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We’ve all heard of mystics from the past and present who
have set off on pilgrimages. But how useful is it for the ordinary
modern day seeker to put everything else on hold while they set
off on an experience that may spiritually enrich their life?

In this issue of the Center Voice, the spotlight is on
pilgrimage: that special journey to a holy place or a place
unknown in search of the true nature of being.

In his overview of the topic of pilgrimage Joel reminds us
that “...there is absolutely no security to be found anywhere in
this sea of shifting forms we take to be ‘reality’...” and that the
practice of pilgrimage can help us confront this truth. He also
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includes some words of wisdom from his own pilgrimage
which had him traveling to various sites across the West-
ern United States.

Next, in “The Abode of our Precious God,” Center
practitioner Niraja is interviewed on what she found out
about herselfand about a foreign culture in her account of
a four month spiritual quest to Nepal and India.

And lastly, in “Postcards from the Path,” Mike reflects
on his own four months in India. While there he discov-
ered that his pilgrimage was not to a place, but to the
depths ofhis own soul, as he was led onan ever deepening
journey of surrender.

Niraja on pilgrimage in Nepal
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CENTER NEWS:

Spring Retreat:

“Who Am 1?” was the intriguing theme of the spring retreat at
Cloud Mountain. The 15 practitioners who attended attempted to
grasp “who they are” through teachings and exercises from the
Vedantic tradition of self inquiry. During the formal and informal
practices, the retreatants focused on “to whom is this occuring?”
when confronted with thoughts, emotions and sensations. The chal-
lenge was to observe the response to the inquiry and what could be
learned from it.

Retreatants: (tzop row from left) Todd Corbett, Therese Engel-
mann, Fred Chambers, Clivonne Corbett, Gene Gibbs, Merry Song,
David Cunningham, (bottom row from left) Thomas Reinhart, Jim
Zajac, Grace Schneiders, Barbara Dewey, Joel, Tom McFarlane

Palo Alto Retreat:In late May, Joel led a well attended retreat in
Palo Alto, California, at the home of Sita de Leeuw and George
Heaton entitled: “Neti Neti” (not this/not that). Retreatants explored
through teachings and meditation who they are not. As always, the
experience was accompanied by a lively discussion of the results.
Anyone interested in getting information about the 1997 spring retreat
in Palo Alto can call Sita at (415)-857-1312.

Enlightenment Day Celebration: Enlightenment Day was
celebrated this year by about 25 people at a party hosted by Fred and
Jo Chambers at their delightful home outside of Cottage Grove. Their
son Chris acted as the parking attendant to ensure we could all get out
once we got in! Joel barbequed chicken with two choices of his
secretly prepared barbeque sauce. Everyone brought potluck dishes
and, as usual, there wasmore delicious food than 50 people could have
eaten. “The Center For Sacred Sciences Ensemble” entertained the
group with chants they have been practicing for the fall retreat.
(Center News continued on page 15)
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THE DISCIPLINE OF PILGRIMAGES

By Joel

Ever since the dawning of
religion, spiritual seekers have
undertaken pilgrimages to visit
holy sites, to find teachers and
teachings, to search out relics,
or to receive blessings. From a
mystical point of view, how-
ever, all these forms of journey-
ing are really the outer expres-
sion of an inward journey to the
center of one’s self. Thus, while
orthodox Muslims may make a
pilgrimage to Mecca in order to
circumambulate the Ka’bah (the
sacred stone structure at the cen-
ter of the Grand Mosque), ac-
cording to the Sufis, the true
Ka’bah lies within oneself. And
while a devout Buddhist may
travel many miles to visit the
Buddha’s place of Enlighten-
mentat Bodh Gaya, still,as Lama
Shabkar writes, “He may comb
the three dimensions of the mi-
crocosmic world systems for an
eternity, but he will not find so
much as the name of the Buddha
other than the one in his heart.”!

