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I dedicate this book to Robin and Ronald Radford, my uniquely precious American friends.

Thank you for your special companionship over so many years.



The Gentle Art of Spiritual Discernment
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“A rare and precious read, not only because the content is deeply profound and insightful but also inspirational and wise. Simple in language and tone, it is a heart-opening invitation for accelerated spiritual growth and conscious awakening. This is a book written by that rare species of 'root’ teacher, who, in our modern world, are now few and far between. The messages of these great lights convey the purest transmissions because they themselves are the very essence of their teachings: in other words, they walk their talk. Turning the pages, one experiences a level of intimacy rarely achieved in the written form. It is like talking with an old, treasured friend; a spiritual mentor. A book you will wish to keep close to hand long after you have read it.”

NICOLYA CHRISTI, AUTHOR OF
LOVE, GOD & EVERYTHING

“This book by a true spiritual master asks the fundamental questions we all need to ask—and search to answer. It opens the whole dimension of spirituality to the reader—genuine, lived spirituality, the inner authority we all need if we are to find our way in these critical times.”

ERVIN LASZLO, PH.D., WHOLE SYSTEMS THEORIST, PHILOSOPHER, 
AUTHOR, AND FOUNDER OF THE CLUB OF BUDAPEST AND THE LASZLO 
INSTITUTE OF NEW 
PARADIGM RESEARCH

“From beginning to end, Pierre Pradervand’s pen poetically dances. It’s like reading an epic poem without stanzas that literally pulls you in. The Gentle Art of Spiritual Discernment is a marvelous journey.”

STEVE FARRELL, COFOUNDER AND WORLDWIDE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF 
HUMANITY’S TEAM

“A book that will serve many who are exploring their spiritual journey in their own unique and personal way.”

JEFF GENUNG, COFOUNDER OF CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE

“The reader will find so many inspirational points of guidance here, as the author outlines the simplest path to achieving the noblest goal of becoming the embodiment of divine love. Rejoice in finding your own glowing path beyond convention, beyond tradition, beyond recriminations, anger, and hate, beyond rules and regulations, as you find your own key to the mansion of your spirituality, the giant within.”

REVEREND DR. LINDA DE COFF, FOUNDER AND HEAD MINISTER AT NEW 
THOUGHT INTERNATIONAL AND AUTHOR OF
BRIDGE OF THE GODS

“From the moment I began reading The Gentle Art of Spiritual Discernment, I literally could not put it down. My hungry soul drank in every word of his highly inspirational stories, examples, quotes, and teachings!”

SHANNON PECK, SPIRITUAL HEALER, COFOUNDER OF THE LOVE CENTER, 
AND AUTHOR OF ANGELS ON EARTH



Foreword

Jonathan Ellerby, Ph.D.

IT IS AN HONOR TO WRITE the foreword to this book. Pierre Pradervand has blessed us before with inspiring words and works that uplift the soul, and here again, he offers us a light for the spiritual path. Personally, as an author of spiritual growth and holistic health books, I have often wondered if the world really needs another book about spiritual growth. Don’t we feel like too many people are saying the same things over and over again, only in different ways? I used to think that the last thing we need is yet another book about how to be “more spiritual” and that many authors are simply too attached to their own views.

I don’t feel that way any longer. As the world accelerates into what appears to be an unprecedented time of worldwide opportunity and chaos, we need every teacher, author, and wisdom keeper to step forward with the best they have to offer. In particular, I feel that our spiritual focus must be strong. In a time when human structures, systems, and simple routines are being altered and challenged on a regular basis, we can thrive by staying rooted in the changeless aspects of life and through a steady relationship with the transcendent. Spirituality is not about escaping life. It is about removing the barriers to the abundant feelings of love and connection we are born with. Spirituality is about exposing our misconceptions of life and self and living more fully with resilience, contentment, and an abiding sense of purpose to evolve in compassion, awareness, and relationship.

As more people on Earth awaken to a deep and more personal feeling of connection to life with a sense of the sacredness of our world, we will see more courageous changemakers rising up to help bring healing and hope to others. It is a simple equation we must encourage. To truly embrace questions of meaning and mystery, we must be willing to let go, to grow, and to awaken to an inner presence that is innately spiritual. Perhaps that is the heart of the work we need most: to remember that we are an expression of what we seek.

