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PREFACE


Consciousness in motion expresses itself as the objects of the universe in the eternal dance of life.


—Deepak Chopra


Humankind is on the brink of the most significant spiritual crisis of our time. Many people do not have, or have lost, a connection to their spirit. They are consumed with form, ego, and over-identification with social constructs and physical realities. This crisis is widespread, causing people to leave religion in droves, in search of God, the Divine, in them and in the world. This book counters the current paradigm and crisis through stories, research, and deep knowing with the Divine.


Key Points This Book Addresses:


•There is a need to reframe and create a collective identity of well-being within our culture that is not based on race, ethnicity, income, or other socially constructed status.


•People have lost their spiritual compass, the inner voice that is connected to God or the Divine.


•How people perceive themselves and how they believe others perceive them can be either helpful or harmful, depending on the mind’s narrative or script.


•Spirits don’t have a social identity, an age, a name, or a label.


•Identity influences how you interact with the world around you. When you understand yourself and who you are, you can be more open and understanding of others.


•Evidence of consciousness and awakening is measured in different ways, depending on what you believe and where you are on the path of life. Religion often divides rather than unites humanity. Experiencing awakened consciousness through multiple ways of knowing and being can help you find the spiritual grounding necessary to embody the love of God.


Collective Purpose


My purpose in writing this book is to lead readers onto a path of spiritual awakening rather than attachment to form-based identities. I believe it’s possible at any age to live in a new way that is not obsessed with physical or form-based roles. You can become grounded in the spiritual, Divine creation of the universe. This path is so essential because many people have lost their connection to God and to their sacred, spiritual selves. Some refuse to believe they are spiritual creatures having a human existence. Regardless of where you stand on the continuum between non-spiritual and spiritual being, there is something in this book for you. The time you invest in reading and reflecting in this book is worth the reward of tapping into your truest, fullest spiritual powers as a spiritual being living in the current universe.


Why listen to me?


These are questions that only you can answer.


•Why did you buy this book?


•Why do you want to spend time with the contents?


•Why should you listen to me?


I want you to know me and who I am. This feels vulnerable, it takes courage, and it pushes me outside of my comfort zone as I type from my picnic table at the end of a dirt road.


I am not a public person. I am not someone who seeks attention or notoriety. But this is me as a socially constructed person with various form-based identities. You will get to know my spirit as you read this book. Because it is the spirit that is writing this book, it is not the professor, author, or researcher. My favorite spiritual gurus and mystics include people like Fr. Richard Rohr, Wayne Dyer, Eckhart Tolle, and Deepak Chopra, but I am not considered a spiritual guru or mystic by any stretch of the imagination. In fact, I might be the exact opposite.


I have lived a full life of nearly 48 years, and in my life, I have experienced many physical and form-based identities. As a child who grew up in a lower-middle-class home, we were considered low income. As a person who was sexually abused as a child, I have identified as a victim of sexual abuse. I am a mother, auntie, daughter, and friend. More recently, I identify as a doctoral-trained researcher with a passion for social justice, health equity, and wellness. I proudly wear that egoic hat and form.


As a Christian who believes in God and attends church when life allows, I have been part of various religious groups and identified with them.


I have been sober in mind, body, and from alcohol for three years. I will join a meeting and announce I am in recovery. I belong to these groups, sometimes as a writer and professor. I proudly identify with these titles. “What do you do?” Oh, I am a professor. I am an author.


What is so very compelling about each of these identities is that they can connect us to one another in way that fosters a sense of sameness. Because most of us are starving for connection and belonging (see the Surgeon General’s report on epidemic loneliness and a suicide crisis in Chapter 1), we can see that social and form-based identities help us connect to others, find common ground, and at times, safe spaces to be who we are. However, the heart of who I am as a spiritual being is not connected to any of these experiences or socially constructed labels and identities.


If you are still with me, and I hope that you are, this is the precise reason why I am somewhat qualified to write a book about the spiritual dimensions of wellness, walking with the Divine, and consciousness rising. I have been unwell, overidentified with various egoic forms and titles, and I have suffered because of it. Perhaps you have too.