But this is not to say that the
outer pilgrimage should be dis-
missed as merely an “exoteric”
exercise, having no importance
for those who are following a
mystical path. Indeed, the rigors
of apilgrimage can provide pow-
erful opportunities toexpose hid-
denattachments and practicereal
surrender. This is especially true
if the pilgrimage involves travel
in a foreign country or to com-

munities which maintain a
spartan life-style, free of the
luxuries many of us westerners
have come to take so much for
granted. There is nothing like
the absence of air-conditioning,
television sets, and flush toilets,
to make us aware of how much
we secretly rely on “worldly
things” to bring us happiness.
Similarly, there is nothing like
being placed in an unfamiliar
environment, faced with strange
foods, strange customs, and
strange people, to help us con-
front our deepest fears and sur-
render our most ingrained preju-
dices. All of which is part and
parcel of learning one of the
most important lessons of the
path; namely, that there is abso-
lutely no security to be found
anywhere in this sea of shifting
forms we take to be “reality.”
Of course, the mere fact that
one visits a foreign country or
strange land does not, in itself,
constitute a pilgrimage. Many
people travel for purely worldly
reasons--to conductbusiness, to
shop forbargains, to further their
education, or simply to “get
away from it all” by taking an
exotic vacation. What distin-
guishes the spiritual pilgrim
from the secular traveler are
motivation and discipline. The
seculartraveler is primarily mo-
tivated by a desire to enhance
him or herself, whereas, the

spiritual pilgrim wishes to ex-
pose and, ultimately, “die” to
that self, in order to Awaken to
the True Self which is the Ulti-
mate Reality underlying all that
is. For this reason, pilgrims of
all traditions have adopted spe-
cial disciplines to serve as re-
minders of their journeys’ sa-
cred purpose. In the Middle
Ages, for example, Christians
headed for the Holy Land often
donned horse-hair shirts and
went barefoot. Muslims travel-
ing to Mecca wear white robes
and observe strict celibacy dur-
ing their journey. Some Bud-
dhists on the way to visiting sa-
cred shrines will stop to make a
certain number of prescribed
prostrations every few stepsthey
take.

Butevenif'you donotbelong
toan established tradition, which
already possesses disciplines for
undertaking a pilgrimage, you
can still create your own. The
last phase of my own spiritual
quest unfolded in the context of
just such a “pilgrimage.” In the
summer of 1983 I traveled
throughout the Western United
States, visiting various spiritual
communities. The outer purpose
of this journey was to perform a
service by taping a video news-
letter in which each community
would have ten minutes to
present a sample of their activi-
ties. When the newsletter was
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completed, I then sent copies to
all the communities that had
participated so that each could
see what the others were up to.
The inner purpose of the jour-
ney, however, was to find the
Holy Grail of Enlightenment--
something I had vowed to do or
die trying. What follows is a
short excerpt from my book,
Naked Through the Gate?,which
describes the disciplines I
adopted for my travels.

1. Although I would ask free
room and board wherever I video-
taped, I would accept no money, nor
would I sell the tape at a later date. I
wanted the newsletter to be a true
service to which I had no financial
attachment or expectation of reward.

2. I would travel with a low
profile, asking no preferential treat-
ment, participating in whatever tasks
were at hand, and generally making

myself useful. Specifically, know-
ing that many of the communities I
visited would be vegetarian, I re-
solved to obey Jesus’ instructions to
hisdisciples when he sentthem forth
to preach, “And into whatsoever
city ye enter, and they receive you,
eat such things as are set before
you.” And I resolved to do this with-
out secret disdain or concealed com-
plaint.

3. While traveling between com-
munities I looked forward to spend-
ing some time by myself, butI would
not stay in motels. I would camp out
whenever possible and shunall luxu-
ries. Further, I would adhere to no
fixed schedule and remain flexible
in my route, allowing time and fate
to work their will in guiding me.

4. Finally, and most important,
I'would notjudge the people Istayed
with. I would keep inner silence and
outward humility, as I had been

instructed in my testing dream.

Obviously, these rules were
tailored to the particulars of my
own journey, and will not suit
everyone’s needs. I offer them
here only as an example of how
one can convert an otherwise
ordinary adventure into a true
spiritual pilgrimage which, in
my own case, stripped away the
last of my worldly desires and
attachments and so led directly
to the Gate of Gnosis.

May all your pilgrimages
be so blessed!

< Joel 1996

NOTES:

1.The Flight of the Garuda, comp.
and trans. Keith Dowman (Boston:
Wisdom Publications, 1994) p. 91.

2. Joel, Naked Through the Gate
(Eugene, OR: Center for Sacred Sci-

ences, 1985) p. 201-202.

