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Advance Praise for

MORE TOGETHER THAN ALONE

“In our digital age, we can be connected to everybody and everyone, but not truly connected in the ways that matter most. More Together Than Alone is a compelling testament to the power of community to help us lead happier, healthier, and more fulfilling lives. Mark Nepo has given us not only a much-needed message of hope and inspiration, but a practical guide on how to build a better tomorrow, together.”

—Arianna Huffington, founder and CEO of Thrive Global and founder of Huffington Post

“More Together Than Alone is a beautifully crafted message from the heart, a powerful cry that we are one, interconnected living community, stretching through time and space. Weaving together stories with profound reflections, this book strikes at the deepest need of our time. It is such a profound book, so many stories across millennia, so much on which to meditate deeply, that a few words of endorsement seem inadequate. Mark Nepo offers a vital message that belongs to all of our human history, but is especially needed at this moment in our shared destiny.”

—Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, PhD, editor of Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth

“In this dazzling series of meditations, Mark Nepo returns us to an enduring truth: We must love one another—or perish. Just as medieval monks kept literacy alive during the Dark Ages, he shows us how we too must keep alive the literacy of the heart, no matter how deafening the noise of hate. For this essential task, More Together Than Alone is required reading.”

—Valarie Kaur, civil rights activist and founder of the Revolutionary Love Project

“What is more needed in our time than a book about the power and promise of community, a book rooted in the simple fact that we are part of one another, whether or not we know it? And who better to issue the call to community than a gifted poet and philosopher who’s spent his life helping to “stitch the world together”? Every word in this book has been tested in the fire and can be trusted. So please read this book, breathe in Mark Nepo’s teachings, and help stitch the fabric of trust across our tattered world.”

—Parker J. Palmer, author of On the Brink of Everything, Let Your Life Speak, and The Courage to Teach
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This book is dedicated to Howard Zinn (1922–2010), who was not only a rare historian but an extraordinary teacher and an actively engaged citizen of the world. He repeatedly pulled open events, past and present, with such honesty and integrity that we have been forced to reassess who we are and where we come from, all in the service of the common good. Personally, I am deeply grateful to have been in his presence for a short time and to have learned from him. Being with Howard always felt cleansing. And reading his unwavering sense of history is an affirmation in truth-telling and of the community that lives within us all. Like many others, I miss him and draw strength from his voice.


When you have models of how people can come together, even for a brief period, it suggests that it could happen for a longer period. When you think of it, that’s the way things operate in the scientific world, so why not socially? As soon as the Wright brothers could keep a plane aloft for 27 seconds, everyone knew from that point on that a plane might be kept aloft for hours. It’s the same socially and culturally.

We’ve had countless incidents in history where people have joined together in social movements and created a spirit of camaraderie or a spirit of sharing and togetherness which have absented them, even momentarily, from the world of greed and domination. If true community can stay aloft for 27 seconds, it is only a matter of time before such a community can last for hours. Only a matter of time before a beloved community, as Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke of, can come into being.

—HOWARD ZINN



We Can Find Each Other


In the Hindu Upanishads, there’s a passage that speaks to how those who become wise lose their names in the Great Oneness, the way rivers lose their names when they flow into the sea. In this transformation from the solitary to the communal, there’s a mysterious physics that each generation has to relearn regarding what is possible when we can work together.

Time and again, we’re asked to discover, through love and suffering, that we are at heart the same. How do we come to this knowledge in our lives, in our families, and in our communities? What brings us together and what throws us apart? How do we inhabit what we have in common as well as what makes us unique in ways that deepen our daily practice of service and compassion?

To explore these questions, I have gathered stories and lessons from across cultures and history, which reveal moments of community and the qualities of being and relationship that bring people together. My aim is to affirm that, despite the hardships always present, we are more together than alone.

The back-and-forth struggle between solitude and community is an archetypal passage. Being alone and being together each has its lineage. There are countless stories of those who have shunned the world for the depth of their own journey—be they contemplatives, monks, hermits, or misanthropes. And countless stories of those who have given up who they are for the common good.

The word community derives from the Latin, commun, meaning “common.” The same root informs the word communicate (to share our understanding, to have understanding in common) and communion (to share our experience, to have experience in common). It’s not by chance that the word community contains unity. Our possibility is rooted in the very word. For community is an ever-potent seed waiting for our effort and care to animate what we have in common, so we can share our understanding and experience in our time on Earth.

I offer these moments of community, not as utopias or models, but as sunspots of human behavior that bear looking into, hard as that may be. These flashpoints of relationship and community arise from time to time when we’re inspired, and forced, to care for each other.

For years, I’ve been a student of Japanese woodblock printmaking (moku hanga). Early on, my teacher, Mary Brodbeck, outlined the difference in seeing between the West and the East. If I’m trying to draw or carve a portrait of you, the Western approach will have me capture every line and wrinkle and mole. Trained in the West, I aim to draw and include everything to evoke a complete view. The Eastern approach has me look at your face till I can see the four or five lines that will bring the essence of who you are into view. In Eastern training, the heart of the artistic process is to be present enough till I can surface the handful of details that reveal who you are and how you are connected to everything.

In writing this book over the past twelve years, my aim has been to be present enough to the history of community, large and small, that a portrait might surface of what it means to live together and care for each other, to bring into view the essential lines in our human face and lift up a set of stories and insights that confirm the truth that we are more together than alone. It’s my hope that, by understanding authentic moments of community, we can affirm that community is real and possible—beyond any illusion or deception. For no one can hide the truth of our failings or dismantle our better selves. The lessons gathered here are meant to be neither cynical nor idealistic, but resilient and useful.

While some moments of community were long-standing and multi-generational, others may have lasted a week or an hour. I seek to learn how they work. To uncover the pathways that bring us together. To discern the human dynamics akin to how a flock of geese migrates without losing a single goose. To understand that our exchange of love is akin to how photosynthesis enlivens a field of ferns. To understand how an orchestra works together to bring Mozart alive and what happens to the community of listeners as they awaken. To be inspired by the gathering and perseverance of great effort the way thousands accompanied Gandhi on his long march to the sea.

