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Introduction



50 Spiritual Classics is the third work in a personal development trilogy that began with 50 Self-Help Classics. That first book explored many of the landmarks of the personal development literature, including the “original” self-help books such as the Bible, Tao Te Ching, the Dhammapada and the Bhagavad-Gita, plus the best of contemporary writings by, for instance, Deepak Chopra, Wayne Dyer, Susan Jeffers, Thomas Moore, and The Dalai Lama. This was followed by 50 Success Classics, which highlighted key titles in the fields of leadership, motivation, and prosperity, and focused more on worldly success.


50 Spiritual Classics is based on the premise that the quest for material security alone does not ultimately satisfy, and that not even emotional security or great knowledge is enough to sustain us—we were built to seek answers to larger questions. The paradox of personal development is that, taken to its logical end, it takes us beyond the self. Meaning is found outside the perimeter of our small concerns.


The word “spiritual” comes from the Latin word for breathing—our most commonplace and natural function. If nothing else, this book aims to dispel the idea that there is anything outlandish about spiritual experience; on the contrary, it is what makes us human.


If you feel an absence of sacred worship or mystery in your life, some of the ideas presented here may provide a key to the greater richness you crave. If you have achieved a level of success but then found that it did not satisfy you, this book may get you thinking about whether or not you have some deeper purpose to fulfill.


50 Spiritual Classics is less about religion or theology than personal spiritual awakening and the expansion of awareness. Consequently, it focuses on the life stories of many well-known spiritual figures, including dramatic conversions or increases in faith, but also the slow discovery of purpose over a lifetime. By finding out what it was that transformed these people, we can begin to understand our own spiritual potential.


There are inevitably many great authors and books that by rights should be included in the list of spiritual classics. However, the list is not meant to be a survey of the world’s religions, only to give an idea of the great variety of spiritual points of view spanning time and place. Some readers will be surprised by the juxtaposition of old or ancient writings next to bestsellers of modern times, but the book is less concerned with when a title was written than with the force of its ideas. The last 20 years have seen a renaissance in popular spiritual writing and the selection aims to give some idea of the prominent titles, even if the jury is still out on whether they will become firm classics, or even whether they are “good” writing.


At the beginning of each commentary is a mention of other books from the list of a similar nature or connected theme (“In a similar vein”). As there is some overlap with titles chosen for 50 Self-Help Classics (50SHC), a few of those titles will also be suggested for further reading, as will some from 50 Success Classics (50SC).


The spiritual literature is a treasury of collective wisdom, at least equal to the great libraries of science, philosophy, poetry, or fiction. The commentaries here are only a glimpse into that great heritage, but I hope they will increase your awareness of its breadth and depth.


Below I outline some themes in the literature, as a guide to the commentaries you may wish to read. This is followed by a brief exposition of some of the key spiritual realizations that these books can provoke.


Great spiritual lives


Muhammad Asad The Road to Mecca (1954)


St. Augustine Confessions (400)


G. K. Chesterton St Francis of Assisi (1922)


Ram Dass Be Here Now (1971)


Hermann Hesse Siddartha (1922)


Margery Kempe The Book of Margery Kempe (1436)


Malcolm X The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1964)


W. Somerset Maugham The Razor’s Edge (1944)


What is the purpose of spirituality if not to transform our lives? Consider the following examples:


[image: Image] Malcolm X was a petty criminal whose religious conversion turned him into a voice for black empowerment.


[image: Image] Muhammad Asad grew up a Viennese Jew but left Europe behind to become a champion of Islam.


[image: Image] St. Augustine lived for cheap entertainments and sex, but after great soul searching became a father of the Catholic church.


[image: Image] Richard Alpert, professor of psychology, gave up his Harvard career to become Ram Dass, master meditator and guru.


[image: Image] Francis of Assisi was the son of a well-off businessman who threw away his inheritance in order to restore ruined churches and commune with nature.


[image: Image] Margery Kempe was a prideful harridan whose visions of Jesus made her into a woman of God.


[image: Image] In Somerset Maugham’s novel based on fact, Larry Darrell turns his back on material comforts in favor of a life-long spiritual search.


While most people are content to raise their standard of living and carry on a program of incremental self-improvement, none of these figures was content with the values that their original lives had given them. Each came to the realization that nothing less than a complete change of identity would suffice in order for them to shift from psychological fragmentation to spiritual wholeness. Their stories are inspirational because they demonstrate the possibility of utter transformation in the human character. While skeptics view a conversion experience as taking away the person they knew, for the convert just the opposite occurs—now existing for some higher purpose and not only themselves, their potential as a person is finally realized.


Practical spirituality


Pema Chödrön The Places that Scare You (2001)


Mohandas Gandhi An Autobiography (1927)


Kahlil Gibran The Prophet (1923)


Dan Millman The Way of the Peaceful Warrior (1989)


Thich Nhat Hanh Miracle of Mindfulness (1975)


Miguel Ruiz The Four Agreements (1997)


Shunryu Suzuki Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind (1970)


Eckhart Tolle The Power of Now (1998)


Chögyam Trungpa Cutting through Spiritual Materialism (1973)


The Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön tells of the time beat poet Jack Kerouac went into the mountains alone to meet face to face with God or Buddha (he wasn’t sure which). All that happened was that he encountered his own naked self, unprotected for the first time by booze and drugs. We can have grand ideas for becoming “enlightened,” but the more common reality of the spiritual life is daily effort to be compassionate and stay attuned to right principles. This was the approach taken by no less a figure than Gandhi, whose “experiments in truth” described in his autobiography included severe dietary restrictions, celibacy, and simple living, daily habits that over decades transformed him from a self-absorbed young man into a symbol of selflessness and human freedom. The “mindfulness” ideas of Vietnamese Buddhist master Thich Nhat Hanh are similar, in that they charge even the smallest acts in daily routine with significance; every moment is considered precious. Eckhart Tolle’s surprise best-seller The Power of Now also reminds us of the peace and power that come from living in the moment. To retain a “beginner’s mind” in everything we do keeps us mentally fresh and free from making wrong assumptions.