The Abode of our Precious God

LastJanuary, Center practi-
tioner Niraja Cheryl Lorenz of
Eugene set off on a four-month
pilgrimage to India and Nepal
which took her to two large
ashrams, seven major cities, and
several wilderness areas. She
covered countless miles, as well
as spending twelve days on foot
trekking in Nepal.

After returning to Eugene
and readjusting to the twelve-
hour time change, she was in-
terviewed by Center practitio-
ner, Merry Song.

CSS: Some people travel to
distant countries like India and

One Seeker’s Pilgrimage to India

have a fascinating time going
sightseeing, but it’s not neces-
sarily a spiritual quest. What
made your journey distinctly
spiritual?

Niraja: I went to India
specifically to spend time with
one of my spiritual teachers,
Mata  Amritanandamayi
(Amma) and spent approxi-
mately two months with her.
ButI think in addition to that, it
was a spiritual journey because
of where I am in my life right
now. Even thetime thatIdidn’t
spend with Amma, when I was
visiting other ashrams and
temples and sightseeing, really

was a spiritual journey for me.

CSS: You say that it has to
do with where you are in your
life right now. Can you say
more about that?

Niraja: For me every day
has become a spiritual journey,
whether I’'m in India or Eu-
gene. And hopefully every
moment, I’'m involved in my
practice — in remembering
God.

CSS: Ifthat’s the case, then
why did you feel it necessary to
go on this pilgrimage? Was
your calling to go far away?

Niraja: Last summer] spent
approximately a month travel-
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ing with Amma on her tour of
the United States. While I was
with her, I felt very drawn to
spending even more time with
her and to going to her ashramin
India and finding out what that
was like.

CSS: Did the actual experi-
ence live up to your expecta-
tions?

Niraja: No, but that doesn’t
mean it was any worse than my
expectations. It was very differ-
ent from my expectations. I
don’t think I could have ever
had an accurate image of
Amma’s ashram until I experi-
enced it. It was a very busy
place with thousands of people
coming every day to see Amma,
and there were constant pro-
grams going on, bhajans being
sung, classes being given. One
day I wanted to get away from it
all for a little bit so I went up on
the roof and thought, “AHH, I
found some silence.” I was sit-
ting up there enjoying the peace
and quiet when suddenly I
stopped and actually listened to
what I was calling peace and
quiet. Probably ten feet behind
me on the other side of the wall
I was leaning against, people
were hammering and sawing on
a construction project, I could
hear the pots and dishes clang-
ing in the kitchen six floors be-
low, and there were children
running around in the room next
door. This was quiet for me,
probably because I wasn’t see-
ing any activity and there wasn’t
anything directed at me. The
noise and activity level, even in
the middle of the night, was al-

ways high.

CSS: After spending about a
month at the ashram you then
went on a tour of North India
where Amma gave programs. I
understand that this involved,
among other things, extremely
crowded buses.

Niraja: Right. There were
three bus loads of people that
went on tour with Amma...

Mata Amritanandamayi

CSS: Nice new city buses?

Niraja: They were the
ashram’s private buses. They
were not new. Two of them
were named Kali and Durga.
They squeeze five people across
in Indian buses. In addition to
having every seat filled, the aisles
were packed full with people

who had taken vows of renun-
ciation. And they didn’t get
seats on the bus. They stood or
satin the aisles along with boxes
of books and other things to sell
along the way.

CSS: Were you able to keep
aspiritual practice going attimes
like that? ;

Niraja: It was probably the
time when I really learned to let
go. To not be attached to how
things happened. We would
drive and maybe we’d be on the
road for a couple hours and then
the bus would stop. We’d be
given no explanation but we’d
sit there for an hour or two and
then we’d drive on again.
There’d be flattires. There’d be
running out of gas. Everything
happened along the way. AndI,
as well as most of the people on
the tour, just accepted it as it
came and with a great sense of
humor. At times it was just
amazing. One thing that often
happened was that we’d arrive
in anew city and get lost. The
drivers wouldn’t know how to
find the ashram that we’d be
staying at. And it would amaze
me that we could drive around
the city for a long time and not
know where we were going and
that they wouldn’t have had di-
rections ahead of time. But it
happened over and over again.
And I just sort of accepted it as
it came — a real change for me.