Why tend to all this? Because somewhere another child is being born who will ask us things we don’t yet know, and we must have some sense of how to account for our time on Earth. As the forgiveness researcher Robert Enright has said, “We need to prepare the hearts of the children for the conflicts they will inherit.”

The quarrels that define us are captured in the moment of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin’s death. On Saturday night, November 4, 1995, Rabin was assassinated at the end of a rally in support of the Oslo Accords. He was shot at the Kings of Israel Square in Tel Aviv. Found in his breast pocket was a copy of Shir L’Shalom (A Song for Peace) with a bullet hole through it. These words were blood soaked:

Every day the sun will rise and shine upon our land, urging us to . . . walk hand in hand . . . Only when . . . hand in hand can sanity be near . . .

We are always near and far from peace and the sanity of walking hand in hand. In every era. In every situation. Always a pain or sigh away from bloodying the song or singing the song. So much depends on whether we’re awakened by compassion to reach out to each other or lulled into watching snapshots of life stream by in images cast off from satellites. Once desensitized, the bombardment of suffering and tragedy sent out hourly around the world becomes a dark narcotic. As Samuel Beckett asks in his play Waiting for Godot, “Was I sleeping, while the [world] suffered? Am I sleeping now?”

More than a point of blame, this question is a place to begin, again and again. For when we can listen deeply and give freely, there is a natural evolution from the exploration of an inner self to the practice of care between self and other. My hope is that this book will reveal the power of community and how the life of connection can add more meaning to our lives—that the stories here will detail how we can draw strength from community. And that the conversation of the book will help you develop your own care-based communities. For the work of community is the practice of care stitching the world together.

Ours is a complicated era, and so we need every resource and example of heart and resilience we can find. It is both comforting and challenging to realize that no one person can wrestle from the Earth the song of how we can survive together, and no one voice can sing that chorus. We need each other more than ever.



We Are They


I was waiting in front of my hotel to be shuttled to the airport, when the early sun revealed a block-long line of homeless souls waiting for food. The light illuminated our closeness, our interchangeable fate, and our kinship. Just then, the Ethiopian bellman, who insisted on loading my bags, began telling me about his three-year-old son who was imitating everything he saw his parents do. The early light spilled on our faces as this elegant man, in his adopted culture’s uniform, said, “We’re careful now what we say and do. He watches and copies everything.”

I looked to the weary waiting in line and realized that we all must be careful of what we say and do. For the gifts and cruelty of one culture are watched and copied into the next, one kindness and harshness at a time. The human experiment depends on what we model and what we imitate from generation to generation. So how do we model care? How do we imitate integrity? How do we acknowledge our kinship? How do we learn to animate our gifts so we can feed each other? Every society begins anew while extending the lineage of community throughout the ages.

A recent issue of Time magazine reported that

if all the uprooted individuals . . . around the world were to form their own country, they would make up the world’s 29th most populous nation, as big as South Korea.

What keeps us from caring for each other? What keeps us from pretending that the world’s twenty-ninth-largest population doesn’t exist? Is it our fear that we could so easily be them? Is it our fear that if we give to them, we’ll drown in their despair? Is it our fear that if we give to those in need, we won’t have enough for ourselves and our families? These questions have stirred and thwarted communities and civilizations throughout history. And each generation, each nation, each neighborhood and family, gets to wrestle with these questions freshly. Including us.

This book on community has taken a fifth of my life to research and write. As I was finishing it, a deep divide surfaced in the United States with the 2016 presidential election, a divide that is also being felt in the United Kingdom, in France, and throughout the world.

It seems the need to reanimate a true sense of community is more important than ever. Under all our differences, our capacity to behold, hold, and repair what we have in common is part of a lineage that goes back to prehistoric clans that survived the elements by caring for each other. We need to recover and extend that lineage of care. I hope this book is a contribution to the reawakening of our common humanity and our common capacity.

I was born in Brooklyn, New York, six years after World War II, after the defeat of Hitler and fascism, six years after the Holocaust, in which some of my family perished. As a child, I was frightened by images of the atomic bomb’s obliteration of Hiroshima. In grade school, we practiced hiding under our desks, as if that would keep us from being incinerated. I came of age in the sixties, part of a hopeful generation who questioned the war in Vietnam. I later saw the Berlin Wall come down, and, in time, witnessed the first African-American president sworn in on the steps of a White House built by slaves. During my lifetime, there has been a slow, steady awakening of community that has upheld America as the land of the free. Through all this, I have grown to understand that, different as we are in what we believe, there is no they. We are they.

And so, I try to stay true to what I know while listening to the opposite views of others. Listening this way, I’ve come to see that the underpinnings of our current divisions as a nation fall below politics, below Democrat or Republican. More and more citizens are losing themselves in a world built on fear and hate, where tolerance for difference is tissue paper thin, and their understanding of security is based on striking out against others.

As I witness the racism, sexism, xenophobia, and unprocessed anger that is being unleashed, I fear that our isolation and self-interest, as a government and a people, have poked and stirred the darker angels of our nature. Now, we are forced to take our turn in facing the ever-present challenge: to give in to fear or to empower each other to be brave enough to love, brave enough to discover and accept that we are each other.

For no matter where we come from, no matter how we got here, we all yearn to be seen, heard, and respected. I believe that, under all our fear and brutal trespass, we are innately kind and of the same humanity. Under what divides us, we all long to belong and to be understood. We are they, despite the terrible violence that surfaces between us. And all our gifts are needed to stitch and weave the tapestry of freedom.

From the history of our interactions, we can try to understand what we’ve learned as a human family. Often, we only look to confirm what we already know, but when we can acknowledge what is true or broken, we can engage others, soul to soul. We can put down our arrogance and admit that we’re on the same journey. Then our questions about life create connections. No matter what anyone tells you, we don’t ask questions for answers, but for the relationships they open between us. And when we can admit to all that we don’t know, we begin the weave of community, by keeping what matters visible a little while longer.