The beauty of these lived experiences is that because I have suffered, you may not need to, or at least not as much as I have. Some people tell me I am safe. I ground them. I possess humor, perspective, and a generous heart, and I can see the spiritual dimensions of well-being unfolding in the lives of those around me, as well as the lack of spirit in some cases. You may have similar experiences or people who consider you a spiritually grounded person, a conscious human with a heart for God. This is perhaps the best label or identification that I can think of.


My Promise


After reading this book, I hope that when you are at a party and a thought streams through your conscious mind, such as “this person is not the same as me (Black, White, Gay, Straight, Poor, Rich, etc.),” you become the observer of this thought. Rather than acting out this thought with unconscious behaviors and unkind words, judgment, separateness, superiority, and otherness, I want you to embrace the divine connection that you have with this physical person based on a sacred spiritual path. Perhaps this spirit, showing up in physical form at a party, is there to teach you something.


You will encounter adverse experiences in your lifetime. If you have not, just wait, they will come. This book will provide you with practices and preparations that will strengthen your spirit, so that when storms come, you can observe them, understand them, and let them pass. Ultimately, my prayer is that all suffering ends in the world because people come to the realization that they are spiritual beings first, and that anything physical is just the spiritual world showing up in a form-based way. When you become spiritually grounded and centered, you pass these practices and deep knowledge on to others. They can see who you are at the spirit level, beyond the physical. Sharing your spirit with others allows you to find your ultimate purpose in life and your truest self. You will come to see the world as physical form-based structures representing the spiritual realm. You will welcome everything that comes into your life and consciousness as an opportunity to learn and grow, becoming your highest and best spiritual self.


A Sacred Identity consists of six chapters. Chapters include lists, reflection prompts, scales, and practices to awaken your consciousness. I wrote these chapters in an order that makes sense to me, but the order may not make sense to you. Choose your path. As you read and absorb the content presented, take what benefits and enriches your spirit, leave what does not. An Elder once told me that we get to decide what we take and what we leave with (experiences, relationships, and knowing). This is powerful because ultimately you decide. You are the captain of your ship.


I am the captain of my ship. I am the master of my fate. The Divine is in us and with us.


Experiencing a Spiritual Life


I heard a story about a young man who was raised in a small village. Everyone in the village loved and adored him. It was a close community with everyone helping one another and raising the children of the village together. The boy got older and had a dream of traveling the world. He wanted to see places, experience things, and know what it meant to be an adventurer. He was gone for many years. In fact, he was gone for so long that people in the village forgot about him; some thought he had died.


But one day he came back to the village. Everyone was so glad to see him. They wanted to hear all about his travels, his life, where he had been, and what he learned about the world outside of this small village. They would gather up in the evenings after their work was completed, and he would tell stories from his travels, the people he met, the rich culture, language, and the beauty of it all.


One night, the villagers said they wanted him to draw a map. Drawing a map would help them see all of the countries he had been to. Several weeks passed, and the boy, now a man, drew a map and shared it with the villagers. These are all the places I have traveled to. The villagers looked at it in awe. They framed the map and hung it proudly on the village wall for everyone to see. They worshiped the map, in awe of the places and the freedom of this young man, their local villager.


But it was not in the story or the map that the experiences happened. They could never truly tell what it was like to travel the world, because they were simply looking at a map, nothing more. To experience something and truly understand it, we must walk that road, be in those shoes, feel the air on our face, and inhabit those spaces of quietness, change, humility, love, adventure, and freedom. For some, they just have the map. That is where it ends. We can seek a spiritual life; we can attend church, read Bible verses or meditate and practice silent retreats. But without a destination in mind, these are just maps. To truly know who we are as awakened spiritual beings, we must know where these maps are leading us. The key questions are:


•What are your practices?


•Where do you want them to lead you?


•How do they lead you to experience a spiritual life?


Tell me about your life and practice so that I may better understand you, and you can understand me. This is all the evidence that we need.