CSS: After a while you left
the tour and went off to travel
with a friend. How was that ex-
perience different? -

Niraja: Being with Amma
was very easy in that everything
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was taken care of. So initially
the hardest thing was getting
used to having to take care of all
my material needs again, hav-
ing to find a place to eat, find a
place to stay, and make all the
arrangements for everything.
But I think that after I was over
thatadjustment period I became
much more... I guess you could
say... much more self centered.
I lost some of the ability to just
acceptthingsthe waythey were.
I wanted to control the way
things happened, where I went,
when I went, how I went, where
I ate, what I ate. Fortunately I
was able to observe within my-
self this desire to control — or
rather, this belief that I could
control.

CSS: Can you think of an
experience that you had while
in India that demonstrates one
of the lessons that you had to
learn?

Niraja: One of the things
that I was really practicing was
to be present with people and
not to judge them just by look-
ing at them. One day I was on
a very, very crowded train.
There weren’t any seats left and
I was sitting on my pack
squeezed in the entry way. And
sitting next to me were a couple
of men without fingers — lep-
ers. They were sitting right in
the doorway with their legs
hanging out. The lepers were
notaproblem for me. My prob-
lems started when a man came
and sat down next to me. He
reeked of alcohol, wore only
one shoe, and was very bellig-
erent towards the lepers. He

spoke some English but in his
drunken state it was very hard
to understand his slurred
speech. He kept trying to en-
gage me in conversation and I
kept trying to talk to him and
listen to him. He was asking
me different questionslike why
his life was the way it was and
why he only had one shoe.
After about an hour of this, it
became very difficult forme to
not just shut him out. I wanted
him to leave me alone — to
stop leaning on me, to stop
breathing on me. I was having
a hard time staying present.
Suddenly I was inspired and I
pulled a picture of Amma out
ofapouchI hadhanging around
my neck. I showed it to him
and he grabbed it away from
me. Instantly he was silent and
stayed silent. This experience
had a couple of lessons in it for
me. Onelesson wasjustinmy
practicing staying present with
him when I felt repulsed. But
what I really learned from this
was to trust to ask my guru, to
ask her for help when I needed
it. And she gave it to me, you
know? By showing him her
picture, that was it. There was
no more belligerence. He was
a changed person, and I don’t
know how it all happened, but
it was as though Amma came
and rescued me from that situ-
ation.

CSS: Iunderstand that be-
sides spending time at Amma’s
ashram, you also visited the
ashram of Osho, once known
as Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh.

Niraja: Yes, after leaving

Amma’s tour, I wentto Osho’s
ashram in Poona and spent
about two and a half weeks
there.

CSS: Can youdescribe that
experience for us?

Niraja: Even though Osho
died in 1990, the ashram is
still quite active. The main
meditation hall, whichis called
BuddhaHall, holdsabout 7000
people and was often quite
crowded. I feel like I really
learned a lot from my experi-
ences there — from listening
to Osho’s discourses twice a
day and participating in many
of the six daily meditations.
The first day I arrived I was
browsing in the book store
and I read a chapter entitled,
“ToBeMiserableor Ecstatic?”
The next day the same topic
was part of the moming dis-
course. WhenIheardthisidea
twice in such a short time —
choosing each day, each mo-
ment to be ecstatic — [ really
listened.

One morning I woke up
feeling very depressed.Ididn’t
want to get out of bed. I felt
resistant to everything that was
going on at the ashram. Fi-
nally, I pulled myself out of
bed and said a brief prayer that
I would meet each moment
new and with joy. In that
instant, my mind shifted and I
was able to allow the rest of
the day to unfold with love.

CSS: After about three
months of traveling around in
India, you spent 4 weeks in
Nepal, much of the time ex-
ploring the Himalayas. What
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have the Himalayas meant to
you? Have they been some
kind of a spiritual peak?

Niraja: I think mountains
and nature and the outdoors
have always been a place for
me to really regenerate, and the
Himalayas are the peak of that.
So I was hoping just to see
them. I didn’tknow thatI would
actually get to go right up close
to them.

CSS: Was Nepal quite a
different experience from be-
ing in India?