Making a commitment to a spiritual journey—to knowing Spirit in your heart, as you understand it—means allowing the path to take you somewhere and not becoming stuck in one place. Any religious practice that keeps you safe and in a prescribed place is dangerous, removed from spirituality. With or without religion, spirituality allows us to adopt a way of being that is a true adventure and an incredible way to live and find peace within. Navigating this path is not as easy as it might seem, and often our intuition is clouded by conditioning. As a result, we face a great paradox in the spiritual journey. We are seeking something we already have but need help finding it.

Finding a guide, engaging in trusted spiritual practices, and developing a sense of what to expect along the way are all invaluable investments for the spiritual journey. The Gentle Art of Spiritual Discernment provides just the kind of guidance our world of blossoming spiritual seekers needs. For more seasoned travelers, this book provides helpful reminders and new insights that are still vital and important regardless of one’s state or stage in the process. This is an endless journey, and I welcome all the guidance and diverse perspectives I can get. I hope you do too. I also hope you will consider that your spiritual health is the foundation of all well-being for yourself and our planet. This book is a wonderful place to start!

CLAREMONT, CALIFORNIA, JANUARY 2022

Jonathan Ellerby is a two-time bestselling author, speaker, teacher, coach, and consultant with a Ph.D. in comparative religion focused on Indigenous healing traditions and cross-cultural research. He has been featured in film, radio, print, and multiple event forms as an expert on mastering change, integrative wellness and resilience, mindfulness, and holistic approaches to spiritual growth. Influenced by more than three decades of ceremony and study with Indigenous traditions, and a deep relationship to Wilderness, his unique perspective has been sought after by and featured in numerous media outlets including the New York Times, the Yoga Journal, Larry King Live, the Martha Stewart Radio Show, Readers Digest, Woman’s Day, CBS and NBC regional morning shows, and BetterTV, to name only a few.




Preface

FOR WELL OVER FIFTY-FIVE YEARS, I have traveled around this little planet, although less extensively recently, and these travels have enabled me to encounter a great variety of people, cultures, belief systems, and lifestyles. I have thus become aware that a remarkable spiritual awakening is happening, mainly, for the moment it seems, in the West. More and more people are experiencing a real need for spirituality. On the individual level, spirituality can play a key role in shaping happiness, offering meaning to life, and enabling us to find our right place in this world, which so often appears topsy-turvy. Even in the area of our health, spirituality may have some contribution to increased serenity and decreased disease.

For thousands of years, religion has held the monopoly on spirituality and has dictated the lifestyles of adherents, down to the smallest details, which has, in some cases, imprisoned them in a shackle of forbidden behavior and stripped life of the slightest residue of joy. Consequently, many people in the West have rejected organized religion, and church attendance has fallen drastically.

But it is difficult to live in a world void of meaning, and the apparent disappearance of the main Christian churches in Western Europe and increasingly also in North America have opened up a need for spiritual guidance. Thanks to the shrinking of the world—in part due to tourism, not to mention the incredible role played by the Internet—people have access to a multitude of spiritual paths, which was inconceivable only a few years ago. This spiritual supermarket offers the best and the worst, from profound and authentic spiritual teachings that help students to progress to pseudo-gurus who offer retreats at island paradises and promote teachings that are a bizarre cocktail of New Age theories and messages one wonders where on Earth they came from. In Japan, one can even rent the services of a Buddhist monk, and one of the best Swiss dailies, Le Temps, asks if we are not witnessing the “uberization” of spirituality.

All these trends are but a pale reflection of the incredible confusion we are familiar with in so many areas.

Perhaps we can do better.

Byron Katie, one of the most outstanding authorities worldwide in the field of personal development, had already stated about a generation ago that the number one problem in the world was not wars, hunger, or conflicts of all sorts. It was confusion. And it is true that confusion is a huge challenge in so, so many areas—both for collective and individual behavior.

Hence, this modest presentation aims at offering a short guide for those embarking on a spiritual search or refining the path on which they have already started, to see more clearly, to avoid pitfalls, to open their horizons, and to choose the path that corresponds best to what they are really seeking in life. From time to time, I have inserted a question in bold italics, which I suggest you ponder before you continue.


Blessing for Spiritual Seekers

We are in a period of unprecedented, challenging, and exciting change. In all areas, old structures are falling away or being challenged, including in the field of religion and spirituality. More and more people are undertaking an individual spiritual quest for their right spiritual niche. This blessing is for them.