Discipline and mindfulness can reduce the ego’s hold on our thoughts and actions, but most of us don’t consider that earnest spiritual seeking can itself be a product of the ego. Chögyam Trungpa’s idea of “spiritual materialism” is that striving to be a spiritually advanced person is really to make us feel good; the higher or true self is not interested, for instance, in quitting a job to live in a monastery or ashram. If we do become enlightened, it is by working through the issues and problems of our lives as they are. We will do anything to avoid the “places that scare us,” to use Chödrön’s phrase, but it is only in acknowledging our real thoughts and darker side that true spiritual healing can occur.


Miguel Ruiz’s form of practical spirituality is based on the idea from Mexican Toltec tradition that everyone makes unconscious agreements with themselves and with society about the sort of person they are. By being more conscious about these agreements we can regain mastery over our lives. We can become what Dan Millman calls a “peaceful warrior,” taking the sword to any aspect of ourselves that does not empower.



The great variety of experience



Black Elk Black Elk Speaks (1932)


Epictetus Enchiridion (1st century)


Abraham Joshua Heschel The Sabbath (1951)


William James The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902)


Carl Gustav Jung Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1955)


C. S. Lewis The Screwtape Letters (1942)


John O’Donohue Anam Cara: A Book of Celtic Wisdom (1998)


Helen Schucman & William Thetford A Course in Miracles (1976)


Idries Shah The Way of the Sufi (1968)


Starhawk The Spiral Dance (1979)


Paramahansa Yogananda Autobiography of a Yogi (1946)


In order to write his landmark study The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James read a large number of autobiographical accounts of spiritual awakening. Not being particularly religious himself, he was less concerned with the objective truth of what the subject may have felt or seen than the effect that it had on their lives. What mattered, he concluded, was not so much the content of a person’s beliefs but whether or not they led to personal transformation of a positive kind.


A religion is not simply a collection of beliefs but a particular way of seeing the world, a way of knowing that satisfactorily explains the place of humans in the universe for the believer. This applies to the nature-based cosmology of Native Americans such as Black Elk, but equally to the Stoical understanding of the universe expressed in the philosophy of Epictetus. Just as the Sabbath is of central importance in the Jewish religion, so reincarnation is absolutely necessary to the Hindu way of seeing the world. And while Christians may view Goddess worship as the work of the devil, its adherents find in it a beautiful and complete expression of the sacred feminine power.


Carl Jung spent years looking into the mythological and religious beliefs that humankind had created to understand the world, yet he did not see such multiplicity as a threat to anyone’s personal beliefs. Asked once whether he believed in God, he replied, “I don’t believe—I know.”



Opening the doors of perception



Richard Bach Jonathan Livingston Seagull (1970)


Fritjof Capra The Tao of Physics (1976)


Carlos Castaneda Journey to Ixtlan (1972)


Chuang Tzu The Book of Chuang Tzu (4th century)


G. I. Gurdjieff Meetings with Remarkable Men (1960)


Aldous Huxley The Doors of Perception (1954)


J. Krishnamurti Think on These Things (1964)


Robert M. Pirsig Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974)


The common perception of the spiritual literature is that it is all about God. In fact, the further one goes into it the more it seems to concern the cleaning away of layers of misperception. The stories and anecdotes in the ancient Book of Chuang Tzu, for instance, aim to awaken the mind from its usual dullness to become aware of the Tao, or universal force, that is behind all appearances. In more recent times, G. I. Gurdjieff tried to wake up those who were sleepwalking through life and see the deeper realities that made life worth living. Krishnamurti devoted himself to the same end, making a distinction between the mere “technicians,” those who mechanically worked for the achievement of limited goals, and creators, who put things such as love and truth at the center of their life and then worked outward.


In his landmark Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Robert Pirsig wrote about a person whose quest for truth (or “quality”) had actually driven him to the brink of madness, yet ultimately his life was much richer for it. These sorts of quests can indeed be frightening, and only a comparative minority are willing to push open the “doors of perception” that Aldous Huxley and before him William Blake discovered.


An author who has done perhaps more than any other to break apart normal conceptual patterns is Carlos Castaneda. The don Juan character in his writings teaches that a human being only really becomes a full person when they stop being a mere reflection of their culture and master their own mind. We are the products of conditioning so this is easier said than done, but the effort to become truly conscious is one of the more noble things we can do with our time, and the books above require no particular belief in God to achieve this.