As we begin walking on the path to seek our true self, a higher level of consciousness, awakening, meaning, purpose, and happiness, we must be mindful and aware. The ego and various social identities can take over our thinking about our place and significance in this world as spiritual beings. Ego and thought will tell us who we are, who we are not, what we like, what we know, and who we belong to. These internal messages influence how we interact with others, our thoughts about those around us, and our behaviors. A key issue with social identities and the ego is that they often divide rather than unite us. The divisions of humankind are visible in every community, government, school system, family, faith-based organization, and country. Our children, young adults, and even older adults grow into the idea that separateness and otherness are the way to be. Everyone wants to feel unique, special, or different in some way. It is easy to get drawn into the values, ideals, and dogmas of socially constructed groups (income, race, professional affiliation, etc.) without deeply knowing who we are as spiritual beings and our connection to God or the Divine. Our emphasis on the physical rather than spiritual or formless is at the center of the spiritual crisis that we see in the world today.


You cannot tell me who I am, and I cannot tell you who you are. If you don’t know your own identity. Who is going to identify you?


—Thomas Merton


Going Deeper


Socially constructed identities and labels mask who we are as spiritual beings. We must be mindful, intentional, and aware of cultivating our spirit.


How we live is determined by what and how we think and what we do. It is normal to question our thoughts. But it is most important to remember that we are not our thoughts; we are the observer of the thoughts we have. As you begin reading this book, a thought may arise, such as, “What is an awakened state of consciousness?” and “How is the current egoic crisis we are in related to spirituality?” We will answer these questions throughout this book.


To begin with, though, a spiritual being refers to something or someone that is not part of the physical or material formless world that we see. Sometimes the term spirit is used interchangeably with terms like soul, consciousness, or heart. A crisis is a time of intense difficulty, trouble, or danger. The absence of consciousness (unconsciousness) leads people into a state of crisis when challenges arise; they cannot cope, self-regulate, ground themselves, and recognize that they are more than their physical form or anything happening to them in the present moment.


People forget they are sacred; they’ve lost connection with the Divine.


Michael Bernard Beckwith identified the following levels of spiritual development / awakening consciousness.1 Which level of consciousness do you embody?


•Victim consciousness: Life is happening to me. I am affected by the world.


•Manifestor consciousness: Life is happening by me. I create life.


•Channel consciousness: Life is happening through me.


•One consciousness: Life is happening as me. I am one with God (called by many other names).


As you move through life, you may experience all these states of consciousness; the goal, however, is to achieve a unified consciousness. There are signs that people are awakening to consciousness, being reborn, and becoming one with God, aware of the Divine nature within them and the universe. At the same time, there are signs that a spiritual crisis is occurring; people are experiencing victim unconsciousness at multiple levels. They are asleep. A spiritual crisis is occurring in our world; evidence is everywhere that our eyes can see, and hearts can feel.


One of our problems today is that we are not well acquainted with the literature of the spirit. We are interested in the news of the day and the problems of the hour.


—Joseph Campbell


Trigger warning. If you are feeling hopeless or in despair, please skip this section.


Gun violence is common. In 2021, more Americans died from gun-related injuries than at any other time in history.


Discrimination and racism are commonly reported. Events like George Floyd’s murder impacted how people think about racial inequality in the United States. Eight in ten Black Americans report they experienced discrimination because of their race or ethnicity.2


Sexual violence is common, with 25% of men in the US reporting some form of contact sexual violence in their lifetime, and one in three female victims experiencing rape for the first time between the ages of 11 and 17.3


Drug and alcohol addiction are on the rise. More than 932,000 people have died from overdoses in the US since 1999.4 Opioids are driving the crisis, with 75% of all deaths in 2020 caused by opioids. 3


Suicide is a permanent decision to a temporary problem. Suicide is a leading cause of death in the US. In 2021, 48,183 people died by suicide in the United States, which is 1 death every 11 minutes.5


Poverty impacts more than 40% of the world’s population, and policies and programs designed to address the material poverty crisis are not working.6 Poverty divides and excludes people and populations rather than connecting and supporting them as spiritual beings. When basic needs are not met, it is difficult for people to consider their spiritual well-being.


Disconnection impacts every facet of our well-being, leading to pervasive physical, mental, and social conditions. Caused by loneliness and isolation, when people are disconnected, they are more likely to use drugs, alcohol and die prematurely.7


Social media impacts every aspect of how most Americans live. People spend more time on their smartphones and less time developing healthy relationships with fellow humans, in person. New research shows that poor mental health, depression, and suicide are related to increased time on social media and smartphones. Teen girls are among the most vulnerable groups. Social media creates a false sense of connection and friendship, spreads misinformation and disinformation, and distorts the reality of the world. Because social media alters cognitive and brain development in youth and adults, it is considered a significant public health crisis.