Niraja: Yes, one of the first
things that struck me in Nepal
was that people really do greet
you with abow and “Namaste.”
Little children would run out
with theirhands in prayer mudra
calling, “Namaste, namaste.” It
was wonderful. In general, be-
ing in Nepal was like taking a
vacation after India. It wasn’t
such a struggle. Being in India
was always a struggle.

CSS: Why?

Niraja: Partly I think ithad
to do with the crowds in India
— the intensity, the noise, and
the constant energy. Also with
language difficulties. It was
such a foreign culture that even
after being there for months, I
still didn’t know all the rules
and how to behave in certain
situations. Going to Nepal was
much more western. Most
people spoke English and I
wasn’t constantly being ap-
proached as a single “loose”
western woman by local men to
be picked up and carried home
with them or even marry them
in some cases. In a way being
in Nepal, and especially

Pokhara, was like coming back
to Eugene in some sense.

The 60’s hippy culture is alive
and well there.

CSS: You spent 12 days
trekking primarily by yourself.
Did you find that to be a medita-
tive experience? Did you find
yourself feeling closer to God?
Niraja: I spent a lot of time
chanting as I was hiking up the
trails...

chanting and taking each step
with a mantra and a breath. In
this way I forgot the struggle of
climbing and of breathing. One
of the things that wasreally beau
tiful was that often along the
trails there were small Tibetan
Buddhist shrines and prayer flags
strung from trees. Seeing them
would just always remind me of
God. One place along the trail
there was a sign that said,

Amma’s ashram in Kerala

CSS: Were you in a happy
state of mind?

Niraja: Yes, everyday be-
came more and more beautiful
and I was totally present as I
climbed up the trails. I really
saw where I was and I loved
where I was. I climbed from
about 2,000 feet up to around
13,000, and as I got higher it
became more and more difficult
to breathe. I found that the best
way for me to climb was by

PLEASE DO NOT SPIT OR

THROW LITTER FOR THE
NEXT QUARTER MILE AS
THISIS THE ABODE OF OUR
PRECIOUS GOD. I walked
ahead through a deeply wooded
area and came to this wonderful
little shrine. There were lots of
flowers and leaves placed in it
and different prayer flags hang-
ing from it. I added a piece of
fabric and some prayers. Just
ahead was a view point that over-
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looked a very deep gorge. Across
the gorge was the face of a cliff
with a dozen waterfalls coming
down. It was a very magical
place.

CSS: Now that you are back
home, can you say that this pil-
grimage really changed you in
any important way? Was it
worth 1t?

Niraja: Yes, it was defi-
nitely worth it. How has it
changed me? One thing that
does really feel different for me
is thatI feel a lot more accepting
of whatever happens...

CSS: Change?

Niraja: Change orno change
—whatever happens. A lot of
this came from the tour with
Amma. From those dozens of
hours of sitting onthe bus. Some-
times the bus would be moving
and sometimes it wouldn’t and
it didn’t really matter because
the journey was what it was
about. It wasn’t about the goal.
It wasn’t about getting some-
place. It wasthe journey. T have
brought this back home and can
say this journey is what it’s all
about, too.

CSS: Which journey do you
mean?

Niraja: This life journey.
This daily activity, whether it
involves going to work or sitting
at home watching TV even, the
journey is what’s important.
There’s not a goal. There may
be a goal out there but all that’s
important right now is this jour-
ney. Let me give you an ex-
ample of something that’s hap-
pened since I’ve been home.
Several days after I returned,
my car had a flat tire out on the

street. I think in the past I
would have said, “AGH, a flat
tire!” and there wouldhave been
a lot of anxiety and a lot of
struggle. There was a little
struggle about how to deal with
it, but mostly it was, “OK, this
morning I’m going to fix a flat
tire and that’s what I’m going
to do.” It was OK that there was
a flat tire and that was how I
was going to spend my morn-
ing.

CSS: So, after your various
struggles and realizations, do
you recommend that other
people go on this type of pil-
grimage?

Niraja: Definitely, every-
body should go to India. I say
that partly because experienc-
ing a culture and a way of life
that is so different from what
you’re used to really helps to
shake up your mind and shake
you out of some of your belief
structures that are so
ingrained...beliefs about how
theworldisand how you should
be.

CSS: Would you recom-
mend people going on a pil-
grimage to India specifically
because it is thought of as an
ancient spiritual place?