Divine relationship and life purpose



Ghazzali The Alchemy of Happiness (1097)


Dag Hammarskjöld Markings (1963)


Daniel C. Matt The Essential Kabbalah (1994)


Michael Newton Journey of Souls (1994)


Teresa of Avila Interior Castle (1570)


Mother Teresa A Simple Path (1994)


Neale Donald Walsch Conversations with God (1998)


Rick Warren The Purpose-Driven Life (2002)


Simone Weil Waiting for God (1979)


Emanuel Swedenborg Heaven and Hell (1758)


The question “Why are we here?” has inspired all great spiritual writing. Over 900 years ago, Ghazzali’s The Alchemy of Happiness built a rationale for human existence that employed logic instead of blind faith. For Ghazzali, men and women were created in order to achieve greater knowledge of God, and our happiness depended on increasing this knowledge. The Jewish system of Kabbalah outlined in Matt’s book was also developed to unravel the mystery, one of its central ideas being that God created humans in order to be made complete—the unfolding of the universe literally depended on the fulfillment of each person’s unique potential. Among contemporary titles, Rick Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life is an excellent example of this view that we exist mainly for the purposes of glorifying God, and that we take human form so that the eternity of the soul can be fully appreciated.


The discovery of a life purpose is a defining event in anyone’s existence. As related in A Simple Path, Mother Teresa’s calling to help the poorest of the poor of Calcutta came comparatively late in her life, but the clarity of her mission saw her go from modest school principal to global spiritual entrepreneur within 15 years. Teresa was inspired by her earlier namesake, Teresa of Avila, who began her religious career as a giggling novice, but after a series of ecstatic visions of God was slowly transformed into a spiritual leader who founded a string of convents and monasteries. In modern times, UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld is a great example of how worldly power can be driven by spiritual conviction.


The question of what we are here for is sharpened by the knowledge of life’s brevity. No spiritual library is therefore complete without a range of titles on the afterlife and the idea of eternity.


Swedenborg claimed that his Heaven and Hell was not fantasy but an accurate description of worlds he had journeyed to while in a higher state of consciousness. This book should be read alongside the contemporary Journey of Souls by Michael Newton, which lays out convincing suggestions of what happens to us after physical death through the eyes of hypnotized subjects.


Humanity’s spiritual evolution


Richard Maurice Bucke Cosmic Consciousness (1901)


James Redfield The Celestine Prophecy (1994)


Ken Wilber A Theory of Everything (2000)


Gary Zukav The Seat of the Soul (1990)


The idea of an emerging human consciousness is a recurring theme in the spiritual literature. Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness was an early effort in this sub-genre, suggesting that the incidence of mystical experiences had steadily risen throughout history, and that this increase in direct divine revelation would eventually obviate the need for religion. In The Seat of the Soul, Gary Zukav made the case that humankind was evolving from a being with five senses to a “multisensory” one, able to be aware of many levels of spiritual reality and recognize that we are “spiritual beings having a human experience.”


Another book from the 1990s, The Celestine Prophecy, asks readers to take a “big picture” view of history in which we can see the drive for material security being slowly replaced by the quest to find spiritual purpose. Ken Wilber is one of the great spiritual theorists of our time, and has called for a “theory of everything” that incorporates the development of consciousness into our understanding of evolution and physics. We do not simply live in a cosmos of space and matter, he says, but a “Kosmos” that includes the emotional, mental, and spiritual realms; the true evolution of the species will occur only when we give as much recognition to personal development as we have done to the manipulation of matter.



Landmarks on the spiritual path



Acknowledgment of an unseen order


“Were one to characterize the life of religion in the broadest and most general terms possible, one might say that it consists of the belief that there is an unseen order, and that our supreme good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves hereto.”
William James


We tend to think of human achievement in terms of setting and accomplishing goals, shaping the world according to our aims and desires. It is a given that with enough effort and time, we can generally obtain what we want. Yet if we live long enough, inevitably we see the truth of the Old Testament proverb: “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.”


Not everyone believes in a particular God, but most of us do come to appreciate that there is some kind of intelligent force that moves the universe; perhaps, therefore, the first step on the spiritual way is an acknowledgment that life works better and has more meaning when we are in accord with this “unseen order.” In his famous Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramhansa Yogananda remembered the words of one of his teachers, the “levitating saint” Bhaduri Mahasaya:


“The divine order arranges our future more wisely than any insurance company… The world is full of uneasy believers in an outward security.


Their bitter thoughts are like scars on their foreheads. The One who gave us air and milk from our first breath knows how to provide day by day for His devotees.”


In Taoism, this unseen order or force is known as the Tao. A person in attunement with it gets insights into the true nature of things, but to do so they must become humble, acknowledging that they are simply an element or expression of something much greater.


Divining a life purpose


The modern idea of personal development usually means improving ourselves in order to succeed in our career and relationships, but genuine transformation is much more likely to come through strong spiritual belief. People who undergo a conversion or epiphany are more likely to be extreme personalities to begin with, but the point is that their awakening redirects their energies in a way that makes the most of their higher traits, allowing for a more purposeful life.


Carl Jung suggested that when a person enters the world, they represent a question to which their life has to provide an answer. Most people never consider their lives in this way, but spiritual experience brings the realization that, because we are created beings, we must have been created for a reason. In The Purpose-Driven Life, Rick Warren likens a life to an invention that we only discover the purpose of when we are in contact with the inventor. Until this point, life has no meaning. We can try to find meaning in achieving goals based on our own ambitions, but our existence moves to another level when we discover a divinely given reason for being.