Loss of faith is happening at unprecedented rates. Americans are leaving their religious houses and groups in record numbers. While some people have found God and spiritual connections in organized religions, others have not. In fact, many have had the opposite experiences, leaving the churches due to sexual abuse, hypocrisy, and politics. A Pew Research Center study reports that 65% of American adults describe themselves as Christians when asked to describe their faith, which is down 12% from what it was ten years ago.8 People are leaving religion; it has failed to remind them of their Divine nature and sacredness. These examples are outward signs of an internal spiritual crisis. But I rarely see news headlines or research that call attention to the crisis of the spirit. Do you?


When you’re experiencing a crisis as an individual, that’s what St. John of the Cross calls “the dark night of the soul.” You’re wrestling with God. You’re doing what you need to do to handle what’s coming up out of you that you don’t understand. It’s personal. You’re getting a divorce; your child is ill ... or you’re just having the catastrophe of everyday life.


—Barbara Holmes


These outward signs of crisis are wrong, and they need to be made right. Nobody wants to experience gun violence or even commit gun violence or abuse, but it happens. When you look around you, what evidence do you see that a spiritual crisis is occurring among human beings on this Earth? Have you stopped noticing what is happening? Have you asked yourself, “Why is gun violence increasing?” When you begin to ask these questions, you cannot help but look within. Events happening in the physical universe are a direct reflection of where people are spiritually, mentally, and emotionally.


•Where have we gone astray?


•How did we get so far away from our truest and highest selves to allow these crises to occur as we stand unconscious, hopeless, numb, detached, and angry?


•What causes such spiritual suffering?


Events like suicide cause tremendous suffering for the survivors. There is much to learn about how we respond to tragedy and trauma. Instead of numbing the mind and spirit with drugs, food, or other addictive behaviors, we can choose a different path. We can sit silently and be grateful for the loved one and the life that they shared with us. We can be still, without judgment, knowing that they are no longer suffering. I realize this is easier said than done.


Being spiritual has nothing to do with what you believe and everything to do with your state of consciousness.


—Eckhart Tolle


Spiritual Awakening Checklist


Spiritual awakening depends on your worldview and cannot be generalized to all people, beliefs, and ideas about what it means to be spiritually well. When you look around the world or your world, do you see God? Where does the Great Universal Spirit reside and exist? Is it in the eyes of people, in the actions and love of others, in the wisdom and offerings given to you by elders and those who care for you?


The main challenge with developing a spiritual awakening checklist is that it relies on form-based models and requires introspection to assess one’s progress on the continuum of spiritually awakening. Phil Friedman developed a series of helpful scales, including the Spiritual Awakening Scale.9 Answer the questions based on a response of “0” representing “not at all” to “5” meaning “a great deal.”


Spiritual Awakening Scale


1.I am aware of my true nature.


2.I know that awareness is everywhere, not just in me.


3.I live for uplifting the whole.


4.I place maintaining my spirituality as a high priority for me.


5.I understand my life’s purpose through my spirituality.


6.I receive a great deal of fulfillment from my spirituality.


7.I am clear about my next step, my next inspired action.


8.I align with my high power/intelligence to contribute to others.


9.I am aware of awareness itself.


10.I see space around everything.


11.I am able to include everything within me, to let everything in.


12.I am perfect just as I am.


13.I am able to let go of any investment in the future.


14.I am perfect where I am.


15.I have lots of compassion, empathy, integrity, and love.


16.I easily create partnerships with others.


17.I am able to do little things with great love.


Higher scores indicate a greater level of spiritual awakening, where lower scores may indicate that awakening is not part of your awareness. Friedman9 collected data with this scale from 563 people; their average score was 54.72


•What is your score?


•How does your spiritual awakening score compare to others?


Our spirit or the Divine does not have a form. It is separate from the mind or the physical universe, which includes the body. Our spirit does not age. Everything we can sense in the physical world was once considered a manifestation of an unmanifested spiritual source. More importantly, form-based identities and labels given to certain groups of people based on their race, class, gender, sexual orientation, profession, socioeconomic status, religious affiliation, etc., have very little to do with our spirit.


