














Praise for Beyond Jesus



“Staying humbly within her own experience, Pearce has addressed a larger story that is unfolding from the edge of Christianity. The countless Christians’ journey ‘beyond Jesus’ is now a much larger. culture-wide odyssey, and needs the close attention Pearce brings to it in order to understand its significance.”


—THE REV. DR. HAL TAUSSIG, National Co-Chair, Christianity Seminar, Westar Institute, and editor of A New New Testament: A Bible for the 21st Century Combining Traditional and Newly Discovered Texts


“Patricia Pearce’s spiritual odyssey illuminates the wisdom and light that shine within us all. She asserts that this power, the greatest power, is the incredible, immense force of love in the universe that connects all beings to one another in the amazing web of Life. Thank you, Patricia Pearce, for walking this path and sharing it with the rest of us.”


—KATHRYN “KITSI” WATTERSON, author of I Hear My People Singing: Voices of African American Princeton, Not by the Sword, and Women in Prison: Inside the Concrete Womb


“This is the very personal journey of an earnest Western seeker out to rescue what Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, and others have called the ‘Jesus of history,’ the God-conscious human being who survived his early and brutal execution by the Roman state. A useful guide for any of us today who are looking for a life, as she says, ‘freed from the ego and its illusions.’”


—MICHAEL NAGLER, PHD, founder of the Metta Center for Nonviolence and author of The Search for a Nonviolent Future


“Halfway through the introduction, I was in tears. Pearce’s sharing of how her individual journey meshed with the universal seeking for God and the commitment to act for justice in ways that honor the God-spark dignity of all life forms of our planet moved me into and beyond the words of her life story. Beyond words, into tears—and joy.”


—RABBI ARTHUR WASKOW, author of Godwrestling—Round 2 and director of The Shalom Center
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In Memory of Tricia—
whose life, love, and death
changed me




1. Introduction


Jesus has become an obstacle to our spiritual evolution—not because of who he was but because of who we have made him out to be. Viewing Jesus as “the one and only Son of God,” we deny our own divine nature and distance ourselves from the Christ consciousness accessible to us all. Not only is this projection of our divine essence onto a solitary individual unhelpful, it is the antithesis of the message Jesus was attempting to impart.


This issue was brought home to me one morning when I was still a pastor. I was alone in the sanctuary rehearsing the gospel story I had memorized for our upcoming Sunday worship—a story about Jesus’s disciples arguing with one another about who among them was the greatest. Jesus called them together and, attempting to convey the essence of his teaching, took a child in his arms and said, “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”


As I told the story aloud in the vacant sanctuary, I was suddenly overwhelmed by a tremendous grief. The odd thing was, the grief didn’t seem to belong to me. It seemed to flow from a source beyond me, and the words in the story that triggered it and kept repeating themselves over and over in my mind, were, “Not me. Not me. Not me.” The magnitude of the grief drove me to my knees.


I felt in that moment that I had become an available vessel for a great sorrow—sorrow that the religion born in Jesus’s name had come to be focused not upon what he wanted to impart, but upon him.


Whether my experience in the sanctuary that day was a transcendent encounter or simply a realization breaking forth from the depths of my own psyche isn’t important. In either case, it speaks to something my own spiritual journey has led me to believe: when Christianity makes Jesus the point, it misses Jesus’s point.


Christian tradition has typically viewed the gospel story I was reciting as a morality lesson: we should concern ourselves, as Jesus did, with the welfare of the vulnerable. But I no longer believe he was giving a morality lesson or was speaking figuratively when he took that child in his arms and in essence said, “This is me.” I believe that such was the state of Jesus’s consciousness. He did not experience any separation between himself and the child. He knew he was the child, the child was him.


In the absence of separateness there is no such thing as specialness, which is why the disciples’ argument about which of them was the greatest was meaningless. They were caught in the delusions of ego, which sees itself as separate and hungers to be special—precisely the delusion from which Jesus freed himself when he came to see his true—our true—nature.


However, this argument about who was the greatest not only continued; it eventually became superimposed upon Jesus himself. For centuries, those who refused to confess that Jesus was the greatest among us suffered unspeakable consequences at the hands of inquisitors and kings. Christianity, in other words, came to be shaped by the beliefs and values of the ego consciousness Jesus was urging us to abandon.


If we consider Jesus to be a doorway, as many people do, then we must ask: What is he a doorway to? One does not stop at a doorway, nor fixate upon it. One moves through it to the other side. That is its purpose.


When we focus our spiritual journey on Jesus himself—when we stop at the doorway—we fail to see what he was showing us about our own nature. We abdicate the power he was demonstrating it was possible to attain when we shed the limited and limiting ego. We deprive ourselves of the beautiful and ecstatic experience of our own oneness with Ultimate Reality.


Jesus was able to be a conduit for divine purposes because he himself had moved beyond Jesus. He had moved beyond the narrow confines of a particular identity and into the full realization that he—that we—were and always had been one with the Source of Being.


I believe it is both possible and essential that we do the same, because only in the light of awakened consciousness can the collective nightmare of the ego and its empires ever dissolve.