But today, I am afraid that the noise of hate is drowning out the resilience of love. I fear that we are tripping into a dark age. And like the medieval monks who kept literacy alive during the Dark Ages in Europe, we are challenged to commit to a life of care and to keep the literacy of the heart alive.

Now, all the things we have in common, all the endeavors of respect that we treasure, all the ways that we find strength in our kindness—all our efforts of heart—matter now more than ever. We are at a basic crossroads between deepening the decency that comes from caring for each other and spreading the contagion of making anyone who is different into an enemy. And, as history has shown through crusades, genocides, and world wars, if we don’t recognize ourselves in each other, we will consume each other.

We must remain open and steadfast in the face of fear and violence. We must never make a principle of the pains and losses that darken our hearts. And we must keep voicing the truth of human decency, no matter the brutalities that try to quiet us. Without this commitment to truth and to caring for others, we will become heartless and lost.

Most of all, we must pick each other up when we are heavy with despair. For the sun doesn’t stop shining because some of us are blind. Nor will the grace of democracy vanish because some of us are afraid to be in the world and react violently out of that fear.

Still, we are they. And the timeless choice between love and fear, as individuals and as a nation, is not a choice of policy. It is the choice of decency that keeps us human. In the face of the disturbances stirred up by fear, I implore you to be kind and truthful, to be a lantern in the dark, and to call out prejudice wherever you see it. In addition to whatever ways each of us is called to gather, participate, legislate, or protest, I implore you to never stop watering the seeds of human decency.

I implore you to stay devoted to the proposition that, when filled with love, we can work as angels here on Earth, using our caring hands as wings.



FROM I TO WE
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We must conceive of ourselves as part of one community. We must support that one humanity through our own spiritually-based community, and not put our own community ahead of that one humanity. If we want a better world for our grandchildren, we must act now. We can’t continue to just “regret, regret, regret.” Change will come from education, not meditation. A sense of wholeness is a necessity. We must move from “I” to “We.”

—THE DALAI LAMA


As pollen gathers and disperses, as inlets form and wash away, instances of meaningful community cannot last. Eventually, they will disperse, not because there is something wrong with them, but because all forms are impermanent and run their cycle. Whether they form for a day or three hundred years, they surface from the reservoir of life-force and eventually join other confluences further downstream. However long, short, wide, or deep a true community might be, its impact is timeless. So the goal is not to make moments of true community last forever, but to inhabit them as fully as possible for as long as possible, and to carry their legacy.

We carry a living wisdom about community within us everywhere we go. As Diogenes said in 220 A.D., “I am a citizen of the world.” But somehow, an act of community is needed to understand community. As the philosopher Rudolf Steiner said, “The healthy social life is found when in the mirror of each human soul the whole community finds its reflection . . .” We rely on each other to incubate this wisdom that lives in each of us. Perhaps the old Scottish saying is true: “Loving thy neighbor is the only way out of the dungeon of our self.”



Life Around the Fire


What if the healing of the world utterly depends on the ten thousand invisible kindnesses we offer simply and quietly throughout the pilgrimage of each human life?

—WAYNE MULLER

Stories make sure that the head and heart meet. Stories make sure that what is and what is possible travel together. Let me share three, which describe the why, the how, and the what of community. The first asks how far we’ll go to care for each other, the why of community. The second speaks of learning every day from what transpires between people, the how of community. And the third is a creation story that speaks to the never-ending challenge of living in the world, the what of community.

WAVING THROUGH THE TREES

My neighbor and I wave to each other through the trees, though we don’t even know each other’s name. After a snowstorm, we worm our way out. I admit it’s comforting to see another in the open, leaning on his shovel, his breath clouding as he looks again to the sky. There’s something primal in knowing that we each have a fire we huddle around. I love clearing the path to our door and leaving the light on.

But if my fire should go out, would he let me in? And for how long? This is a uniquely human dilemma. We struggle with it every time we look away from the homeless. Different cultures have different ways of holding the question. The Balinese leave food on their steps for the kind stranger they’ve yet to meet. The Connecticut Yankee trains his daughter in etiquette and the social register. This is still different from the Holocaust survivor who leaves the door open for an angel he’s never seen while guarding against every noise. I lean on my shovel in the snow and my neighbor waves back. For which I am glad. And today, I don’t feel the need to know his name or story. Yet isn’t it in the steps between our friendly wave and our life around the fire that the work of real community waits?

On the raw side of this question is the moment Elie Wiesel recalls of the Holocaust death march he and thousands were forced to make in the ice and snow of the eastern European night, forced to run barefoot for hours toward Buchenwald. In anticipation of the Allied forces, the SS butted and pistol-whipped the emaciated prisoners on and on. Anyone who slowed or stopped was trampled. Those who fell were shot. In the midst of this hell, a poor soul near Wiesel stumbled to the hard ground. Others nearby fell on top of him. But why? Because they knew he would be killed? Because without thinking they hoped that the SS wouldn’t know which of them to shoot? Because some in their exhaustion were ready to surrender their broken lives to keep the bullet from ending his life? There was too much chaos in the air. The guards just beat them all till they got to their feet.

Of all the harrowing, awful, and poignant events Wiesel witnessed as a fifteen-year-old, this small anonymous moment of community is what has stayed with me. I imagine it at the oddest times, while driving home in the rain, while walking our dog in the light snow. It won’t let go of me. I think it is a painful koan that holds the essence of community. As kind and brave as it is brutal, this moment is a testament to the lengths we’ll go to care for each other, if led or pushed to our true nature. In such pain, in such desperate circumstances, in a frame of mind beaten and starved into numbness, what made these men throw their lives into a pile of compassion? We need to understand. For doesn’t the strength of true community wait in the space between us and the fallen?

From waving through the trees to sharing food around our fire to throwing our lives down to protect the fallen, the human experiment of living together continues.