According to Kabbalah wisdom, the divine realm needs human action to make the world fulfill its potential. In return, it is up to us to ponder God’s will and the mysteries of creation. This requires us to stop believing in ourselves and consider the vastness of God, and in doing so we are more likely to become a vehicle for divine expression. Most people believe that becoming a “vehicle” means that we lose control of our life, but the point made by all mystics is that in fact this brings out all our dormant potentialities. Self-knowledge is the discovery of who God intended us to be, but it is up to us whether we will express that idea or promise in our actions in the real world.


Loss of the little self


Twelfth-century Islamic theologian Ghazzali noted that human beings delight in the faculties they have been given, for instance anger delights in taking vengeance, the eye in seeing beauty, and the ear in hearing music. If, therefore, the highest faculty of human beings is the location of truth, then our greatest delight must lie in finding it.


We may think we are getting the most enjoyment out of life by satisfying our appetites, but we cannot know the much higher pleasure to be had from letting these worldly wants drop away. The pleasures of the world are good, but the delight in knowledge of God cannot be described. It is loss of the normal sense of self that provides human beings with their greatest satisfaction.


A Course in Miracles says: “Your mission is very simple. You are asked to live so as to demonstrate that you are not an ego.” It is possible to become something other than a ball of small desires. Dov Baer, an eighteenth-century Hasidic master, said: “If you think of yourself as something, then God cannot clothe himself in you, for God is infinite.” Paradoxically, it is through losing the small self or the ego that the greatest personal power is gained.


Living in the present


The grasping person lives for some abstract future; the spiritually successful person is aware of the treasure in the moment.


In The Miracle of Mindfulness, Thich Nhat Hanh recounts the story of a king who always wanted to make the right decisions and looked far and wide to the answers to three questions: “What is the best time to do each thing? Who are the most important people to work with? What is the most important thing to do at all times?”


His answers came, but they were not what he expected: the most important time is now; the most important person is the one you are with; the most important act is making the person next to you happy. In Markings, UN leader Dag Hammarskjöld noted that it was easier to voice commitment to great causes than it was actually to make a difference to an individual human being. Chuang Tzu told the story of the man who refused the offer to become a king because he was more interested in growing vegetables. This choice to give up our grand schemes and instead focus on the present moment may seem naïve, but many spiritual writers, including Eckhart Tolle and Shunryu Suzuki, point out that this is the beginning of real effectiveness.


The other benefit of being fully present-minded is getting back the simple joy of life, because sadness and worry must necessarily come from thoughts about the past or the future. In The Way of the Peaceful Warrior, the Dan character makes a great discovery: “There are no ordinary moments!”


Perceiving beyond duality


Every spiritual traveler eventually has an experience of “nonduality,” or the appreciation of an essential oneness to the universe that goes beyond worldly opposites such as good and evil, praise and blame, and happiness and sadness. We make endless distinctions in order to maintain the perception that the world is a collection of discrete objects and ideas, but behind all that we can detect an unchanging unity. If there is a God that created the universe, we realize, it follows that God contains all things—even those things that seem opposed to God.


We mistakenly believe that each of us is a sole entity journeying through life, but most of the world’s mythologies and religions allude to the soul as simply a splinter of consciousness broken free from a larger Mind. We can seek to maintain the illusion of separateness, but the pain and fragmentation it causes are the very things that may eventually drive us to see the universe in a more holistic way.


There are two clear results of a greater appreciation of oneness. The first is more compassion for all living things, because we realize that we are all simply expressions of the same life force: what you do to another person, at another level you are really doing to yourself. The second result is increased equanimity. Our normal predicament is to swing between pleasure and pain, gain and loss, but as long as we are in this pendulum there can be no real peace. Equanimity is having a mind that does not instantly divide everything into good or bad, like or dislike, but sees that things simply “are.” This is the opposite of how most people live. These realizations of oneness are usually only fleeting; however, such glimpses of nonduality, were they to become more common and longer, would transform our lives.


There is a Persian proverb: “Seek truth in meditation, not in moldy books. Look in the sky to find the moon, not in the pond.” The commentaries that follow are more of a look in the pond than a direct experience of the moon, but I hope they can provide some motivation for you to gaze on the real thing.
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1954
The Road to Mecca



“There are many more beautiful landscapes in the world, but none, I think, that can shape man’s spirit in so sovereign a way... The desert is bare and clean and knows no compromise. It sweeps out of the heart of man all the lovely fantasies that could be used as a masquerade for wishful thinking, and thus makes him free to surrender himself to an Absolute that has no image: the farthest of all that is far and yet the nearest of all that is near.”





In a nutshell


An evocation of the beauty of the Islamic faith and its role in humanity’s spiritual evolution.


In a similar vein
Ghazzali The Alchemy of Happiness (p. 90)
Kahlil Gibran The Prophet (p. 96)
Malcolm X The Autobiography of Malcolm X (p. 160)








CHAPTER 1
Muhammad Asad



When Muhammad Asad traveled to New York in 1952 as Pakistan’s envoy to the United Nations, he had been away from the West for 25 years. He had been born Leopold Weiss, a central European Jew who converted to Islam at the age of 26 and effectively turned his back on western culture.


The Road to Mecca is now surprisingly little known, but remains one of the twentieth century’s great accounts of spiritual transformation. In no way a full story of Asad’s life, it covers only the years he spent in Arabia as a young man, and specifically a 23-day journey to Mecca in the summer of 1932. In the book, which is much more than a travelogue or memoir, Asad recounts the story of his initial attraction to Islam and his eventual marriage to the faith. The beauty of his writing means that few readers will come away from this book without a changed perception of the religion, and this was his purpose in writing it.


