual artist Hirokazu Kosaka, choreographers Daniel Ezralow and Oguri and leading neuroscientists Mark Robert Waldman and Dr. Andrew Newberg. He was the recipient of the Los Angeles Treasures Award and has been awarded grants from the National Endowment for the Arts, American Composers Forum, California Council for the Humanities and the Rockefeller Foundation. Yuval has been on the faculty of Esalen Institute since 2009, is a noted lecturer who has spoken at many universities and is an affiliated artist with the Center for Jewish Culture and Creativity. 
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	Mark Ryan is a songwriter, composer and music editor with 25 years of credits in television and film. His music and lyrics have appeared in hundreds of episodes and productions, from the Power Rangers TV series to animated and feature films like Universal’s “Liar Liar” and Marvel’s “Iron Man.” Along the way he has garnered two Golden Reel Awards and a Monitor Award for excellence in editing. Mark has a BA in percussion and music theory and is also a certified Pro Tools instructor. He has been a member of the Editors Guild since 1994 and plays drums and guitar in several Los Angeles ensembles. 
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	David Spangler is an internationally known spiritual teacher and writer, and was instrumental in helping establish the Findhorn Foundation community in northern Scotland in the early 1970s. Since then, David has traveled widely within the United States and Canada giving classes, workshops and lectures. His themes, expressed in over 30 books, have included the emergence of a holistic culture, the nature of personal sacredness, our participation in a coevolving, co-creative universe, partnering and working with spiritual realms, our responsibility to the Earth and to each other, the spiritual nature and importance of our individuality and our calling to be of service at this crucial time of world history. Many of these themes come together in his primary work, which is the development of a spiritual worldview and practice called Incarnational Spirituality. 
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	Bisan Toron is an experimental world music vocalist and voice teacher. Born in Syria and raised in Paris and New York, Bisan studied classical voice performance at NYU and holds a masters degree in Ethnomusicology from the University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies. She did further studies in voice and improvisation with the Roy Hart-based company, Pantheatre in France. Her music is informed by a multitude of cultures and vocal traditions, which she threads with vocal articulations that arise from the moment. Her debut CD, Backstage Reveries, Voice Sketches by Bisan Toron, was released in 2008 and her second album, Toward the Roar, is due for release in Fall 2014. Bisan was voice professor at ESADIB, National College of Dramatic Arts in Mallorca, Spain from 2008-2010 and has since been performing and teaching voice independently across Europe and the United States. She currently resides in New York. 
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	Wendy Jehanara Tremayne is interested in creating a decommodified life. She was the creative director of a marketing firm in New York City before moving to Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, where she built an off-the-grid homestead with her partner, Mikey Sklar. She is founder of the non-profit textile repurposing event Swap-O-Rama-Rama, which is celebrated in over 100 cities around the world. Additionally, she is a conceptual artist, event producer, yogi, gardener and writer. She has written for Craft, Make and Sufi magazines and, with Mikey Sklar, keeps the blog Holy Scrap. Wendy Jehanara is a graduate of Suluk Academy, a retreat guide and the founder of a SOI center in Truth or Consequences, NM. In June 2013 her first book, a memoir and set of tutorials titled The Good Life Lab: Radical Experiments in Hands-On Living, was released on Storey Publishing. Publisher’s Weekly named it best summer read for 2013. Wendy is the recipient of the 2014 Nautilus Silver Book Award for green living and sustainability. 







	Music Notes 



	
		Theme Song 
	

	
		Produced & Music by Yuval Ron 
	

	
		Lyrics by Mark Ryan 
	

	
		Vocals by Ayana Haviv 
	




	
		Lay Down Your Vow 
	




	The string orchestra is made up of violin, viola and cellos multi-tracked many times to create the orchestra sound. The choir consists of both female and male singers, singing the soprano, alto, tenor and baritone parts, which are also layered for depth. There are eight tracks of world percussion, each played live: African, Persian, Indian, Middle East and Latin American drums. Few electronic effects are used. The nuanced orchestration and production create a different sound and feel for each verse and Pillar. The theme song is designed to feel like a journey. 



	
		Pillar Four Contemplative Exercise 
	

	
		Music & Production by Kane Mathis 
	

	
		Narration by Deepa Patel 
	




	
		The Great Mystery Meditation 
	




	The music for this guided mediation utilizes an improvised performance of experiential synthesis. Instead of using voltage-controlled oscillators like many vintage synthesizers do, the synthesizer used in this program employs an excitation algorithm giving the notes a harmonically rich and organic quality. The sounds are intended to evoke a vibrant but solemn reflection on the complexity of existence. The notes bloom and morph and when they encounter one another blend into one in a way that seems to defy their separateness. The slow but dynamic movement of the planets in our solar system were used as a kinesthetic inspiration for the sound palate and density. Thematic and tonal material from Pillar Four can be heard in deconstructed form throughout. 