USE DETERMINES MEANING


On November 12, 1857, a huge crowd assembled in the London Library for a meeting of the Philological Society at which Richard Chenevix Trench, the dean of Westminster, spoke. Trench explained why a comprehensive dictionary of the English language was needed and how it might be undertaken in a new way. This was the beginning of an immense community effort that eventually created the Oxford English Dictionary, engaging more than eight hundred enthusiastic volunteer readers and researchers, led by four editors over a seventy-year span. That night, Trench spoke in favor of describing how people actually use words rather than prescribing how people should use words. It was here that the basic principle of the OED was born: that use determines meaning.

This long moment of community devoted to advancing the availability of language to all people would be a stunning accomplishment that, alone, might have reflected an enlightened culture. But in the same year, only seven months earlier, the same British nation, with ignorance and malice, had provoked the Indian Rebellion of 1857, in another case where use determines meaning.

The rebellion took place in Meerut, India, against the British East India Company. The insurgence arose because of what seemed a small thing to the British, whose engineers of war had devised a new breech-loading rifle, the Pattern 1853 Enfield. But the rifle had a fatal defect—not a mechanical fault, but a spiritual flaw. For the Enfield was designed to load a greased cartridge whose tip had to be bitten off before loading. And the British, indifferent to what they viewed as subordinate cultures, greased the cartridges with animal fat, including beef and pork. In shipping boxes upon boxes of rifles and cartridges to India, it never occurred to them that many of the native Hindu and Muslim soldiers (Sepoys) enlisted at Meerut would refuse to put fat from a sacred animal to their lips.

So it was, on April 24, 1857, that eighty-five of ninety Sepoys in the Third Bengal Light Cavalry refused to touch the cartridges. After being court-martialed, they were sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment. By placing those Sepoys in irons, the ruling British triggered thousands of Hindus and Muslims to revolt. And though the British quelled that revolt, the sleeping giant of India had been awakened.

The 250 assembled in the London Library seven months later may not have thought much about the rebellion at Meerut or the brutality of the British soldiers, who hanged thousands for sympathizing with the revolt. And if made aware, no doubt, many would have questioned what the OED and the Indian Rebellion had to do with each other. But we can question the covenants of a society in which so many were passionate about words but indifferent to the millions of Hindus and Muslims living then under British rule. For at the same time that Trench was speaking in London, the British Empire was flexing its muscle to maintain its harsh domination of India, which would drag on for another hundred years.

Despite all this, we can learn from the beginnings of the OED because our inquiry here depends on a similar long-term commitment, not to the life of words, but to the meaning that arises from what happens between people when living their lives together. And I can’t help but wonder: What if the reverence Trench invoked around the meaning of words had been invoked around the meaning of our lives?

History proves that we oppress each other when we prescribe how people on Earth should live together and how communities should work; and we give each other tools when we describe, with respect and reverence, how people on Earth actually live together and how communities actually work. And so, this book attempts to gather threads of wisdom from how people have actually woven the fabric of community, to detail, if possible, the working knowledge—both inspired and flawed—of what transpires between people every day. This is how we learn as a human family.

Yet how are we to hold these two moments in London and Meerut in the same year in the same society? What are we to learn from them? If use determines meaning, how do we define honorable use? And when we find these divisions in our own communities, we need to remember how to value people over things.


THE STORY OF RAVEN


While visiting the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, I entered a rotunda whose seats are scalloped like ripples in a deep lake. At the center of the ripples, where the stone would have dropped, is an enormous wood sculpture of a large bird on a half-open shell in which humans are waking. Some of the waking figures are eager to come out, while others are hesitant. The larger-than-life carving is on a stone pedestal, settled in a mass of fine pebbles, which are patterned in ripples as well.

The sculpture was carved out of yellow cedar by Haida artist Bill Reid. With the help of other First Nations carvers, it took him ten years to create this remarkable statue. He chose this large project because Parkinson’s disease had taken away the steadiness he needed to work small.

The statue portrays the creation story of the Haida people of British Columbia, which centers on the image of Raven. A powerful, wise spirit and trickster, Raven is often depicted atop a clamshell washed ashore in which the first humans are coming alive. Raven is pecking at the shell, coaxing the first humans to come out into the world, for our human destiny requires that we come out of our shell to complete the world. Raven’s coaxing is both wise and deceptive, because, once in the world, our journey is not easy and the struggle is ongoing, and knowing as much we might not want to be born. For each generation, the challenge is the same: How to leave our shell and how to help each other live once out of our shell?

I circled Raven several times and felt the presence of Spirit in my own small life, urging me to step out of my shell. I thought of my tribe and realized that the call of every community is to facilitate birth in every way possible and then to help each other on our way once we’re here.

The struggle between coming together and breaking apart is epitomized by the fact that before the museum was built, a World War II fort stood in this very spot, and below Bill Reid’s carving is a worn-out gun turret. In fact, the architect planned to sit Raven over the turret as a symbol of how we can come together and repair what is broken. Directly above Raven is a circular window in the ceiling, letting in the sky.

This huge yellow-cedar statue, carved by a trembling man and placed between the remnants of war and the open sky, is a true totem: a living image to remind us that though we are born alone, we must live together. I invoke the totem of Raven: of Spirit coaxing us to crawl out of our shells, to stand on the Earth, and to find our way together. History is a tribute to the many ways the human tribe has tried. Why gather and open all these stories, some triumphant, some failed? Because, can’t you feel the sea calling? Can’t you feel the land waiting? Can’t you feel the press of our shell? Can’t you feel the wise trickster Raven coaxing us to do more than watch? It is our turn.

For each generation, the challenge is the same: How to leave our shell and how to help each other live once out of our shell?



The Unfinished Painting


Dreams and art are the smoke signals connecting people over time. Stories and myths do the same. Often, we are so greatly taxed by circumstance that we lose the larger view of time and how we are all related, not only to those around us but to those who came before us and those who will come after us. Often when jarred away from the press of my own complications, I feel a sense of this larger tribe that I can’t quite name or place. When tossed into great loss or wonder, I feel compelled to understand this unnameable community.

Like last night, when Susan and I went with dear friends to an old small theatre in Three Rivers, Michigan, to see Werner Herzog’s luminous documentary Cave of Forgotten Dreams, which explores the oldest known cave paintings, discovered in 1994 in the Chauvet Cave of southern France. The 32,000-year-old cave is carefully preserved and the general public is not allowed to enter. Herzog received special permission from the French minister of culture to film these artifacts.