Niraja: I think I would rec-
ommend India because spiri-
tual lifeis a part of the everyday
world there. My second morn-
ing in India I was staying in a
guest house in a small rural
town. Not yet adjusted to the
time change, I woke up before
dawn. Shortly thereafter, still
before it was light, I heard mu-
sic being broadcast over a loud
speaker. I went out, it was still

dark, and slowly I found my
way towards the music and even-
tually came to a temple. It was
an open air temple. Dozens of
people were coming and spend-
ing maybe five minutes there,
saying their morning prayers,
making a little offering and go-
ing on with their daily lives. It
seemed like everybody came and
spent a few moments at the
temple before they started their
day. Thatkind of remembrance
is not something we see here in
very many people. It’s normal
there. It’s justhow they all live.
And I think that kind of energy
is wonderful to be around. It’s
so ingrained. It’s everywhere.
There are temples and shrines
everywhere.

CSS: You say that trekking
was probably, as it turned out,
the most spiritual and illuminat-
ing part of your journey.

Niraja: Yes, trekking in
Nepal was probably the most
powerful experience forme. To
go into those mountains, and be
surrounded 360 degrees by peaks
that are over 22,000 feet tall,
gave meareal sense of the power
of God. The beauty of the place,
the power, the strength. I would
walk along the trail and come
around the corner and see some
amazing new vista and I would
remember God. I would re-
member the beauty ofthis world,
the power. I don’t know how to
describe it. Tears were in my
eyes. It was like, YES, thisis it!

R/

« Merry Song and Niraja
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by MIKE

Dear friends:

When I first sought to write about my recent journey, I was reminded of the computer Internet. I had spent
four months on my own in India, and reducing to just a few pages what was a very rich and intense experience
seemed an impossible task. It was like doing a subject search on the Worldwide Web and getting 12,580,785
matches - “clickhere to see items 1-10.” I obviously needed some way to narrow down my reflections to what
others might be most interested in. So, for this installment of “Postcards” I have changed the format slightly
to respond to questions some of you have asked about my experiences in India.

My trip was, in the deepest sense, a pilgrimage, although Iwasn’t sure whatit was a pilgrimage to. Unlike
most pilgrims I wasn 't really interested in holy places and temples, and I wasn 't looking for more teachings
or a new guru. Frankly, I wasn’t quite sure why I was going, except that I seemed to have been guided to
it, and I felt a responsibility to honor that guidance. What unfolded from following that guidance, though
not what I would have desired, was an unsettling and profound experience. In responding to the following
questions, I am happy to share some of that experience with you.

Q) How did you prepare
yourself spiritually for India?
How did God prepare you?

If anything, I did my best not
to go, to try to maintain my life as
ithadbeen. Itseems that Godhad
different plans for me. For the
previous year | hadbeen involved
in a very painful divorce. I had
lostmy home and family, and was
soon to lose my place of business,
aphoto studio I had invested most
of my energy the previous year in
building. I had tried for months to
find a suitable new home for my-
self, my cat, and my business, but
with no success. It seemed that
for whatever reason, I was not
going to be able to put my life
back together like before. All of
this created a space of opportu-
nity for a pilgrimage that would
not have otherwise seemed prac-
tical.

This material-level ground
work was important and seemed
guided by providence. But the
psycho-spiritual preparation was

evenmore painful. I was attached
to justice and to the world being
the way I thoughtitshouldbe, and
that attachment had dragged me
right through the wringer. I was
caught up in a world that didn’t
play by any rules I was familiar
with, and my emotions and spirit
feltbadly damaged in the encoun-
ter. [ wasbeing shownthe darkest
depths of my soul as I struggled to
cope with feelings of betrayal,
grief, and loss. By the time I
boarded the plane for India, the
destruction of my old way of life
seemed almost complete.

Q) Did your pilgrimage
show you anything new about
yourself?

