Peter’s Newsletter
June 2007, Recollection
I usually send out a newsletter after I’ve conducted a workshop or taken part in one with Caroline Myss at CMED. But a few days ago, an insight came to me that I wanted to share with all of you. I often feel that my own daily practice is less a fixed ritual than a kind of spiritual laboratory. I picked up that phrase from one of my first teachers, Lex Hixon, whom I encountered while I was conducting interviews for my book Through the Labyrinth: Stories of the Search for Spiritual Transformation in Everyday Life.  Lex was an authority on Sufi Islam who, as Sheikh Nur al-Jerrahi, led a congregation at a mosque located in the Tribeca section of Manhattan. It was a cosmopolitan house of worship whose members included, among others, immigrants from Lebanon and Turkey, African Americans from Newark, and a number of downtown artists, and it served as my introduction to Islamic beliefs and practices. 
As a Sufi, Lex believed in the legitimacy of all spiritual paths, but also stressed that being a Sufi meant practicing orthodox Islam. He had been raised in a nominally Protestant but largely secular humanist family that had provided him with what he referred to as a financial “endowment” that allowed him to devote himself to the study and practice of the world’s religions. He took an advanced degree in Comparative Religion at Columbia University, and over the years engaged in simultaneously practicing several different spiritual traditions. Besides living his Sufi role as Sheikh Nur, Lex was a member of the Gelupta order of Tibetan Buddhism (to which the Dalai Lama belongs); joined the Eastern Orthodox Church; received transmission in the Soto Zen tradition of Japan; and was a devotee of Sri Ramakrishna and Mother Sarada Devi of India. Lex was the one who first encouraged me to view all the major wisdom traditions as equally valid.  Although he was a prolific author himself, writing books about Sufism, Buddhism, Tantra, and other subjects, he was aware that his books appealed to a selective audience, and generously encouraged me to continue my writing in a more populist vein.
Because Lex followed so many disparate traditions, I often wondered what his own practice consisted of, but he was quite mysterious about it, referring to his daily work as his “spiritual laboratory.” Lex had a great sense of humor and once confessed that when Lent or Christmas and Ramadan overlapped, it sometimes "created a scheduling headache." And so, when I teach that we can draw on elements from different wisdom traditions to create a practice that has profound personal meaning, I’m inspired by Lex but also expanding on his work, as I believe he kept his practices somehow separate. I combine meditation with breathing exercises based on Tibetan, Chinese, and Indian practices, and prayers from Catholic and Buddhist tradiitons. Breathing practice facilitates meditation, and prayer is always appropriate. Some Zen teachers suggest following the breath and counting to 10 on each inhalation and exhalation. I use a variation of that technique:

1. inhale to a count of 4 
2. hold the breath while continuing to a count of 10
3. exhale to a count of 6 or7 
4. hold the exhalation until you reach 10 again.
Once you get used to the pattern, you don't need to focus so intently on the numbers; counting occupies your mind just enough to keep it from wandering. I've never been an especially good meditator, and this practice helps me stay focused. The deep breathing also calms and relaxes me in the morning, which is normally a challenging time for my brain chemistry.

As I engage in this practice, I am often able to let go of my concerns about the coming day and the unpredictable nature of my work—an attitude the Buddhist teacher Pema Chodron calls (in the title of one of her books) “Comfortable with Uncertainty.” My daily work is patchwork quilt of writing, teaching, counseling, editing, and other activities. I love the variety, and the different kinds of skills each line of work requires, although they sometimes create my own sort of “scheduling headache”—one involving conflicting deadlines and having to change my focus frequently. So refocusing on the universal nature of spiritual practice helps me maintain the awareness that finances, schedules, insecurities, and a constantly morphing career path are not who I am. Through his classic book Coming Home, Lex had introduced me to the teaching work of Ramana Maharshi, whose practice of vichara consisted of continually asking aspirants, “Who are you?” In other words, if I am not this body, and I am not this mind, who am I? This kind of koan moves you to realize that you are vaster than you imagine. 