Asad was a precociously gifted young correspondent for the prestigious Frankfurter Zeitung newspaper, and made hundreds of trips within Arabia, Palestine, Egypt, Syria, Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan to cover his stories. His adventures are enough reason to get the book, but in this commentary we focus on the rationale for his conversion and the thoughts that led to his Muslim beliefs.


First taste


Asad was born in 1900, the second of three children. His father was a barrister and the family was comfortably off. Though his parents were not strict Jews, he was tutored in Hebrew and the Bible, and at an early age Asad took issue with the idea of Jews being a chosen people, as this seemed to exclude all others. At the University of Vienna he studied history of art and philosophy, and enjoyed mixing with Vienna’s intellectual élite. Psychoanalysis was all the rage, but he saw it as “spiritual nihilism” and observed an emptiness in the European soul.


In 1920, without saying goodbye to his father, Asad traveled to Berlin where, after a period as a penniless bohemian, he managed to get work as a journalist. However, the job was not interesting enough, and when Asad received an invitation from an uncle living in Jerusalem to come and join him, he leapt at the chance. He admitted to having had the usual “orientalist” stereotypes: vague ideas of the romance of the Arabian Nights and the exoticism of Islamic culture, and the typical European’s view that Islam was of only marginal interest compared to Christianity and Judaism.


Despite being a Jew, in Palestine Asad did not care for the Zionist cause, believing that an influx of European Jews into a land that had not been theirs for 2,000 years was an artificial solution and destined to cause problems. He noticed that the Europeans saw the local Arabs like colonial powers saw Africans—as a backward people of little consequence—and he crossed swords on the issue with one of Israel’s founding fathers, Chaim Weizmann. The Zionists in turn could not understand this Jewish man’s sympathy for, and interest in, the Arabs.


Conversion and immersion


As the weeks grew into months, Asad began to see European culture from a different perspective, particularly in relation to its emotional insecurity and moral ambiguity. In contrast, he noticed the sense of brotherhood and unity of thought and action that Muslims seemed to enjoy. He realized that Europe too had once enjoyed this spiritual wholeness, expressed, for instance, in the music of Bach, the art of Rembrandt, and the Gothic cathedrals, but that this had given way to a materialism that had fragmented the continent’s collective psyche. The aim of “progress” had come to represent European culture, but this focus on material improvements had not actually led to greater happiness. Christianity had lost its force in western society and become a mere convention, politely observed. In Asad’s mind, Europeans no longer had the awareness that the universe was “an expression of one Planning Mind and thus formed one organic whole.” Instead of faith, the West had put science and technology at the center of life, with the result that legitimacy was only given to things that could be physically proven; there was no longer any room for God in its intellectual system.


Asad was determined to stay in the Muslim world, and fortunately his appointment as a correspondent was extended, allowing him to travel all over the Middle East. In the years to follow he provided hundreds of penetrating analyses of the region’s people and issues. He became a Muslim in 1926, and for six years was based in the court of Ibn Saud, the father of modern Saudi Arabia. When they first met, Asad was in the depths of grief following the death of his European wife Elsa, who had died of a tropical disease while they were on their first pilgrimage to Mecca. Normally, a westerner would have been viewed with suspicion, but Asad’s commitment to Islam was total, and the connection to Ibn Saud enabled him to visit places that would ordinarily have been off limits. For instance, hardly any foreigners had been allowed to visit the Nadj region of central Arabia, but Asad journeyed there at Saud’s invitation, taking two months to arrive. His immersion in Muslim life was complete when he married an Arab woman in Medina and had a son.


Crusader against misperception


Asad notes that westerners could not really comprehend his conversion to Islam because they took it for granted that Muslim culture was inferior to western civilization. History, to Europeans or Americans, was the account of the rise of Occidental civilization, and took in nonwestern cultures only as they affected the emergence of Europe and America as the leaders of the world. This distorted vision, he comments, began with the Greeks and Romans, who identified themselves as “civilized” and the rest of the world as “barbarian.” The western mind could contemplate Hinduism or Buddhism with interest and equanimity because they seem so alien, but Islam—because it had come from the same tradition as Judeo-Christian theology—was feared as a competitor. This antipathy was expressed in the Crusades, which in providing a common enemy for “Christendom” brought Europe together. According to Asad, the Crusades were the beginning of “a poisoning of the Western mind against the Muslim world through a deliberate misrepresentation of the teachings and ideals of Islam.”


Asad’s intention in writing an autobiography was not to chronicle his adventures in the exotic East for westerners, but to dispel some of these erroneous views. He realized that he was in the unique position of having fully known both cultural hemispheres: “I was a Muslim—but I was also of Western origin: and thus I could speak the intellectual languages of both Islam and the West.” He was careful to point out that it was not the Muslim peoples that made him convert to Islam, but rather his love of Islam that encouraged him to stay living in Muslim countries.