One of the first and most basic
things I was shown was how much
I needed other human beings, es-
pecially when I felt in crisis. My
first one or two weeks had many
times of near panic, feeling alone
and lost in a land where I under-
stood nothing. Finding an En-

glish-speaking Westerner was a
huge relief at those times. I was
surprised how primal that need
for companionship felt. Butwhen

the basic need for human contact

was satisfied, I was faced with a
deeper longing for spiritual people
with similar values and interests.
Eventually, I found other seekers
and formed some meaningful
friendships among them, but it
still wasn’t enough. I still felt
empty, and then I knew that my
realneed, my deepestdesire, could
be fulfilled by no other human
being, butonly by God. Butatthe
times I lacked this human connec-
tion, I also felt cut off from any
sense of connection to the divine.

Another early revelation was
about my own unconscious.
About a month into my journey, I
was getting very frustrated by my
inability to attainany level of peace
or depth in my practices. At first
I attributed it to the lack of a
suitable meditative environment,
but when I was given a solo hut at
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the Christian ashram,
Shantivanam , a relatively peace-
ful oasis amid the clamor of life in
India, I had to realize that the
problem wasn’t my environment.
OnenightIhadapowerful dream,
and one of my friends helped me
see some of what it meant. Butit
wasn’tuntil I consulted one of the
Brothers there that it all came
together. In my sincere attempts
to practice forgiveness as Jesus
taught, saying “love your enemies,
bless them that curse you, do good
to them thathate you, and pray for
them that despitefully use you,
and persecute you,” etc., I had
denied and stuffed away my own
battered but very powerful emo-
tions.

Brother Martin shared how in
his life he had had a similar prob-
lem, and discovered how he was
doing violence to his own psyche.
He taught me that when one part
of this delusory self battles an-
other part, it just adds fuel to the
fire of delusion, when what we
want is for the fire to burn itself
out. I went back to my hut and
employed a simple practice he
suggested. I soon experienced
great anger arising in conscious-
ness,and when thatenergy passed
cleanly through me I discovered
that hiding under it were feelings
of the deepest grief. After tasting
deeply of this emotion I felt the
mercy of God lead me into a most
profound and peaceful state of
contemplation that lasted many
hours, and colored the entire next
day with bliss. I had been shown
something very powerful about
therelationship between the emo-
tions and spiritual practice!

These, and other experiences,
have led me into a continuing
investigation of the role of the

fulfillment or denial of psycho-
logical needs in spiritual growth.
It is an investigation that by its
very nature is intensely personal.
I am not sure that it will lead to
any general principles of use to
others, but it seems to be where
my path leads right now.

India provided many other
fruitful opportunities to learn
about myself and others, and I
was shown much indeed. The
baser aspects of human nature,
long disguised and hidden from
me by the myths and manners of
my own society, wer plain to see
in this foreign land with its very
different conventions. India di-
rected a spotlight on most, if not
all, of my remaining attachments
to the world being the way I
wanted it to be. It was very disil-
lusioning at times. But this mys-
tical path is about Reality - and
illusions, however comforting,
cannot be carried to the path’s
end.

I thought Life had shaken my

psyche to its very roots before
embarking on this trip, but the
intensity of India and my experi-
ences there seemed to finish the
job. I felt totally shattered. I
wondered if I might have a ner-
vous breakdown. But it seemed
even that dubious relief would be
denied me, and instead I just felt
stripped to my core and pro-
foundly humbled. With no home
andno plans, each decisionI made
was a surprise even to myself. |
couldn’t begin to do justice to the
many experiences and insights I
was led to, but in a very active
way Life Itself had become my
tutor. My everyday waking expe-
riences came to be imbued with
the symbolic richness and meta-
phoric significance of the most
powerful dreams.

Q) What was the worst
thing about yourself that you
had to face?

[ think the hardest thing that I
had to deal with was a recurring
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and deepening crisis of faith. After
my first fearful days in India, I
realized that somehow I was be-
ing taken care of, often in miracu-
lously perfect ways. I would be
givenjustprecisely whatIneeded,
just when I needed it, or be given
the perfect lesson for what I
needed to see at any moment.
And yet at times I would still be
overcome with fear or anxiety.
Eventually, I came to realize that
itwas a question of faith. My own
experience had convinced me that
I'was being guided and taken care
of. Itwas only when I forgot this
and lost faith that I would feel
fear.