The paintings, the modern efforts to understand and preserve how they came to be, and Herzog’s commitment to bring the cave paintings alive—all speak to a sense of community over time. We often suppress or dismiss this sense, because it takes effort and empathy to understand and participate in the enormous arc of life that informs each of us. Yet this is how we discover meaning across time, by putting ourselves in another’s place.

What is most remarkable about these cave paintings is their immediacy, their freshness. There is a softness to the horses and bison drawn on rock that conveys their moment of aliveness long ago. Clearly, these early, anonymous artists felt an energy that moves through all life. Their intelligence and feeling transcend space and time.

Carbon dating has determined that markings from different times cover previous markings on certain walls. There are bear scratches overlaid by later human drawings, followed some 5000 years later by more human drawings. These suggest that though each of us thinks we are creating by ourselves, for ourselves, within our own lifetime, life is an unfinished painting that joins us over time. Aware of it or not, we keep adding to another’s expression, scratching the same wall of experience, creating an ever-evolving mandala of what it means to be alive.

Given this unfolding, how are we to understand literature across the eons? Or philosophy? Or art? Or translation? Is each work a cave painting, complete unto itself? At the same time, is each effort another layer of strokes, adding to the unfinished painting that keeps emerging, generation after generation? And if this is possible, how do we learn the art of deciphering the pictures that grow from our collective experience, the sum of all our strokes? What wisdom waits there?

In another film, an archaeologist accompanies an Aboriginal man into art-filled caves in Australia. When they come upon an old cave painting that is severely worn, the Aborigine begins to touch it up. The archaeologist is stunned. His companion explains that it is not he alone who is painting, but “that which moves through us all.” His people believe it is their job to keep the paintings alive, to keep completing them, and, by so doing, to complete themselves. What sense of community does this way of thinking bring to life? How does this form of responsibility deepen our understanding of what it means to be a global citizen? What does this say about our living, emerging heritage?

A scientist interviewed in Herzog’s film notes that we’ve named our species Homo sapiens, which is Latin for wise man or knowing man. In this way, we have given ourselves primacy and dominion over other life, declaring that we are the only species to have a highly developed brain, capable of reasoning, language, introspection, and problem solving, setting ourselves apart as superior.

The problem is that there’s a difference between knowledge and knowing. We can generate and catalogue ever-increasing bits of information, like grains of sand along the shore, without ever experiencing the sea. Given how buried we are in our dunes of knowledge and how little we truly know beyond ourselves, the scientist suggests that we might do better to name ourselves Homo spiritus, Latin for spirit or breath. Then, as we go about our quest for true knowing, we can acknowledge that we are spirited beings aware of this common life-force that moves through everything. Then, knowing becomes how we engage this common life-force, not how we describe it. Then, community becomes the art and science of understanding and engaging the life-force that moves through everything.

Of all the paintings shown in the Chauvet Cave, I was most touched by the one of four horses neck to neck, part of a larger scene with bison and rhinoceros. I wonder what made that prehistoric artist journey to the depths of this cave and paint this moment on the cold stone? What did he or she see in how the four horses were running in an open plain that the artist couldn’t let go of? Was it the light on their necks or the thunder of their hooves or those big glassy eyes taking in everything? Was it the cave person’s longing to run as free? The freshness of the connection between the four horses and their seeming awareness of each other echoes the breath of being that moves through everything.

On the way home we talked, at first quickly, enlivened by the paintings of the Chauvet Cave. Then, as the sky streaked its evening blue, hundreds of fireflies mirrored the stars in the highway grasses. We went silent. I was glad to be with my loved ones, glad we saw the energy of those horses captured on the cave wall, glad for the evening sky and the fields of fireflies flaring their small lights, like us. Glad we are forever drawn to this breath of being, to feel it, to know it, to sing it, to paint it, to dig it up once it is buried, and thankful it remains unfinished in us. Who would want the wind to finish or the sea to lose its waves or the sun to stop emitting its light?

The next day I tried to draw the four horses myself—not to replicate them, but to see if I could feel their freshness by joining in, by touching something that was begun so long ago. As I made strokes with the charcoal, I became certain that the things that matter are unfinished paintings that everyone creates and no one owns. More deeply, we are created each time we touch the breath of being, and each time we add a stroke, we are connected to everyone who ever lived. And sometimes, we are briefly aware that we are living parts of the most elemental community of all, the community of life-force that moves through everything.

And what of the unfinished painting we call relationship? Is misunderstanding an unfinished painting that our trust sketches and re-sketches on our oldest wall? Is feeding the hungry an unfinished painting that we must tend to every chance we get? In truth, healing the ill is an unfinished painting that we must touch up and repair whenever we see others breaking down. And stopping the violence and making peace is an unfinished painting of the life-force that moves through everything. Ultimately, caring for each other is the one tribe we all belong to.

All things are connected. The art of community is discovering how.

Community becomes the art and science of understanding and engaging the life-force that moves through everything.



The Aspen Grove


An old friend drove me into the Santa Fe National Forest so we could walk the aspen grove. We stopped along the way to smell some Ponderosa pine. I stuck my nose into the crease of its bark and cupped my hands around it. The tree smelled like vanilla.

We continued up the mountain. At an altitude of 10,000 feet, the temperature dropped thirty degrees. The air was clear. Walking into the grove, which covers almost two hundred square miles, we could see Santa Fe and Los Alamos. We could even see Arizona and Colorado. The path was lined with small red feathery clusters known as Indian paintbrush. Soon the tall, thin aspens were everywhere, their smooth bark stretching like skin to the sky. The continuous rustle of their leaves was like an ocean of small voices arriving through the centuries. If we could just make out their cry, their song, and understand their brilliance.