•Describe your spirit in words.


•Draw your spirit on a piece of paper.


•Capture your spirit in a photograph.


Reflections for Going Deeper


Read. What did you read that speaks to your spirit?


Reflect. In what ways might you use these words to become more spiritually awakened?


Remember. What can you remember about who you are as a conscious spiritual being?


Abide. What do you accept?




CHAPTER 1


Who Are You?


Those who are awake live in a constant state of amazement.


—Buddha


Who are you? Why are you here?


If this book has landed in your lap, you may already be pondering the question that many of us have at some point in our lives. Who am I? Why am I here? How did I get here, and where to go when leaving this Earth? It would be easy to answer these questions based on our Earthly identities and physical forms. My name is …. I am here because someone gave birth to me.


Obviously, we could go deeper with these questions. Like, what is the purpose of human suffering? If there is a God or Creator of the universe, why do bad things happen to good people? We could go on for a while about the Whys of existence. Or we could stop and consider that the very thinking about who we are and why we are here is part of a spiritual dimension that, if uncovered, can bring us to a place of peace, connection, and assurance that we are living and breathing on the path that is meant for us. We must consider our view of the world and how others perceive it, so that we can enter a spiritual realm.


The challenge we face as a society, a collective group of humans, is not material; it is not based on material deprivation, climate change, politics, violence, or poverty. The challenge is a spiritual one. When I use the term “spiritual,” I mean not of a material form. Spirituality is concerned with the human spirit (soul) rather than the material and physical things we experience. Much of our individual and collective efforts as a society have been focused in the wrong direction–on physical and material things.


Writing this book might be all wrong. Am I to sit and contemplate spiritual principles and awakening when such unconsciousness leads to suffering, injustice, violence, poverty, discrimination, and racism? And what am I to do with the privilege I inherently possess as a white female with a doctoral degree and time to write?


These are contemplative questions, but one of the practices I have not fully mastered is the art of contemplative acts. I am not, by nature, a contemplative person. I am energetic and reactive and like to do, act, and feel alive in the physical world. Laughter and nature are my go-to spiritual medicines.


•What do you spend time thinking about?


•Why are you here?


•What are your spiritual medicines?


Research, Worldviews and the Path


You are on the path to knowing who you are. I know parts of who I am, at least how the external world perceives me. Our identities and perspectives determine our worldview. I am a professor and researcher, recovering, and undoing these identities. When I was completing my doctoral studies, I learned about positionality, paradigms, and philosophical worldviews. Believe it or not, I had not really thought much about worldview before that time; I was busy trying to survive.


As a student and researcher, worldview comes into play early in our academic training because it outlines our assumptions and beliefs about the things we research. We were taught early in our academic studies that researchers must be forthcoming with their worldview because it drives their selection of research methods, analysis, and dissemination.


Worldviews can also be checked and reviewed for bias and validity. There are multiple philosophical worldviews, but I was taught about four in particular: post-positivism, constructivism, transformative, and pragmatism. As a researcher, there are times we are expected to write about our religion and experience in relation to the data and population we are working with. For example, as an individual with the lived experience of recovery from substance use, I state that if I am writing or researching this topic. It gives me credibility and influences my positionality, paradigm, and worldview.


To learn more about these worldviews, consider reading a book or searching the Internet. I am not an expert on worldviews, and this book is not about worldviews or research positions, but worldviews can help you make sense of how and why experiences happen, ways in which theories and evidence are created to explain wellness and spirituality, and more. We can all be researchers in our own right, even without advanced training or degrees.


I have researched the spiritual dimensions of well-being for nearly two decades. My reasons for researching spiritual dimensions of well-being are not just academic endeavors; they are personal. I was sitting with a friend at a VRBO in Lander, Wyoming, talking about this book and my struggles with writing about the spiritual dimensions of wellness. She happens to be a treatment program director and wise tribal elder with long white hair, beautiful skin, and wit that is quicker than most. I told her, “We write books (if we are privileged in that way) because we want to fully understand something.”


Leading up to writing this book, I did not fully understand how my view of the world and spirituality comprise the entirety of who I am as a spiritual being. My friend chuckled and gazed past my eyes for a long while, not blinking, and said, “Of course, that is why you write these books.” She knew this about me all along. I did not.
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