The promise of Islam



Asad adored Islam’s pared-down love of the Absolute, and the simplicity and beauty of the Koran, which did not require official interpreters of its wisdom. In contrast to the individualism that western faiths seemed to inspire, he reveled in the sense of community that Islam bestowed on its believers. Because Islam had no notion of “original sin,” everyone was assumed to be a person of God until proven otherwise; this outlook was expressed in courtly and reverential forms of Muslim greeting, which emphasized “thou” rather than “you.” There are many passages in the book in which Asad tries to convey his feelings for the Arabs and Islam. The following quote ends with a line from the Koran that captures the Muslim feeling for the closeness of God:


“They were a people that had grown up in silence and solitude between a hard sky and a hard earth; hard was their life in the midst of these austere, endless spaces; and so they could not escape the longing after a Power that would encompass all existence with unerring justice and kindness, severity and wisdom: God the Absolute. He dwells in infinity and radiates into infinity—but because you are within His working, He is closer to you than the vein in your neck...”


The prophet Muhammed originally found it difficult to get his view of an absolute God accepted in the tribal societies of Arabia, which wanted to maintain the division between private faith and the world realms of business, social custom, and daily habit. Asad argues that only when Islam (which literally means surrender to God) was allowed to shape institutions and customs was the promise of the Arab world fulfilled.


Corruption of the faith


As a scholar of Muslim history and culture, Asad notes that Islamic learning had led the world during the centuries after Muhammad’s death, and the reason was simple: This new religion was a profoundly rational one that exhorted believers to marvel at and understand God’s creation, unlike, as Asad notes, the “world-hating” theologies of Christian church fathers St. Paul and Augustine. The Prophet had said: “Striving after knowledge is a most sacred duty for every Muslim man and woman.” A natural connection was made between knowledge and worship, and science advanced with this inspiration.


Nevertheless, Asad was not blind to the intellectual and material decay in many Muslim societies, which had led them to become scientific and economic backwaters. According to Asad, when this deep faith and day-to-day accordance with Muhammad’s teachings waned, so did the creative impulse and ingenuity that had made Islamic civilization great. In total opposition to the western view that adherence to Islam was responsible for the decline, he notes: “It was not the Muslims that had made Islam great: it was Islam that had made the Muslims great.”


Final comments


The Road to Mecca sits easily among the world’s best travel and adventure writing, providing unforgettable descriptions of black, starry nights in the desert, oases, bustling bazaars, Mecca and Medina, the idiosyncrasies of pampered kings, and the customs of the Bedouin. It provides unique insights into the history of the house of Saud and the politics of colonialism and Arab self-determination, as you would expect from a newspaper correspondent. But the book becomes a work of literature in its description of a man’s slow realization that his heart belongs to a religion in which he was not brought up. If you have never really understood Islam and the faith that it inspires, this book will be a great teacher.


Asad wrote his book half a century ago, but there is plenty of evidence that the gap in understanding between the West and the Muslim world has grown wider, which makes perspectives like his all the more valuable. He was a spiritual purist, and regretted people’s failure to live up to Islam’s high ideals, but this criticism could easily be applied to Judaism and Christianity as well. Late in the book Asad introduces the reader to the Islamic mythological figure Dajjal, who was blind in one eye but possessed powers to see and hear to the far corners of the Earth. Asad saw this figure as representing the power of humanity to control the world through technology, yet the semi-blindness symbolized a mind closed off to God. Every culture has this weakness for worshipping material progress, he noticed, but it can never fill the place reserved in every one of us for a connection to the divine.


400
Confessions


“I came to Carthage where a whole frying-pan of wicked loves sputtered all around me. I was not yet in love, but I was in love with love, and with a deep-seated want. I hated myself for wanting too little… I hated safety and a path without snares, because I had a hunger within—for that food of the inner man, yourself, my God. Yet that hunger did not make me feel hungry. I was without appetite for incorruptible food, not because I was sated with it, but with less hunger in proportion to my emptiness. And so my soul was sick.”





In a nutshell


Religious faith can bring peace and order to a troubled mind.


In a similar vein
Malcolm X The Autobiography of Malcolm X (p. 160)
Teresa of Avila Interior Castle (p. 252)








CHAPTER 2
St. Augustine



Most of us experience tensions between who we want to be and who we are. The more divided our self is, the greater the torment, but this in itself provides a strong motivation to be healed. Augustine’s bitter inner struggles lasted well into his 30s and although he lived over 1,500 years ago, the story of his inner victories is still very relevant.


In the first decades of his life, Augustine coasted on his high native intelligence and was a success professionally, but he found that his brains and wide learning did not make him happy or at peace. His red-blooded enjoyment of life’s pleasures delivered only emptiness.


In contrast, after his conversion to Christianity, Augustine became one of the founding fathers of the Church, author of the famous De Civitate Dei (“The City of God”) and originator of the Augustinian religious order.


Yet the voice that speaks in The Confessions is not that of a “great man.” Intimate and honest, it charts Augustine’s gradual move away from selfish concerns and toward a life with God. With a good translation (here we use E. M. Blaiklock’s*) you may feel like you are reading the diaries of a friend, struggling to improve themselves and live a more spiritual life. The Confessions is one of the very earliest autobiographies and a seminal work in European literature, and is perhaps the classic book on how spiritual awakening (or being “born again”) can radically change a life.


Early years


Augustine was born in 354 in the last years of the Roman Empire in the North African province of Numidia (now Tunisia). His father, Patricius, was a minor local official and followed the conventional paganism of the empire. His mother, Monica, was a Christian convert.


Augustine did not like school, yet was considered a bright student, reading Cicero, Virgil, Plato, and Aristotle. In the Confessions, he complains that elegant speech and writing skills were at the time held to be more important than moral teaching, and he had these in abundance. To further his education he was sent to another school of grammar and rhetoric 20 miles from home and graduated at the top of his class.