Walking among them, touching them, listening to their creak and sway, I could feel their connectedness. Aboveground, aspen grow as individual trees, but belowground they’re enlivened by one interconnected set of roots. They are the most expansive growth of trees to share a common root system. This means they are one living organism and one living community—at the same time! This is a powerful metaphor for how inextricably knit the life of the individual is with the life of community. What happens to one tree happens to all aspens in the grove. How do they live as one and many at the same time? How do they communicate with each other? How do they sustain each other?

As one living root system, the aspen grove treats each of its trees as a shoot or limb called a ramet. When an individual tree dies, it’s as if the grove loses a branch. The grove then rushes nutrients to the damaged area the way immune cells rush to the site of an infection. The huge root system allows the ramets that are close to water to absorb and send that nourishment to the other connected trees. When we can accept that all humans share the same invisible root system, we, too, can rush nutrients to others who are damaged or suffering.

Quaking aspen, a particular species that grows where avalanches, mudslides, and fires have occurred, is nature’s example of relational resilience. The grove roots and regenerates most strongly after disasters. In Yellowstone National Park, a quaking aspen grove grew out of the 1988 wildfires. This is one of nature’s gritty forms of resurrection. Likewise, when we can focus on the clearing made between us rather than on the disaster that caused it, we can resurrect and flourish like the quaking aspen.

In the Fishlake National Forest in Utah, there is an aspen grove named Pando, Latin for “I spread.” Considered one of the largest aspen groves in the world, it contains about 47,000 individual trees and is estimated to be about 80,000 years old. Shared roots live longer, a lesson for us all.

This is the aspen wisdom we need. We need aspen sensitivity, aspen memory, and aspen compassion. We need to learn how to enliven that depth of connectedness whereby we can feel all of humanity while living our very small, individual lives. In moments of great suffering and love, I believe we do this. But how to understand this capacity and keep it alive when the days are ordinary and we seem so far away from each other?

About a mile into the Santa Fe grove, my friend and I sat on a ledge and waited. Once we were quiet, we could feel the entire grove sway as one timeless aspen and as a thousand individual trees on a mountainside in New Mexico. We could almost hear them breathe in unison. I felt certain that in the paradox of the aspen trees waits the secret to our interdependence: being who we are and staying connected to everyone.

As we walked back to the car, the path was alight with tiny butterflies circling our feet. Each seemed to hold a question about how to live this way. After a while, my old friend said, “There’s a community already existing underground that’s growing us into being.”

We looked once more and it seemed clear that if all the aspens were to burn to the ground, the community would still be there, ready to begin again. Like the scarred human groves that sprout throughout history.

Shared roots live longer.



Notions of Community


We cannot live for ourselves alone. Our lives are connected by a thousand invisible threads, and along these sympathetic fibers, our actions run as causes and return to us as results.

—HERMAN MELVILLE

The sympathetic fibers that Melville refers to can become visible—but only to those who open their hearts. We are often called to serve or bear witness to the suffering of strangers in order to discover the strength and wisdom in connection. These notions of connection and community are not new, but rooted in many traditions.

The Diné (Navajo) say that seeking wholeness is personal, an individual journey, while seeking harmony is transpersonal, a communal journey. The Diné word Ahyo-oh’-oh-ni means to bring one into harmony with everything. A key purpose of Native American education, this aim for harmony is based on the indigenous notion of all my relations that views all of reality and life as related and interconnected. Every aspect of life is seen as part of one intrinsic family of existence.

The African view of ubuntu, which is often translated as I am because you are, you are because I am, implies that we find our humanity in each other. Archbishop Desmond Tutu says that “Ubuntu is the essence of being human: that my humanity is caught up in your humanity.” Dirk J. Louw, from the University of the North in South Africa, tells us that “Ubuntu (a Zulu word) serves as the spiritual foundation of African societies. It is a unifying vision or world view [embedded] in the Zulu maxim umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, [which literally means] ‘a person is a person through other persons.’ ”

Through many paths, we are led to a discernment of relationship that takes us through our self and beyond our self into the interdependent mystery, where we find ourselves in each and every living thing, where, as the Hindus say, Thou Art That.

The oldest notions of community invoke an underlying network of living connection that is always present whether we honor it or not. Most traditions offer a kindred name for the tribe of humanity through which one person can sense and feel all persons. This timeless connection speaks to the innate sense of responsibility we are each born with to do our best to hold each other up, reflecting in our hearts the hearts of others.

In Sanskrit, the word Akasha refers to a collective presence and memory among human beings. In the West, we tend to ignore this, insisting we are separate and unattached. Yet there is molecular and biological evidence of our Oneness and how our very presence influences each other, how being influences being. Consider that two living heart cells, taken from different people and placed in a petri dish, will, over time, find a third common beat. We can draw vitality and strength from these glimpses into the fabric of life, which affirm that we have an innate call to find each other and join. We could say this is the genetic basis for our impulse toward community.

In the summer of 2004, I was in Barcelona attending the Parliament of the World’s Religions. One morning, I was sitting with a crowd listening to Dr. Ervin László, a scientist and philosopher who was speaking through translators about the Akasha Field.

Dr. László described experiments in which different atoms were also placed in close proximity. Once atoms A and B would vibrate in harmony, atom A was placed near a third atom, P. Amazingly, the vibration of A and B was imparted to atom P. The reverse appeared to be true as well. Atom A was left with atom P until they vibrated in harmony. Then atom A was again placed closely to atom B. The vibration and harmony of atoms A and P were then imparted to atom B.

When people meditate together, their brain waves quickly harmonize. And when a newcomer joins the group, the newcomer’s brain waves harmonize with that of the group. This suggests that intimacy is a catalyst for the experience of Oneness. All of this implies that there is a unified field of presence, very near to each of us, that ranges from atoms to cells to souls. The crucial question, then, is: How do we relate to this field of presence? How do we tap into its energy and resources?

As Dr. László spoke, his words were being translated into four languages at once. I realized that what he was suggesting was happening there in Barcelona. I was part of a short-term community of 8000 people from all over the world who had come together because of a common belief in something larger than ourselves. Something was shimmering there between us, like the vibration and harmony generated by those atoms put in close proximity with each other.