	
		Eight Interpretive Pieces 
	

	
		Music & Production by Kane Mathis 
	

	
		Vocals by Bisan Toron 
	




	Sophia’s Song 



	A chorale style composition reflecting the ambience of sophia, which means “knowledge” in Greek, the strings and slow tempo evoke sophistication and patience. The piece is intentionally spacious to show the expansiveness of knowledge and its ability to sustain a big picture. 



	The Journey of Life 



	60 beats per minute is the tempo—also the tempo of a human heart at resting state. Three backing instruments serve as metaphors for physical, psychological, and spiritual aspects. The clock-like first keyboard entrance is a metaphor for time. The voice is a metaphor for different voices as one shared experience. 



	The Living Universe 



	Granular synthesis is used to show an expansive element that is derived from a very small element as the sounds are created using a method that scans a very short segment of audio to create new sounds out of it. One of the sounds is Bisan’s voice and the other is a drum hit. This all acts as a metaphor for time as a flexible entity. A drum hit is very small but inside the sound is a world of complexity. We avoided drone-like textures and went for more dynamic textures that might sound more like the actual complexity of the universe. Things like solar flares and dust storms and all the miniature explosions that go on in the physical universe arise very suddenly. Sounds were chosen to capture this aspect as opposed to a calm monophonic expanse. 



	Our Sacred Heritage 



	Two elements, the kora and voice, portray the human encounter with the divine. Unmetered beginning section as invocation. Calabash and cello to show the grounded, earthly, and human aspect. 



	The Great Mystery 



	We used select elements from Pillar Two as we thought there was some kind of confluence between these two Pillars. This piece modulates from C minor to D minor to show progression and to hold interest. It is also the first piece to introduce bass frequencies, which add a feeling of singularity due to their sustaining and unifying properties. Voice was added to bring in the notion that this Pillar has perhaps direct human connotations as it references going from breath to oneness. In this aspect we hear voice searching for some kind of unification through breath. 



	The Cry 



	We tried to avoid sounds of crying and used the mechanization of human interaction as one of many things that creates separation on multiple levels. This is represented by breath rhythms countered by the mechanistic tone and rhythm of metallic sounds, which are field recordings of gears and chains. The rhythm is in 5/4, representing the extremities of the human body—the five-pointed star. This is also the first piece to introduce rhythm, giving the whole suite of Pillars when played in sequence a feeling of progression. 



	What May Be 



	Rhythm used here breaks the oppressive mechanistic aspect of The Cry, and is designed to evoke a directed response. The key and timbre show a joyful and hopeful curiosity of What May Be. The kora and calabash return here so that there can be some sonic through-line and some familiar characters between pieces. 



	The Pledge 



	Ankle bells used to evoke the sense of the feet, or “moving forward,” while slowish beat indicates solemnity since the pledge has come from experiences that are both joyful and painful. Mineral bowl sounds are used to evoke groundedness since the materials come from the earth. 







	Artwork 



	About the Artist — Cecil Collins 1908–1989 



	Cecil Collins was born in Plymouth, England on March 23, 1908. His early life was physically and economically difficult, and he worked as a mechanic before winning scholarships to Plymouth School of Art (1924–27) and the Royal College of Art in London (1927–31). At College, he won the William Rothenstein Life Drawing Prize, and he met and married sculpture student Elisabeth Ramsden in 1931. 



	Collins held his first exhibition at the Bloomsbury Gallery in October 1935, where he showed some of his most important early paintings, including The Fall of Lucifer, which indicated the mystical direction of his work. In 1937, Collins held an exhibition in the Barn Studio attached to the Dartington Hall Art Department, where he later taught. His work there, alongside other notable artists, proved important, as it was there that Collins began his series of Fools. 



	 



	[image: ] 



	His exhibition at Lefevre’s in 1944 was noteworthy in part because a number of paintings were blown off the walls during an air raid. Luckily, no paintings sustained major damage. Two more exhibitions in London followed in 1945. This period saw the publication of the first monograph on the artist by Alex Comfort, titled Cecil Collins: Paintings and Drawings 1935–45 (1946) and Collins’ own major text, The Vision of the Fool (1947). 



