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“Truth is One; sages call it by different names.” (Rig Veda)
September 2007
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I recently taught a workshop at the Omega Institute with my good friend Lench Archuleta on the subject of Creating a Personal Spiritual Practice. Preparing for and conducting the workshop caused me to explore deeply the reasons why we need a spiritual practice in the first place. Many of us do not belong to a particular religious tradition that requires regular attendance at services or ceremonies, nor a specific set of prayers, rituals, and practices. So why create one for ourselves if it isn’t required of us? One reasonable answer is that it just feels good, both mentally and physically. Thousands of people, for example, practice Insight Meditation—a secularized version of Buddhist Vipassana meditation—primarily as a stress-reduction technique, often with excellent results. The scientific evidence is now overwhelming that meditation, deep breathing exercises, yoga and tai chi improve cardiac health and lower blood pressure while reducing stress, anxiety, and even depression. But this information raises the question of whether creating a spiritual practice might have value beyond the secular uses of techniques such as meditation and breath control. Indeed, if we are using these methodologies as a matter of simple health and fitness, why refer to them as “spiritual” practices at all?
Instead of merely feeling good, though, what if we said that our goal is to be good? Certainly the desire to be virtuous has value—although, having grown up in a Roman Catholic environment, I’ve learned to question the efficacy of simply intending piousness. Often such surface wishes are contradicted by our actions, [image: image3.jpg]


not to mention our secret thoughts and the barely conscious feelings generated by our reptilian brain. Carl Jung was quite direct about all this when he developed his concept of the shadow—that part of the human psyche that represents our repressed awareness of whatever we find unacceptable about ourselves. “Taking it in its deepest sense,” Jung wrote in The Integration of the Personality (1939), “the shadow is the invisible saurian [lizardlike] tail that man still drags behind him. Carefully amputated, it becomes the healing serpent of the mysteries. Only monkeys parade with it.” 
Like St. Teresa, who wrote in her Interior Castle about the “snakes” or “reptiles” that have snuck into the Castle with us, aided by our clouded vision, Jung intuitively understood that we are often driven by the most primitive components of our brain. In the 1950s, Dr. Paul D. MacLean developed his concept of the “triune brain,” consisting of of the R-complex, the limbic system, and the neocortex. The latter, also known as the cerebral cortex, is the most recent addition to the human brain, and directs our most advanced perceptions, including higher-order thinking skills, reason and speech, as well as the creation of and response to art, philosophy, and spiritual principles. Just below the neocortex, the limbic system derives from the oldest mammalian brain (found in dogs, cats, horses, and even mice, as opposed to newer mammals like chimps), and is primarily responsible for our emotional life; it also has a lot to do with the formation of memories and includes the hypothalamus, the hippocampus, the amygdala, and several other nearby areas. But the oldest part of the brain Dr. MacLean termed the R-complex, also known as the "reptilian brain," which includes the brain stem and cerebellum also found in snakes, reptiles, and birds. Like a reptile’s brain, this part of the human psychophysiology controls instinctive survival behavior and thinking. It most closely correlates to what mystics refer to as the separative ego, a pure survival mechanism. Many esoteric spiritual traditions taught the same idea of three planes of consciousness and even three different brains. Gurdjieff referred to man as a "three-brained being," with one brain for the spirit, one for the soul, and one for the body.  Similar ideas can be found in Kabbalah, Platonism, and elsewhere, including the chakra paradigm, with points along the spinal column that correspond to nodes of consciousness, related in an ascending manner, from gross to subtle. 
The Triune Brain
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During times of social and political turmoil, our reptilian roots are greatly in evidence. Employing a behavioral trait that Jung called “projection,” we feel compelled to explain the dangerous, dispiriting state of world affairs by making it seem as if evil is something "out there" that exists primarily in other people. I certainly believe that most people want to do good and be good, but that we often lack the training and discipline to manifest that intention, and not only in moments of extreme duress. To believe otherwise is, at best, simplistic; at worst, it represents a failure not simply of imagination but also of self-knowledge. My own experience of myself and of others is that, alongside the impulse to rise above our personal needs and help our fellow humans, the tendency to act in a purely self-interested way lives within each of us like a virus. 
Describing the reptilian impulse of self-interest as a virus that lurks in all of us may sound similar to the Catholic concept of “original sin.” According to that doctrine, popularized by St. Augustine in the 4th century, all humans inherit the sinfulness of Adam and Eve. In a way, he was onto something. But the term original sin is clouded by theological speculation and isn’t a helpful concept, largely because most people tend to find it arbitrary, especially those who reject the literal truth of the Bible and the notion that Adam and Eve were historical figures. It might help to see this biblical account as a metaphor of our genetic past, the reptilian brain lodged beneath our socially acceptable outer cortex. (It wasn’t coincidental that the agent of Adam and Eve’s fall was a slithering serpent.) Buddhists and Hindus see evil tendencies to some extent as the result of karma. The Kabbalistic tradition calls these collective negative forces the satan (pronounced suh-TAHN), in the ancient meaning of “adversary.” It is the force within that impels us to ignore the needs of others and to serve only ourselves. Kabbalists find nothing negative in acknowledging the presence of the satan. We like to think that the Divine is present in all individuals, even the great monsters of world history, no matter how obscured by their willingness to give in to destructive impulses. But any understanding of God must encompass all aspects of Being, not just the good. Western Scripture doesn’t often address this issue directly, yet in the Book of Isaiah, which appears in both the Hebrew Bible and the Christian Old Testament, the Lord does say (45:7): 