Hasn’t this always been the power of communities—to somehow break through the trance of their times? Isn’t this descriptive of the throngs surrounding Buddha under the Bodhi tree? Or the hundreds gathered to hear Jesus give the Sermon on the Mount? Or the thousands following Gandhi’s march of salt to the Indian Ocean? Or the million crowding the mall in Washington to hear Martin Luther King, Jr. give his landmark speech? Isn’t this the mystery of self-organizing moments of collective presence?

These instances confirm that there is a subtle, if mysterious, Oneness that cradles us all. We can access the collective presence and memory among human beings and enliven it. Actually, it doesn’t take much, once we are opened, to feel the pull of things coming together, whether it be atoms vibrating, strangers meditating, or hundreds gathering around an elder’s presence.

As we watch a river from its bank, the current seems impossibly fast. But from the center of the current, the flow of life surrounds us and carries us. Watching from our isolation, the prospect of community seems impossible until we dare to step down and enter. Once in the current of human connection, we are carried along.

Every story of community, large and small, bears witness to how strangers and loved ones alike discover the common human beat and the kinship of presence.

Intimacy is a catalyst for the experience of Oneness.



Bonds That Last


The essence of oneself and the essence of the world—these two are one.

—JOSEPH CAMPBELL

When atoms join, they form molecules. When molecules join, they form organisms. When organisms join, they form tissue. When tissues join, a body is formed. Unless interrupted, this is the unfolding of life. Similarly, when hearts are opened, they form bonds. When bonds are deepened, they form relationships. When relationships are inclusive, they expand our sense of kinship. When kinships are strengthened, a community is created. Unless interrupted, this is the unfolding of the social self, which is the atom of community.

These unions are more than a metaphor. Our impulse to join is at first biochemical. So, it helps to examine how atoms join to form molecules. One way is through covalent bonding. A covalent bond is a chemical bond that exists when two atoms share one or more pair of electrons.

As building blocks of life, atoms have a proclivity to join, to combine with other atoms to form molecules. By forming molecules, they grow into something greater than each atom is by itself. This is how a hydrogen atom joins with two oxygen atoms to form water, which is necessary for life to sustain itself. In this way, atoms find each other and join to create the stuff of life, such as protein and DNA. When atoms actualize the chemical bond that joining initiates, they become more together than alone and life unfolds.

Those of us compelled to join become the building blocks of community. When we combine with others, we grow into something greater than our individual selves. People with a common need bond around food, shelter, civil rights, equal pay, or a belief in sobriety. In this way, we’re drawn to work together to solve the great human problems, and create community by becoming more together than alone.

Our capacity to join and complete each other is literally in our DNA. This capacity is at the heart of the social self, which makes community possible. Like water, the bond of community is necessary for life to sustain itself.

We often take for granted the miracle of joining and how it makes life possible. But without our capacity to join, the web of life falls apart. Without our capacity to bond, we are just a collection of mismatching parts. When able to join with other life, the social self awakens and we enliven the miracle of community. The social self is the connective tissue that lets us find what we need in each other in order to grow.

The notions of Ahimsa, Ren, and the Beloved Community are forms of connection that awaken the social self. These Hindu, Chinese, and African-American traditions are virtues that make community possible.

In Sanskrit himsa means “doing harm” or “causing injury.” With the A before it, the word means “to cause no harm or injury.” In its original context, Ahimsa doesn’t only mean the interruption of harm or injury, but also the commitment to live a non-harmful and giving life. The term Ahimsa can be traced back in Hindu teachings to the Chandogya Upanishad (8th–6th century B.C.), where it’s listed as one of the five ethical virtues. The Jain religion (9th–7th century B.C.) holds Ahimsa as the first vow among the living.

Since all life-forms are deeply connected, what we do to others, we do to ourselves. This is an extension of the golden rule. The way of Ahimsa acknowledges that harm begets harm and that the fire of harm can’t be controlled. And so, who sets the fire is also set on fire. In the third century B.C., southern India’s Tamil poet, the weaver saint Tiruvalluvar, stated this truth as a spiritual law, “All suffering recoils on the wrongdoer himself. Therefore, those who desire not to suffer refrain from causing others pain.”

Whether you believe in Karma or not, the ever-present awareness of another’s experience helps us stay sensitive to life other than our own. It helps frame our daily actions within the context of more than one generation, the way Native American elders consider seven generations in making tribal decisions. We could benefit greatly from restoring this larger, more heart-centered perspective in all we face and do.

In his struggle for Indian freedom, Gandhi believed that no society can survive without the presence of truth and a commitment to nonviolence. In 1926, Gandhi proclaimed:

I am not pleading for India to practice non-violence because she is weak. I want her to practice non-violence, being conscious of her strength and power . . . My life is dedicated to the service of India through the religion of non-violence, which I believe to be the root of Hinduism.

We always have the choice to stop harm and to further live a non-harmful life. When harmful, we remain blind to how we’re connected and our isolation only makes us more guarded and more harmful. When we can enter the sense of Ahimsa, we get closer to life and all kinds of bonds are possible. In this, the Hindu way is a deeply human way.

The Chinese philosopher Confucius (551–479 B.C.) put forth the notion of a social self—a self inextricably linked to the life of others. Each person is not morally autonomous, but a social being whose identity derives from his interaction and conduct within the broader human community. Central to a healthy and enlivened social self is the core virtue known as Ren, which means “benevolence,” “human kindness,” or “what ties one to another.” Ren is what holds community together. In his Analects, Confucius tells us that Ren depends on “trying to see things from other people’s perspectives, and then to do one’s best for them with that in mind.” Confucius believed that every person has the capacity of Ren within them, which manifests when a virtuous person treats others with humaneness.

Two hundred years later, Mencius (371–289 B.C.) writes that Ren means “to be human” or “to be a person,” and that “Ren grows out of compassion, without which we would not be human.” Mencius gives this example: A person sees a child playing near the edge of a well and sees that the child might fall in. Ren is the spontaneous appearance of compassion that has us act to save the child. It is our benevolence to others. Ren signifies that we are nothing apart from our social relations, and our interdependency extends into the immediate world and beyond.