I bless all those who are on an honest spiritual quest.

I bless them in their courage to break away from old moorings that keep them in stagnant waters and to embark onto the unchartered territories of their soul and the moving seas of spiritual adventure.

I bless them in their firm determination to continue seeking until they find the pearl of great price and the “peace that passes all understanding.”

I bless them, above all else, in their ability to be true to themselves, wherever it may take them, and to hold firm to their vision whatever the pressures from family, friends, religious bodies, and “authorities” of all sorts to conform.
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The Starting Point

Well begun is half done.

—ATTRIBUTED TO ARISTOTLE

AFTER THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE SHARED their desire to progress in my workshops and many, many other settings, not to mention my own much longer personal road, my vision of a good point of departure can be summed up with this sentence of Polonius in Hamlet by Shakespeare: “This above all: to thine own self be true, and it must follow, as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.”

One of the most popular texts of my workshops touches just on this theme. It is simply entitled “Integrity” and has helped countless people live better lives, and it is certainly one of the foundation stones of my own existence. It is maybe the most fundamental step for any person embarking on a spiritual path.


INTEGRITY

Integrity is a quality of being. It means holding on at all times to your highest sense of truth and your own vision, whatever the cost may be. It consists in resonating with the most intimate fiber of your being and enjoins us not to withdraw one inch, whatever the prestige or authority of the person or institution opposing us—not out of obstinacy but because of the quiet courage of an inner voice that says: “This above all: to thine own self be true.”

Integrity means following at all times one’s highest sense of what is right, whatever the consequences may be, however solitary your path, and however loud the taunts and the mockeries of the crowd and the Pharisees.

Following your integrity means “speaking truth to power,” as the Quaker wisdom goes, even when silence would better serve your interests. It means hanging on to truth when all those surrounding accept compromises or pretend that it’s not really important. It means being unflinching and firm when others disappear in the underground shelters of their fears and timidity.

Integrity means refusing to dilute one’s inner sense of truthfulness, be it to satisfy, appease, or gain the approval of one’s beloved.

Above all, integrity means refusing to cheat yourself, lie to yourself, or abide in the shade of half-truths. You can lie to others—even deceive them—and be forgiven. But when you lie to yourself, who is there to forgive you? After a defeat of this sort, who will help you get up again? Even if you are sufficiently ignorant to let yourself indulge in the supreme absurdity of deceiving yourself, will not your inner strength abandon the ship of one who voluntarily scuttles it in that manner? In such moments, grace alone can save you.

To deceive oneself kills the discernment that is the basis of honest judgments and meaningful choices. To consciously avoid what one knows to be true or to lie to oneself is the sin against the spirit, which resides deep down in each one of us.

Integrity, as the most intimate substance of our being, constitutes the marrow of our identity and the foundation of all our qualities, starting with love. It is the woof on which we weave the exquisite textures of our existence, creating a tapestry. No woof, no tapestry. When integrity is married to love in a joyful dance, it forms the perfect couple, and our existence becomes a celebration of life.

So when winds and tempests howl or when a tempter whispers that “a compromise is absolutely essential” and attempts to make us avoid the challenges we need to grow and stay awake, let us at all costs hold on firmly to that inner foundation, our integrity—for in it resides true life.

Q Another point of departure concerns our basic beliefs about the universe. Ask yourself: Do I believe the universe is born of chance and run by chance, or that it is governed by a benevolent entity and predictable laws?

A great British astronomer of the last century suggested that the probability that the big bang was born of chance was equivalent to having a hurricane blow over a junk heap and leave behind a brand-new 747. Not a very likely event! Personally, I believe that the universe is entirely run by a fundamental law of harmony, which cannot be understood intellectually, for the wealth and the complexity of the universe are so stunning no human mind can grasp them. Especially on the spiritual level, it is first of all the heart (and to a lesser degree the body) that is capable of really integrating this other reality of the spiritual plane, which is on the mystical level, beyond the rational plane.

And here I would like to share an experience I had that has become the foundation of my belief. It happened many years ago and convinced me that a fundamental law of love runs absolutely everything, whatever the contrary appearances on the material level. This major learning experience is the point of departure on which I have based my whole life, starting with my spirituality. It is my fundamental spiritual anchor.