At 16, Augustine came back to his parents’ home for a year. He was growing up, and amusingly recalls that while bathing one day his father noticed his burgeoning “maturity.” This year of freedom, he ruefully recounts, was a painful mistake, consumed as he was by lustful thoughts and actions. Sin, he says, “oozed out of him like a secretion out of fat.” He suspects that the only reason his parents did not try to channel his energies into marriage was that a wife might have restricted his ambition.


Ever the tormented and guilt-ridden soul, Augustine writes with pain about what to many would seem trifling youthful incidents. There is a famous confession of how he and his friends shook the pears down from a pear tree and made off with them, not because they were hungry but for fun. For Augustine, the incident becomes a personal symbol of the depravity of life without a conscience.


Cauldron of temptation


Augustine’s life takes on some direction again with a move to Carthage, a center of learning where he continues his studies. But it is also a port city (across the Mediterranean from Sicily), with all its temptations, “where there sang all around me in my ears a cauldron of unholy loves.” He lives only to satisfy his desires, even committing an “act of lust” inside a church. At night he ventures to the theater, particularly to see plays about extreme grief or lewdness. Yet the more pleasures he enjoys, the more meaningless his life becomes.


Nevertheless, he remains a voracious reader, and one book in particular, Cicero’s Hortensius, increases his liking for philosophy and awakens a search for truth. He also tries reading the Bible, but admits he did not then possess the humility required to understand its message. Augustine’s natural spiritual leanings are channeled into the Manichean sect, an offshoot of Christianity that mixes Gnostic gospel, Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism; to his mother’s despair, he holds on to the Manichean faith for nine years. He also delves into astrology.


Professionally, Augustine becomes a teacher of rhetoric, which he ashamedly calls “the sale of loquacity,” and works in both Carthage and his native Tagaste. That his chosen work emphasizes style over content is just another basis for Augustine’s malaise. He turns into an expert cynic, yet enjoys no wellspring of truth in his own mind. This is how he sums up life in his 20s:


“For this space of nine years (from my nineteenth year to my eight-and-twentieth) we lived seduced and seducing, deceived and deceiving, in divers lusts; openly, by sciences which they call liberal; secretly, with a false-named religion; here proud, there superstitious, every where vain.
Here, hunting after the emptiness of popular praise, down even to theatrical applauses, and poetic prizes, and strifes for grassy garlands, and the follies of shows, and the intemperance of desires.”


Augustine begins living with a girl out of wedlock and they have a child together, Adeodatus. Because of his guilt he describes the relationship as unholy and conceived in lust, although he concedes that she loves him and they love the child. Later, pressure from his mother makes them split up.


Something else spins Augustine into a dark night of the soul: the death of a friend. The depth of his grief shocks him, until he realizes that his bitterness and misery are underlying, deeper than any specific event. He tries to find peace in quiet places, in books, in eating and drinking, and in sex, but it continues to elude him.


Augustine emerges from his 20s with two realizations: that learning and intelligence have not led him to any sense of the truth (they have only taught him how to question and doubt); and that his long pursuit of pleasure has made him miserable.


He concludes that intelligence must be “enlightened by another light”; that is, God. However, he is not ready to believe that God can accept and transform his misery.


Slow and painful discovery


In 383, escaping his mother, Augustine moves to Rome. The following year, with the help of Manichean friends, he gets a post teaching rhetoric in Milan, where he enjoys going to watch the famous Bishop of Ambrose preach, not for religious insight but to study his skill as an orator. Ambrose becomes something of a mentor, and gradually the bishop’s Christian message seeps through to Augustine’s thoughts. At first he thinks of the Bible as full of “absurd stories,” although he cannot discount other parts of it.


Augustine admits to being “worn out by anxieties and fears,” the familiar complaint of someone who lives for external things yet has no inner peace. Prosperity, he says, always eludes him just as he is about to grab it. People are continually saying that what matters is the source of a person’s happiness, but his source, he remarks to his friends in characteristic honesty, is pride and glory in himself.


Yet Augustine comes to the realization that it may not be the lot of human beings always to be suffering. With the greater perspective we gain from being closer to God, miseries and torments can be washed away: “For whithersoever the soul of man turns itself, unless toward Thee, it is riveted upon sorrows.”


Epiphany


Without God, Augustine reflects, he is nothing but a “guide to his own downfall.” However, he continues a painful process of reasoning about his faith, and after still more questioning about who God really is, he hears a voice say to him, simply, “I am that I am.”


This does not calm his thoughts for long. His main worry is that if he were to become a priest he would not be able to resist the pleasures of the flesh. The denouement of his struggle comes when he and his friend Alypius are staying at a house in the country. Full of his usual desperation, Augustine throws himself down beneath a fig tree and weeps for his miserable faithless self. How long does he need to wait, he cries out, before he is saved and healed?


Then comes the climax of the Confessions: he hears a child’s voice coming over a wall, playing some kind of game with the words “Pick it up and read it.” Taking this as a sign, Augustine rushes back to where his friend is sitting and grabs the Bible he has been reading before, opening it at random. The passage his eyes fall on says this: The path to God is not in the ways of lust, gluttony and competition, but through Jesus.


