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Forget this world, forget
this course,

and come with wholly empty hands unto your
God.
— A Course in
Miracles

 


I GREW UP in the hyper-Christian
culture of Charlotte, North Carolina, within spitting distance of
Jim and Tammy Bakker’s ill-fated Praise the Lord Ministry and other
evangelical fiefdoms too numerous to count. But because my mother
believed in Faulkner and Steinbeck above all other gods, my
upbringing was more literary than religious; for that, my gratitude
to her knows no bounds.

By early adulthood, I had
fallen in with a group of sardonic and proudly rational peers whose
favorite response to the oft-posed question “Have you found Jesus
Christ?” was “What? Have you Christians lost him
again?” We scoffed at
religion, figuring that quick wits and skepticism would get us
through life far more effectively than piety and faith.

But a jaundiced eye will only take you
so far. In my early thirties, ten years into my Berkeley,
California, citizenship — and thus about as far from conventional
religious beliefs as could be — I was laid low by chronic fatigue
syndrome (CFS). At that time, my affliction was an undiagnosed
complex of maladies ranging from perpetual exhaustion to twice-
weekly migraines and a nasty, ongoing stomachache. In CFS, I
encountered the first opponent capable of shocking my personality
into cardiac arrest. As it became clear that I would find no simple
medical solution for my illness, I began to doubt all my
assumptions about how the world worked and what I was doing here —
in short, my entire concept of reality. That was just the inner
damage; out in the “real world,” I soon lost my livelihood, my home
of six years, and several close, defining relationships,

They say there are no atheists in
foxholes; I would add that there are not many with a long sojourn
in a sickbed on their resume. The spiritual conversion experience
that often visits those who have hit rock bottom due to illness,
addiction, or depression can be looked at in two ways: either
people crack under the pressure and take flight from their senses,
or they crack under the pressure and catch a healing glimpse of a
new reality. Reviewing my own experience over the past sixteen
years, I would say that both perspectives are correct. You have to
go a little nuts to begin looking at the world in a whole new way,
and that style of seeing can have an authentic healing
effect.

The danger of the conversion
experience is that you may conclude that being perpetually unhinged
is a requirement of being spiritual. Then you start thumbing your
nose at all conventional forms of logic and common sense — and,
before long, you’ve become an easy mark for a corrupt guru who
needs unquestioning followers to bankroll and applaud him. Worse
yet, you may become a guru yourself.

Because I began my adult life with
some training in investigative journalism, I was never a good
candidate for a wholesale religious conversion. To this day, I tend
to respond to all extraordinary claims — whether they concern
spiritual advancement, investment schemes, or political salvation —
with an “Oh, really?” and an urge to uncover the shadow side of
whatever good news is being foisted upon me. Early in my conversion
experience, however, I realized that this healthy skepticism had
become a poisonous cynicism, amplifying the chronic stress that had
led to my collapse.

I appreciate that my skepticism also
inoculated me against the foolishness that can waylay novices on
the spiritual path: I never fell for a guru and thus never had to
become disillusioned about one. Allowing myself to become a little
nutty and irrational did open me up to certain mystical experiences
that were genuinely healing. At the same time, keeping a critical
eye on such experiences helped me to sort wishful thinking from
actual outcomes, and to temper a renewed idealism with a practical
realism.

These days, I believe that honoring
our innumerable flaws and frailties is key to a sensible and
sustainable spirituality. Such a downwardly mobile faith, however,
is hardly ever discussed by gurus or promulgated in best-selling
books. In fact, the most common and serious flaw of contemporary
New Age thinking is the belief that human experience is somehow
meant to be a brightly lit carnival of optimum health, perfect
love, universal peace, and material wealth (which God really does
want you to have, don’t you know?). If you are not yet experiencing
an unlimited high of personal comfort and universal consciousness,
says the New Age, then you soon will — right after the next
meditation retreat, group hug, or synchronized mass prayer, which
we can now participate in through e-mail.

But the fact is, we humans get sick
and die; we hate each other and make war; and a great many of us
are desperately poor and always will be. Those of us who have the
luxury to contemplate our consciousness at expensive retreats and
world healing conferences are the beneficiaries of an unjust
economic system that reflects the truth of our mass consciousness
far more than do our solemnly repeated affirmations. Herding our
ancient, innately conflicted drives of fear, self-defense, and
greed toward an oceanic altruism is certainly a worthy goal, but
one toward which we make painfully slow progress, despite our best
intentions. I have always wanted to see a spiritual conference
advertise that attendees will come away with an immeasurably small
improvement in their consciousness — and only if they work
exceptionally hard and pay exquisite attention to the proceedings.
Admittedly, it wouldn’t be very good marketing, but it would
reflect the truth about how difficult it is to change ourselves.
Human beings rarely get anything done over the weekend.
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