Letting go of concerns about the material realm, of course, is just the front end of meditation practice. With any luck, it leads to a glimmer of what lies beyond the hurly-burly of the workaday world—some fleeting glimpse of what we are really all about. Sometimes, paradoxically, just as we move beyond the realm of obsessive worry and egoistical concerns, a genuinely creative thought will obtrude. Some meditation teachers say that we should ignore ideas that surface while sitting, no matter how creative. But to me, that's too much like throwing the baby out with the holy water. Although sages such as Krishnamurti have said that meditation has no quantifiable "purpose," the fact remains that when we empty the mind we do create a kind of vacuum. And just as molecules of hydrogen—the basic building blocks of the universe—are mysteriously created within the vacuum of outer space that one writer called "the nothing between," inspired impulses and graces may emerge from the “nothing” of meditation. I'm not saying that you should drop everything and start jotting down notes; but if an insight stays with you at the end of your practice, why look a gift from God in the mouth?
Of course, there are many ways to conduct a spiritual practice besides the conventional forms of meditation. We can also receive shafts of grace and glimpses of the infinite through art, music, dance, athletics, sexuality, or working in the garden. 
What popped out during my morning breathing work some days ago was the word "recollection," which has several significantly different meanings. It encompasses more than memory, and can include the retrieval of thoughts, ideas, and remembrances, along with some attempt to collate, connect and interpret them. Plato is said to have believed that humans learn entirely through recollection. He thought that we inherently possess knowledge, and that we have only to be led to discover what we already know. Plato’s concept is not terribly different from how Caroline Myss defines intuition (not as a gift of the lucky few but an instinct we can all develop); or the Vajrayana Buddhist belief that we are already perfect buddhas, but just haven’t fully realized it yet. 
In the Roman Catholic tradition, recollection is the name of a profoundly mystical practice, defined as “attention to the presence of God in the soul.” This requires one to withdraw the mind from external, material affairs, and is identified with the interior solitude in which the soul is alone with the Divine. According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, recollection is twofold: 

Active recollection may be acquired by our own efforts aided by the ordinary grace of God. Thus any devout soul can acquire the habit of thinking of God's presence and of fixing attention upon Him and his Divine perfections. Passive recollection does not depend upon our own efforts, but is an extraordinary grace infused by God, by which He summons together the faculties of the soul and manifests His presence and His perfections; this kind of recollection is classed by mystical writers as the first degree of infused contemplation.
We don’t need such a technical understanding, but it helps to remember that in Catholic terminology, “contemplation” actually means meditation, and vice versa—don’t ask why! But you certainly don’t have to be Catholic or feel affection for the church to appreciate the value of this kind of recollection. The English word itself comes to us from a Latin root meaning “to gather,” but is ultimately descended from an older Indo-European root (leg-) with derivatives meaning "to speak." Some dictionaries trace it through a Germanic word meaning “enchanter, one who speaks magic words,” and connect it to “leech,” an Old English word for physician. 
So symbolically, at least, recollection is tied in with healing, incantation, prayer. The apprehension, even briefly, of a state of being outside of anxiety and dread, or pleasure and pain, is surely healing. But it is also a way of making sense of the various threads within our personal tapestries. It helps to have someone else to guide us through this process—a spiritual director, trusted confidant, teacher, or counselor who knows something about your personal background and aspirations and can guide you along the next stage of your path. I hope that in some small way these newsletters may help in that direction by recalling—or recollecting—the great variety of spiritual truths and practices that are available to us. As the old Sufi saying goes, “The paths to God are as numerous and the hearts of man (and woman).”
Even (or especially) if you don’t follow a formal spiritual practice, you can allow your heart to stay open to divine grace and glimpses of who you truly are throughout the day. And recollect yourself 
 Follow your breath, particularly in moments of stress or anxiety, by using the 4-step breathing I outlined above. Namaste,

Peter

PS. These insights form the basis of the workshop that I’ll be teaching with Lench Archuleta at the Omega Institute August 24-26. In case you missed the previous email about it, you can read more here:
http://www.eomega.org/omega/workshops/6a45d02a21cc63dccf613ce84b641874/
Those of you who may be interested in personal consultation of a spiritual or literary nature can learn more here:
http://www.joyofsects.com/class2.shtml
If you would like to join an online writing class, read about them here: http://www.joyofsects.com/class.shtml
For more about Lex Hixon/Sheikh Nur al-Jerrahi, including an excerpt from my writings about Lex in Through the Labyrinth, visit www.lexhixon.org and click on the Press tab.