	In 1959 Collins had a major retrospective at the Whitechapel Gallery, which included some “matrical” paintings that developed mystical images from gestural beginnings. Over the next 15 years, Collins received a number of religious commissions that included an altar front for the Chapel of St. Clement in Chichester Cathedral and windows for St. Michael and All Saints in Basingstoke. A retrospective of his prints at the Tate Gallery in 1981 was followed by one of paintings and drawings in 1989. Collins died on June 4, 1989, during the course of this exhibition. 



	Adapted from Tate.org and other sources. 





 

	Illustration Credits 



	All Images by Cecil Collins (1908–1989) 



	Photo Credit for All Images: ©Tate, London 2014 
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			Temple of the Sun 
		

		
			Lithograph on paper 
		

		
			1960 
		

		
			in Title Page 
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			The Voice of the Fool 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Introduction 
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			Head 
		

		
			Lithograph on paper 
		

		
			1974 
		

		
			in Invocation 
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			A detail from The Artist and His Wife 
		

		
			Oil paint on canvas 
		

		
			1939 
		

		
			in Pillar One 
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			The Pilgrim 
		

		
			Relief print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar One 
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			The Quest 
		

		
			Oil paint on board 
		

		
			1938 
		

		
			in Pillar One 
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			Fool Carrying a Child 
		

		
			Etching on paper 
		

		
			Date unknown 
		

		
			in Pillar One 
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			The Promise 
		

		
			Oil paint on plywood 
		

		
			1936 
		

		
			in Pillar Two 
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			Fool with a Flower 
		

		
			Lithograph on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Two 
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			Island 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Two 
		

		
	

	
			 
		
			[image: ] 
		

		
			 
		
			A detail from The Cells of Night 
		

		
			Oil paint on canvas 
		

		
			1934 
		

		
			in Pillar Three 
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			The Offering 
		

		
			Lithograph on paper 
		

		
			1961 
		

		
			in Pillar Three 
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			Head 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Three 
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			Landscape of the Threshold 
		

		
			Oil paint on board 
		

		
			1962 
		

		
			in Pillar Three 
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			The Divine Land 
		

		
			Gouache watercolor and ink on paper 
		

		
			1979 
		

		
			in Pillar Four 
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			The Joy of the Fool 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Four 
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			Tree and Hills 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Four 
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			A detail from Head 
		

		
			Ink and watercolor on paper 
		

		
			1936 
		

		
			in Pillar Five 
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			Woman 
		

		
			Watercolor and charcoal on paper 
		

		
			c. 1954 
		

		
			in Pillar Five 
		

		
	

	
			 
		
			[image: ] 
		

		
			 
		
			Angel Images and Negative Spectres in Conflict 
		

		
			Ink and watercolor on paper 
		

		
			1933 
		

		
			in Pillar Five 
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			A detail from The Fall of Lucifer 
		

		
			Oil paint on canvas 
		

		
			1933 
		

		
			in Pillar Five 
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			The Sleeping Fool 
		

		
			Oil paint on canvas 
		

		
			1943 
		

		
			in Pillar Six 
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			Fool with a Fish 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Six 
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			A detail from The Artist’s Wife Seated in a Tree 
		

		
			Tempera on board 
		

		
			1976 
		

		
			in Pillar Six 
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			The Music of Dawn 
		

		
			Gouache and paint on fiberboard 
		

		
			1988 
		

		
			in Pillar Seven 
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			The Fool 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Pillar Seven 
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			Angels 
		

		
			Lithograph on paper 
		

		
			1960 
		

		
			in Pillar Seven 
		

		
	

	
			 
		
			[image: ] 
		

		
			 
		
			The Angel of the Flowing Light 
		

		
			Tempera on board 
		

		
			1968 
		

		
			in Theme Song 
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			Self-Portrait 
		

		
			Roneo print on paper 
		

		
			1944 
		

		
			in Artwork 
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Pillar Three

OUR SACRED
HERITAGE

Contemplating the rich record
of the human encounter
with the divine.
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Pillar Seven

THE
PLEDGSE

Resolving to take
meaningful action

on behalf of all.
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Pillar One

THE
JOURNEY
OF LIFE

Reflecting upon
the shared contours
of the human experience.
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Pillar Five
THE CRY

Opening to
the suffering of the world
in all its forms.
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Pillar Four

THE GREAT
MYSTERY

Awakening to the
numinous nature of reality.
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Productii die
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Pillar Six

WHAT
MAY BE

Responding
with mind and heart
to the call of the future.
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Pillar Two

THE LIVING
UNIVERSE

Exploring the nature of
the universe and the Earth,
and our vital relation to them.
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