Many years ago, I was attending a meeting of the Association Internationale 6-S in the city of Ouahigouya in northern Burkina Faso, a country in West Africa. This association, of which I was one of the co-founders in the late seventies, was the largest grassroots peasant farmers organization on the continent. The last day of the meeting I caught dysentery. I spent the last afternoon we had off taking care of myself, healing myself by purely spiritual means. By the evening, the problem seemed to have disappeared, but the next day going to the airport, it started again.

On the plane I diligently worked with my spiritual affirmations and texts, trying to heal myself. I was sitting next to an unaccompanied young boy around eight or nine years old. The flight attendant taking care of him was the incarnation of kindness. So warm, so gentle, constantly coming to check if he was OK—one could have taken her for his mother. She came and spoke to him with such tenderness that I felt for this woman a kind of cosmic gratitude that enveloped me entirely.

Suddenly, I had an out-of-body experience. I was projected out of this plane of existence and time into a space where there was only the most incredible feeling of a universal, 
all-encompassing, infinitely tender love. No thinking was involved at all, only feeling. Pierre Pradervand—and hence any trace of my ego—had completely disappeared. Any human sense of existing as a person had radically disappeared, totally vanished. My mind, my intellect had dissipated completely.

For an indeterminate moment (as we were out of time), the divine consciousness was my consciousness, and there was none other. Love was the only power, substance, presence, reality, law, knowledge, cause, and effect of everything. Besides that, there was nothing. The whole experience was totally on the level of feeling, and for this reason, it became the most powerful, moving, and surprising moment of my whole life.

Suddenly, I snapped out of this state and was back in my seat. I felt something moving in my bowels, and in a matter of seconds, the dysentery had disappeared. But the real healing, which transformed my whole life, was that vision of existence and of a universe governed by love, which took me many years to integrate.

Today, I have the deep conviction that the only thing that really matters (at least for me) is to grow in love—and here I am still in kindergarten. But the aim is perfectly clear: one day to think, speak, and act with love, to look at all with the eyes of love, to feel only love. That is my spiritual objective and my path. I believe that the meaning of the major upheavals the planet is undergoing today is to help us go beyond the tired, old, rather pathetic win-lose model and to move toward a winwin world that works for all, the environment included. And we will manage, because it is a loving providence beyond anything we can even dream of that is pulling the strings.


Who or What Is God?

Many years ago, I was living in Senegal, West Africa. I lived on a beach between two shanty towns. I was on very friendly terms with the son of the imam of one of the two towns, and one Sunday afternoon I decided I would go to the imam’s home (a small wooden shack built on the sand) and ask him how Islam defined God. At the time I was a member of a small Christian movement that claimed to represent the highest if not ultimate revelation of truth, so I was cocksure that I had the “highest” views on the topic.

As I strode across the beach to Imam Sall’s little shack, my frame of mind closely reflected the Japanese proverb that states: “It is difficult to describe the vast horizons of the ocean to the little frog sitting at the bottom of his well.” I was the little frog trapped in a well of spiritual smugness—not exactly the ideal state of mind for a spiritual explorer, which I eventually became. Imam Sall greeted me with his usual kindness and gentleness, and after the customary exchange, I sat down and asked him my question: How does Islam define God?

The little frog in me was in for the surprise of his life when he said: “Pierre, if you took the water of all the oceans and seas, all the rivers and lakes and streams of the world as ink, if you took all the branches of all the trees on the planet as pens, you could not write out all the names of God.” No words can encompass something as extraordinary, as unfathomable as the godhead. And then he added: “You know, Pierre, you are a better Muslim than most of the Muslims who surround me.” By that he meant that I did not drink alcohol, I didn’t chase women, and I was generous with my giving.

The poet Edwin Markham wrote a lovely little ditty, which goes:

He drew a circle that shut me out—

Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.

But Love and I had the wit to win:

We drew a circle and took him in.

 

Thank you, Imam Sall, for teaching me one of the great lessons of my life. Thank you, Imam Sall, for including me.



In all cases, seeking one’s spiritual path demands an immense discernment, and this will be one of the aims of this little book: to help you develop a sharp discernment that will help you avoid being misled down the wrong path. As Mariana Caplan writes in her lucid study Eyes Wide Open: “Discernment doesn’t prevent us from making errors, but it does help us learn life’s lessons more clearly and quickly, turn challenges into opportunities, and avoid unnecessary obstacles” (Caplan 2009).
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