Seeing fearin these termsmade
it serve as a reminder that my
faith was slipping. So reminded,
I would again surrender to faith,
and everything became much
easier. Lessonsbecameevenmore
plentiful, and life became even
more synchronistic and miracu-
lous. Although I had many spiri-
tual crises on my journey, and felt
more and more lost and often full
of despair, this faith was always
under it all, and it seemed to give
being miserable some kind of cos-
mic purpose. I was willing to
suffer to be purified, or to con-
tinue to progress onmy path. And
if my suffering was not strictly
needed for my own path, I was
helped to bear it by the thought
that lessons I was being shown
about myself or the world might
be of service to others someday.

This served me well untilabout
2/3 of the way through my pil-
grimage, when I spent time with
a friend, who, in an ornery mood
and with laser precision, attacked
what seemed like the very foun-
dations of my faith. My confi-
dence in reaching the end of my

path, my remaining purpose in
life of being of service to others,
subtle attachments to roles and
expectations, were all flushed out
into the light of day. There, in the
harsh light of attention, I could
see that they were all in one way
or another rooted in self. Seeing
this clearly, my belief in them
withered and died, and with it the
last perceptible evidence of my
faith. By the time this divine
emissary had completed her task,
I had succumbed to a crisis of
faith that penetrated to the very
core of my being. Itlooked like I
had irretrievably thrown my life
away, and any hope or expecta-
tion of deliverance through gno-
sis, or at the very least of service
to others, was seen to be self-
centered, built on the quicksand
of delusion. I was in free-fall into
ablack hole that my path had left
meno escape from. Any grasping
at salvation in any form could
only come from the self.

As Ibegan the last leg of my
journey, I felt completely deso-
late. Ino longer felt that I was on
a spiritual path. I couldn’tread or
even think about anything spiri-
tual, and nothing else interested
me any longer. Even despair re-
quired more of a core of self than
I could muster. I didn’t know
what awaited the remains of this
being, but it didn’t look good.

My laststop, Dharamsala, was
situated in the mostattractive land-
scape that I had seen in India. In
addition to being the center of the
Tibetan refugee community, it is
whatthe Lonely Planet Guide calls
a“freak center.” Withno purpose
left, I decided to just hang out
with some new counterculture-
type friends and just do all the
things that people did there: shop;

eat at this restaurant and make
small talk; shop; have coffee and
make small talk; shop; eat at that
restaurant; get high; go have tea;
more talk, etc., etc. I should have
beenhappy, everyoneelse seemed
to be. I mean, I was in a pretty
nice area, staying in a comfort-
able room in a small farming vil-
lage fifteen minutes by footpath
from town. The people I met
were friendly enough. For all
practical purposes I wasrich, con-
sidering the exchange rate, and
there was good food and lots of
restaurants in town and shops full
of very pretty things. But even
though it was all enjoyable
enough, I was totally untouched,
bored by it all. I now knew with-
out a doubt that this world had
nothing to offer that could truly
satisfy me. And my hopes for
escaping this wheel of samsara
had been dashed. There was no
denying that I was in deep do-do, -
and I could see no way out.
Itwasn’tuntill wasbackinthe
States for a month that this crisis
was resolved with a profound re-
velatory experience. I was made
to realize a Faith that was an-
chored so deep in my soul that it
had no perceptible form, in fact
was not other than God itself. I
had feared that I had lost God, but
only the illusory, impermanent
signs of my faith had been re-
moved. What had actually hap-
pened was that I was being led to
a much subtler stage of this path,
obscured in the absolute darkness
of faith that St. John of the Cross
writes of. Since that experience,
my faith has felt much deeper and
not so attached to outer signs
which can be buffeted by the
events of life and the machina-
tions of the mind. I pray that I
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never again lose touch with this
faith, no matter what life has in
store for me.

Q) Did your trip give you a
new virtue or strength?

Itdoesn’t feel that way, atleast
not in any conventional sense,
other than the faith I discussed
above. If anything it was a very
humbling experience for me. In-
stead of your usual pilgrimage to
a holy place or teacher, mine in
retrospect seems to have been a
pilgrimage to surrender. If there
is one thing that being in India
excels at, it is in exposing one’s
attachments. I was confronted by
my attachments to honesty, peace
and quiet, security, my need to
communicate with others, health,
comfort, clean air, honorable
transactions, an attractive envi-
ronment, and many other things.
Basically, it was an advanced
course in what I had been strug-
gling with at home. I had to deal
with the world not being the way
I wanted it to be. I could figh