As an ideogram, Ren literally means “two-people–ness” or “co-humanity.” Our moral life falls apart without Ren. Without a social, relational self, our virtues are scattered and we become a mix of jarring fragments. For example, we might be brave in battle but unkind at home, or ruthless in business but generous in church.

How, then, do we cultivate Ahimsa, a life without harm, and Ren, a life of benevolence, in ourselves and each other? When we can inhabit these qualities, even briefly, we awaken our social self, and are that much closer to what Martin Luther King, Jr. referred to as the Beloved Community.

It was the American theologian Josiah Royce (1855–1916), founder of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, who first offered the term “the Beloved Community.” Through this Fellowship, King first encountered the concept that he would deepen and bring into our global consciousness.

In his 1957 speech, “The Birth of a New Nation,” the young visionary said:

The aftermath of nonviolence is the creation of the Beloved Community . . . The aftermath of nonviolence is reconciliation. The aftermath of violence is emptiness and bitterness.

For King, the solidarity of the human family makes the Beloved Community possible. He believed that more lasting than any ideology or sense of politics is the common humanity we discover through our love and suffering. In his last book, King affirmed that “our loyalties must transcend our race, our tribe, our class, and our nation . . .”

He witnessed our common humanity repeatedly during his struggles. In the spring of 1966, several thousand marchers were delayed at the airport after the March to Montgomery, Alabama. King was deeply moved by the sudden unity of the diverse crowd waiting to go home:

As I stood with them and saw white and Negro, nuns and priests, ministers and rabbis, labor organizers, lawyers, doctors, housemaids and shop workers brimming with vitality and enjoying a rare comradeship, I knew I was seeing a microcosm of the mankind of the future in this moment of luminous and genuine brotherhood.

Where two or more are joined by truth and benevolence, without doing harm, a lasting bond is created that is the atom of all community.

Like water, the bond of community is necessary for life to sustain itself.



Little Raft, Big Raft


Do we go it alone or make our way together? These are our two choices in making the hard journey through existence. These choices are represented by the two prominent Buddhist traditions: Hīnayāna Buddhism, which seeks personal enlightenment (Hīnayāna means little raft), and Mahāyāna Buddhism, which seeks a mutual enlightenment with others (Mahāyāna means big raft).

Psychologist James Hillman reminds us that these distinctions are also evident in the philosophies of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung:

Freud argued that the self is truly non-communal, fundamentally individual. Jung said that we are each make-weights in the scales—that what you do in your psychological life tips the balance of the world one way or another.

When hurt and confused, we can pull in and believe that we can only rely on ourselves. When thrust rawly into suffering, we are quickly opened to a larger definition of self in which we’re interdependent with others and the Whole of Life. So we’re always choosing between the little raft and the big raft, between going it alone or making our way together. Each has its gifts and each has its burdens.

Our sense of community depends on our foundational understanding of life. If you believe in a world that is not connected or interdependent, but is chiefly competitive, there’s a limit to the degree of trust you can find in life, and a limit to the degree of compassion you can wholeheartedly release.

If, however, you believe in a world that is infinitely and irrevocably knit together, in which one spiritual power animates and connects all living things, then there’s no limit to the trust that you can invoke beyond your single life. Through that trust, there is no limit to the degree of compassion you can summon toward other living things, and no limit to the kinship you can discover with all aspects of life.

Every day we’re faced with a fundamental choice-point that determines whether we can live together or not. We’re asked to value life and people over things or to subordinate life to the property and fortifications that surround us. Any religious or social system can join us or tear us apart, depending on which of these paths it supports.

When going it alone and guarding against the harshness of life, we tend to define things negatively, by what they are not, and so miss the strength in defining things by what they are. But defining things negatively only gives us half the story. We in the West often define Ahimsa as “non-violence,” which tells us what it’s not. But to truly understand the importance of Ahimsa, we have to delve into what it is, a life of engaged understanding and compassion. Stopping violence alone will not cultivate understanding and compassion. This is why, as time went on, Gandhi further defined Ahimsa as “intercommunity harmony.”

Similarly, Martin Luther King, Jr. firmly believed that desegregation was not the same thing as integration. He felt that stopping segregation by itself, though necessary, would only produce

a society where men are physically desegregated and spiritually segregated, where elbows are together and hearts are apart. It gives us social togetherness and spiritual apartness. It leaves us with a stagnant equality of sameness rather than a constructive equality of oneness.

If we are to grow, if we are to move from the little raft to the big raft, we have to do more than stop violence and prejudice. We have to commit to understanding their opposites in our hearts, and accept each other as part of a global family. Any true sense of community resides in staying committed to exploring and upholding what we are, as opposed to railing only against what we are not.

The intent of a liberal education has always been to welcome and mix as many viewpoints as possible, because a whole understanding of life requires more than one view of knowledge. Our capacity to learn allows us to mix our ideas and feelings and grow stronger from it. When we let in other knowledge and experience, we only get healthier. Letting in other views helps us live together.

Though we have fragmented our universities and schools with over-specialization and a fundamentalist style of inquiry, the original intent of learning is still sacred and available. In the traditional tea ceremony in Japan, the tea houses are kept small in order to invoke humility by forcing us to leave everything extraneous outside. The contract of true learning is like a small tea house. It only lets us enter with our mind and our heart, leaving our weapons and assumptions outside so we can learn deeply.

Some say the big raft is impossible, that the Beloved Community is a fantasy, that the way of Ahimsa is unrealistic. Yet, though we many never attain them, everything that matters depends on our commitment to keep reaching.

It was Sir Thomas More (1478–1535) who first used the word utopia in his 1516 book by the same name. In it, an explorer visits the island of Utopia, which means “Nowhere Land,” a land that can’t exist and yet is a land worth looking for. In More’s Utopia, all things are owned in common, there is universal education for men and women, and religious differences are celebrated. While this has always seemed impossible, it’s worth the effort to try to live together in this way. The commitment to aim for our common good is a covenant of humanity.
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