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During the closing panel of our last workshop, Caroline said something that helped clarify for me the role that the permanent and visiting faculty plays at CMED. With characteristic honesty, she acknowledged that she is an introvert and that and although she loves teaching, it can sometimes be challenging to interact with students between lectures. It immediately occurred to me that a lot of people who teach in this field are introverts by nature. Of course, I’d be willing to bet that a large number of our students have the same inclination. The Tibetans even have a word for it: They call spiritual practitioners nanpa, literally, “inside people.” That interior orientation is a big part of what leads us to study the soul and to spend so much time alone. Time alone is the psychic space that generates insights and fresh ways of looking at things. It’s also the dynamic behind the concept of a “retreat,” when we absent ourselves from the world of action for a time to recharge our spiritual batteries and get ready to take it to the next level, whatever that may be.
For me, and perhaps for the other faculty as well, the next level is often a public event like a workshop, where we get to hang out with other teachers and meet face to face with spiritual seekers of all kinds. That two-way interaction creates a synergy that often triggers new perceptions. As I was sitting in the back of the room talking with Andrew Harvey, a woman came up to Andrew and said that she didn’t know if she could live up to her own expectations of what being a spiritual person meant. As Andrew was reassuring her that we all go through these momentary crises of confidence, I thought of something that the Tibetan Buddhist teacher Sogyal Rinpoche once said. (Not coincidentally, Andrew was instrumental in writing Sogyal’s classic Tibetan Book of Living and Dying.) When we criticize ourselves and complain that we’re just no good and will never measure up, Sogyal said, that represents a not-so-subtle cop-out. For once we say that we don’t have what it takes to emulate the achievements of a Ramakrishna or Mother Theresa, then we’ve let ourselves off the hook of even having to try. It’s a dodge we all come around to at some point, because it’s easier than having the humility to acknowledge our imperfection as we try yet again to do what we know we should do. As I said in my talk, the ego is ingenious at finding ways to make us stop trying to grow and expand, but instead to contract, to withdraw into fear. 

And so, when we insist that we’re not as holy or accomplished as the Dalai Lama, or the Ba’al Shem Tov, or an Andrew Harvey, we’re really saying we can take the rest of the day off. That’s why I feel that perfection is overrated, just as humility is underrated. Michelangelo left part of his sculptures unfinished, because there is no such thing as a perfect work of art. The great inventor of dream interpretation, Sigmund Freud, acknowledged that there is a place where every dream “disappears into infinity,” meaning that some aspect of it resists interpretation. Likewise, the desire to achieve perfection in our spiritual practice is illusory, even delusional, because it simply isn’t possible. I used to wonder why the vision of Heaven taught in parochial school always left me feeling bored. I think the reason is that I pictured a place of total stasis, in which the faithful sit around singing hymns all day. Instead, I perceive the next stage of consciousness as a continuation of our growth on earth, of learning new ways to help others on their journeys. As St. Thérèse of Lisieux famously said as she approached her untimely death, “I will spend my heaven doing good on earth.” Perfection is not only beside the point—it would be a downright letdown. That’s the truth behind the oft-told remarks of the great Hasidic Rabbi Zushya, who said as he lay dying that he wasn’t concerned that God would ask him, "Why weren't you like Abraham or Moses?" but rather, "Why weren't you Zushya?” We don’t need to live up to some unattainable ideal of spiritual perfection, but only to bring out the greatness that lies within us, our own particular spark of the Divine.
Having said that, of course, it’s also true that certain things DO seem perfect at times. A spring day in the countryside, a meal with good friends, a piece of music or art that takes us to a place of quiet joy. I say “seem” because, although they may not be perfect in some absolute sense, they feel perfect in that moment. They become part of what the theologian Paul Tillich called The Eternal Now. He meant that life does not consist so much of past, present, and future, but of the series of present moments in which we live. By staying focused in each moment, we are fully alive. In one moment, we may feel called to retreat, to enter the sacred space of the Hermit and gather our energies. In another moment, we are called to expend those energies helping others in some social situation. Still later, we may be actively engaged in recording those moments in our journals or some other format, giving them a second life. In doing so we are not living in the past, but seeking to understand ourselves in the present.
When we meditate or pray silently, we get to observe our psyche moving through a series of such moments, a string of “eternal nows.” One minute we may grow distracted worrying about our career, our bank account, and our overall our level of material security, keeping track of how it’s adding up. Then, suddenly, we become aware of an entirely different dimension of being, what we might call our “heavenly bank account” (to borrow a song title from Frank Zappa). We realize that all we will actually take with us is the level of wisdom and compassion we have achieved in this world—immaterial conditions that are not objects but instead what the Buddhists call tendencies. The human condition may consist of our ability to hold these apparently contradictory thoughts side by side without going crazy. This requires great courage, not to mention genuine spiritual passion—or what Andrew referred to by the Sufi term ishq, the fire of yearning for the divine presence.    
It’s a little like the now-famous ending of the final episode of The Sopranos. After getting over my initial disappointment at an ending that seemed to resolve nothing, I watched it again and began to see some spiritual resonances I didn’t expect. In case you missed it or don’t follow that show, the famous crime family gathers at a diner for what may be their last meal. There’s a heavy air of foreboding as Tony waits for his wife and kids to join him. He plays a song on the jukebox by Journey, an unfashionable arena rock band from the ‘70s and ‘80s, called “Don’t Stop Believin’.” The refrain goes:

Oh, the movie never ends
It goes on and on and on and on

Kinda like series itself. A guy walks in who could be a hit man—or not—and then Tony’s daughter, with the incongruous 60s name Meadow—has trouble parallel parking. And suddenly the screen goes black, leaving everything to the imagination. Rather than ending with a bang or a bloodbath, The Sopranos shuts down with a mundane longing for normalcy in the midst of chaos. It’s a theme that many spiritual teachers have addressed, notably Jon Kabat-Zinn in his book Full Catastrophe Living. The title refers to a line from Zorba the Greek, the 1964 Michael Cacoyannis film based on Nikos Kazantzakis’s novel, in which Anthony Quinn as Zorba characterizes the ups and downs of family life: “And then I got married, kids, the full catastrophe.” The same title could apply, without irony, to The Sopranos, and to our own lives. Instead of searching for extraordinary spiritual experiences, we’d be better off finding equanimity in everyday situations. Equanimity doesn’t mean complacency, but evenhandedness, managing life’s panic attacks with compassion for yourself and others. (Not Tony Soprano’s idea of compassion, of course!)
Let me close with a prayer from the tradition of Pure Land Buddhism, which originated in Northern India and China but is now practiced in the West as well. This tradition sees Amida or Amitabha Buddha as a human being who achieved a level of awareness most of us would consider divine. As you read the prayer, it may remind you of the famous prayer of St. Francis of Asissi, “Lord, make me an instrument of Your peace.” And why not? We are all One.

Metta Karuna Prayer

 

O Amida,
Oneness of Life and Light,
entrusting in your Great Compassion,
may you shed the foolishness in myself,
transforming me into a conduit of Love.
May I be a medicine for the sick and weary,
nursing their afflictions until they are cured;
may I become food and drink,

during time of famine.
May I protect the helpless and the poor.
May I be a lamp

for those who need your Light,
May I be a bed for those who need rest,
and guide all seekers to the Other Shore.
May all find happiness through my actions,
and let no one suffer because of me.
Whether they love or hate me,
whether they hurt or wrong me,
may they all obtain true entrusting
through Other Power,
and realize Supreme Nirvana.
Namo Amida Buddha
Namaste,

Peter

PS. I have a new page on my website offering a variety of writing classes, including Writing & Publishing Spiritual Books and Sacred Journaling. Here’s the link http://www.joyofsects.com/class.shtml Or just go to www.joyofsects.com and click on Online Classes or Personal Consultations

If you have friends who you think might enjoy reading this newsletter, whether or not they’re part of the CMED family, please feel free to share it with them and invite them to communicate with me. 