I form the light and create darkness, 


bring prosperity and create disaster; 
    
I, the LORD, do all these things.
More often, the Jewish and Christian traditions impute evil to beings external to God, such as Satan or the Devil, conceived as fallen angels who chose not to serve God. In Islam, this figure is called Iblis (his Arabic name is derived from the Greek diabolos, devil), a jinn or spirit believed to have been created from fire, as all jinns were and still are, whereas angels are created from light. Yet fire is a form of light, and this at least acknowledges that evil flows in some way from good, as a necessary polarity. 
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Eastern traditions tend to accept a more expansive integration of dark and light, as in the Taoist symbol of yin-yang, in which black and white both contain within them the seed of their opposite. Kali, one manifestation of the Mother Goddess of India, embraces good and evil, life and death, beauty and terror. The East sees nothing contradictory in an image of the Great Mother wearing a garland of human skulls and brandishing a bloody blade while engaging in sexual union with Shiva, the god of destruction and transformation. Most Hindus understand Shiva’s role as destroying in order to create, or, metaphorically, shedding old habits to form new ones. Shiva is also the god of yogis, who use discipline to bring good and evil impulses under one “yoke,” a word that derives from the same Sanskrit root as yoga. 
However we label the negative impulses of our reptilian brain, to whatever forces we try to attribute them, and to what extent we deny them (here I think of Miss Piggy’s revealing words, “Pretentious? Moi?”), we need humility to coexist with them. I say “coexist,” because we are engaged in a kind of cold war: we don’t need to vanquish an external enemy so much as to keep peace in the presence of our internal adversary by practicing détente. 
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Unfortunately, many people prefer not to acknowledge these murky impulses at all. We keep them, and ourselves, in the dark. This is why Jung referred to the part of our psyche that we find unacceptable as the shadow, rigorously shut off from sight. “Unfortunately there can be no doubt that man is, on the whole, less good than he imagines himself or wants to be,” Jung wrote as Europe headed for its second major war in 20 years. “Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual's conscious life, the blacker and denser it is.” Jung’s proposed solution to this situation is to become conscious of the shadow by bringing it into the light. “If an inferiority is conscious, one always has a chance to correct it,” he continued. “Furthermore, it is constantly in contact with other interests, so that it is continually subjected to modifications. But if it is repressed and isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected.” ("Psychology and Religion," 1938)
A more familiar word for evil or the shadow might be "ego"—not in the Freudian sense of ego as the organizing force within the human psyche. Nor as conceit or egotism, as in "That actor has such a huge ego, he expects to win an Oscar even when he’s in a dog food commercial." The ego I'm talking about is at the base of the word “egoism,” or putting yourself before everyone else, especially in survival situations.  During the Buddha’s enlightenment, he saw that all suffering was caused by attachment to transient things, and an underlying ignorance of the causes of that attachment. He did not mean attachment only to material objects and pleasures, but also to the idea of a "self," which he considered a delusion, because no abiding self exists. Because we imagine that our “self,” or ego, is separate from all others, and that we need to constantly defend ourselves, we often give in to the impulses that originate in our reptilian brain. Ignorance of this noble truth leads to hatred and greed, both in service of the tireless ego. The Prophet Muhammad, on returning from battle against the Arabs who opposed Islam, reportedly said, “Now we turn from the lesser jihad to the greater jihad,” by which he meant the struggle with the ego. The Arabic word jihad means “striving” or “effort,” and although it can refer to battle, it more properly applies to spiritual striving. To Muhammad, the struggle for physical survival was secondary to the battle with one’s ego, or separative self.
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In this sense the ego, feeling the need to defend itself from other beings and the physical world itself, is really the source of all evil. It is the one force that we are engaged to struggle with on a daily, moment-by-moment basis. And this observation brings me back to my initial remarks about the purpose of spiritual practice. In this context, all spiritual practice is a form of training in the struggle with the ego, a training that requires the kind of personal heroism often associated with soldiers and warriors. As Dan Millman puts it, we need to become peaceful warriors waging an inner struggle. Not magical-thinking idealists, believing that the law of attraction—which states that positive thoughts attract positive results—is enough to make the world a peaceful place, but active proponents of self-discipline. Robert Thurman, the great American Buddhist scholar, once told me that spiritual practitioners should emulate the spirit of self-sacrifice that the best military personnel exhibit. We are in training to overcome the ego, he said, not by physical force but by inner strength. We need to promulgate what he called an “inner revolution,” to be strong and vigilant enough to keep the forces of ego from overcoming us. 
Prayer, meditation, breathing, movement exercises, journaling, and spiritual reading are among the ways to focus our attention on the greater jihad, the ongoing struggle with the ego. We need to stay in training just like athletes do; piousness, or the appearance of holiness, has nothing to do with it, but humility does. Practice begins by recognizing that although, in an absolute sense, we are already perfectly realized Buddhas or Beings of Light, in a relative sense we are not fully aware of this and often act as if it weren’t the case. Daily or regular practice returns us to the awareness of our relative limitations until we can no longer ignore the obvious truth that we need help. That help can come from within and without, but we have to be involved in getting it. If you need an indication for yourself that the training is having positive results, look for compassionate action, which is the manifestation of spiritual awareness. That, and your ability to maintain moment-to-moment awareness of your higher purpose in the midst of the everyday. 
Namaste,

Peter

PS.  A somewhat longer version of this Newsletter will be available on my website under the Newsletter link.
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