Augustine hands in his resignation as a teacher, returns to Africa, and is ordained as a priest. In 396 he becomes the Bishop of Hippo (modern-day Annaba in Algeria), a post he will hold until his death. He becomes a passionate critic of various heresies, including his old Manichean faith, and makes himself the great defender of the orthodox Catholic Church.



Final comments



If your misery is great enough, there is a chance that you will arrive at an equally great sense of peace and purpose that less intense people will never experience. The Confessions is one of the best pieces of writing on how a divided, tormented person can be healed through religion.


Yet Augustine is not really an inspirational character in the way that St. Francis of Assisi was, and in many respects his dogmatism and guilt about sex and the enjoyment of life shaped the Church for the worse. Translator E. M. Blaiklock has bluntly noted the elements of weakness in Augustine’s personality, which included deception, lust, and the inability to make commitments, and most readers will wince at his treatment of his de facto wife. It also might be said that the younger Augustine, with his close friends, lively nature, and wide interests, would surely have been a more enjoyable character to have around than the older, doctrinaire bishop that he became.


However, you will not find many figures in history who more fully expressed their potential to the maximum. From his inauspicious Roman backwater childhood and fast-living student days, it is remarkable that Augustine became (along with Aquinas) the major intellectual figure in the Christian West for the next 1,000 years. His huge work, The City of God (426), which took 13 years to write, became a theological foundation stone for the emergent Christian religion. All this from a black man born into the fringes of a white empire.


Augustine died in the year 430, just as the Vandals were closing in to sack and pillage his city. It is said that many of his parishioners were killed. The Confessions therefore form an important historical record of the places and customs of a world that was soon to change forever.


These facts are nevertheless not as interesting as the book’s description of an inner revolution. Augustine discovered the spiritual secret that is the basis for all religions—that faith can bring peace and order to a tortured mind.


1970
Jonathan Livingston Seagull


“He spoke of very simple things—that it is right for a gull to fly, that freedom is the very nature of his being, that whatever stands against that freedom must be set aside, be it ritual or superstition or limitation in any form.”


“Jonathan Seagull discovered that boredom and fear and anger are the reasons that a gull’s life is so short, and with these gone from his thought, he lived a long fine life indeed.”





In a nutshell


The purpose of live is not simply to survive, but to seek perfection in yourself.


In a similar vein
Michael Newton Journey of Souls (p. 186)
Paramahansa Yogananda Autobiography of a Yogi (p. 300)
Gary Zukav The Seat of the Soul (p. 306)








CHAPTER 3
Richard Bach



Like Starsky and Hutch, Jaws, and flared jeans, Jonathan Livingston Seagull was an icon of the 1970s. It was even made into a movie. But what exactly is this book, and is it still worth reading? Bach’s bestseller is an uplifting fable about a seagull, Jonathan, who decides that he is much more than just a seagull and wants something else out of life. It consists of fewer than 100 pages, including many dreamy photographs of gulls in action.


The book is now a symbol of the alternative or New Age spirituality that emerged at this time—yet, as many have noted, Jonathan’s experience in the story is an allegory of the life of Jesus.


Flying into the unknown


Jonathan is different to other birds in his flock: “For most gulls, it is not flying that matters, but eating. For this gull, though, it was not eating that mattered, but flight.” His father tells him that “the reason you fly is to eat” and that you don’t fly for flying’s sake.


Still, Jonathan spends his days experimenting with high-speed dives and flying very low over the water. He wants to push his limits, to find out what is possible. Often, his attempts end in dismal failure.


One time he is flying faster than ever before toward the water but cannot pull up in time; he hits the water like a wall at 90 miles an hour. He tells himself: “I am a seagull. I am limited by my nature… If I were meant to fly at speed, I’d have a falcon’s short wings, and live on mice instead of fish.”


He resigns himself to just being part of the flock, doing things the way they had always been done. Then it comes to him: If he could fly with his wings pulled tighter into his body, he would have wings as good as a falcon, made for tiny changes in direction while flying at great speed. He tries a dive and is able to accelerate to 140 miles perhour, “a gray cannonball under the moon.” The next day he goes even beyond this, over 200 miles per hour, the fastest a gull has ever flown.


In his celebration Jonathan flies down from the heights and right through his own flock, luckily not killing anyone. He realizes he has taken his species to a new level. Once he teaches them what he knows, he thinks, they will no longer have a tired life of going from one fishing boat to another, picking up fish heads merely to survive. He will show them a higher level of existence.


Genius banished


Yet the next day, Jonathan is summoned to stand before the gull council. For his “reckless irresponsibility” he is shamed and banished from the flock. He is told that he does not understand the purpose of gull life: to eat to stay alive as long as possible.


Out at the Far Cliffs, Jonathan spends his days alone, sad not so much for himself but for the possibilities the flock has spurned. All the time he is finding new ways to do things. From his flying experiments he discovers that a controlled high-speed dive into the water can get the better-tasting fish that swim some distance below the surface. Ironically, his love of flying itself has led to an abundance of food.


Jonathan later meets a group of more advanced gulls, gulls like him who fly for the sake of it. They take him into another dimension, a sort of heaven for gulls, and he is told that he is a one-in-a-million gull, because he has learned the lesson of life: that it is not just to get through but to seek your own perfection in some way. Most gulls have to go through 1,000 lives before they realize this. He is told: “We choose our next world through what we learn in this one. Learn nothing, and the next world is the same as this one, all the same limitations and lead weights to overcome.” We must seek our own perfection—this is the reason for living.
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