This book is written as a memoir. In the pages to follow, I share a bit about my upbringing in mainstream Protestantism, the events that led me to seminary and then the ministry, and the spiritual awakenings that caused me to see Jesus in a new light—epiphanies that ultimately made it impossible for me to stay in the institutional church.


It also tells the story of how my spirituality has been deeply influenced by what I have witnessed in the political realm. From the impoverished regions of the Andes, where I served as a Peace Corps Volunteer, to the federal prison where I served a sentence for nonviolent civil disobedience when the United States invaded Iraq, I have seen how our political systems are an outward manifestation of the beliefs we hold about who we are and about the nature of reality. As our consciousness matures, those systems will also undergo a profound change.


While this book is written as a memoir, it is also a manifesto pointing to what we might become. Each of our lives is a hologram, holding the patterns of the evolution of our collective existence, so while the details of any life story are particular, the narrative arc is one we share. We are participating in a great unfolding on this planet, the emergence of a new consciousness that sees through the fallacy of separateness. As the beliefs of a previous age dissolve and the structures and institutions spawned by those beliefs crumble, a new world will become possible, one in which we take our place as co-creators in a cosmos awakening to itself.


This book is an offering to the emergence of that new world—to the great flowering of our spiritual potential that Jesus demonstrated, and the promise it holds for our collective future.





Chapter 1: The Watershed


I grew up in Colorado where the Continental Divide runs through the Rocky Mountains, separating the watershed of the Atlantic from the watershed of the Pacific. Along the Divide all it takes is a single gust of wind to blow a snowflake from one side to the other. When spring comes and the snowflake melts, it either flows west toward the Colorado River and the Pacific or east toward the Mississippi and the Gulf of Mexico.


The gust of wind that changed the course of my life began with a phone call. It was a Saturday.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Patrish.” Gwen’s voice was trembling. “Tricia’s brain is bleeding and the doctors can’t do anything to stop it.”


I held the phone to my ear, stunned, unable to believe what I was hearing.


“She’s in a coma. They don’t expect her to live more than a day or two.”


This couldn’t be. Tricia’s recovery from her bone marrow transplant had been going so well. Her return to the hospital had just been a little setback. Yesterday, when I had gotten the news, I had been too busy trying to scrub the grime from between our bathroom floor tiles to call her. I planned to do it later. I realized now, to my horror, that later was too late.


Tricia had been my lifeline in seminary during a time of deep struggle. We had accompanied one another through seasons of painful spiritual wilderness. She understood me better than anyone I had ever met. I couldn’t imagine my life without her.


She was in the hospital at Stanford. I was living in Philadelphia and had to lead the worship service at my church the next day, so I bought a plane ticket to California for Monday in hopes that she would hang on until I got there.


I got to Stanford Hospital Monday evening. Tricia’s family and close friends were standing in the hallway outside her door, taking turns saying their private good-byes to her. When it was my turn, I lay down beside her in the hospital bed and cradled her body against mine.


“Tricia, it’s me, Patrish.” I felt the warmth of her body. “I want you to know how much I love you. I’m going to miss you so much. But I believe our love is strong enough to bridge the chasm between life and death.”


Could she comprehend anything I was saying? Did she even know I was here?


“There’s a hymn I wrote about how we’re all children of the universe ‘created by the Force that hurled this flaming galaxy upon its spinning course.’ I’d like to sing it for you.”


I leaned in close to her ear and sang.


After I finished the song I held her quietly. I hoped something I had said or sung had been able to penetrate the curtain of her coma. Then I kissed her on the temple, got up and left the room.


In the wee hours of the morning, I returned to the hospital. I walked down the quiet corridor, past the rooms of sleeping patients, until I arrived at Tricia’s room, where Tricia’s husband, Stephen, and Gwen were sitting vigil.


Gwen looked relieved when I walked in. “Her breathing changed during the night,” she told me. “I was hoping you would come quickly.”


I sat down with them at her bedside. As dawn approached, another of Tricia’s friends arrived and the four of us sat with her, telling stories and singing songs. When the first sunlight lit up the red brick wall of the adjacent hospital wing, a pair of mourning doves landed in a tree just outside the window. They cooed as Tricia’s breathing became more labored and intermittent.


When I sensed the time was near, I disentangled my fingers from hers and let her hand rest in my open palm, hoping she would understand the meaning of the gesture. It was okay. She could let go now. Her long fight was over.


Her breathing became more intense, her eyes opened briefly and looked upward, her head lifted slightly. With tears streaming down my face, I told her, “You go, girl! You go, girl!” Then I laid my forehead down on the bed. She was gone.





Chapter 2: When I Was a Child


I cannot explain how, in that crowded room on our first day at San Francisco Theological Seminary, I knew I wanted to be Tricia’s friend the moment I saw her. I cannot explain how it was that we were carrying matching gray Land’s End bags, or that we shared the same name: Patricia Ann. I cannot explain our mutual love of horses, or how life gave us each other to explore the mysteries of our dreams and accompany one another through the wilderness. What I can say is that our paths to seminary couldn’t have been more different.


Tricia grew up in a family of atheists. As an adult she considered whether she would rather live in a world where there was no God or a world in which there was. She decided on the latter, and so her faith journey began.


I, on the other hand, was born to a churchgoing family, and to me the existence of God was a given. My father’s ancestry was Scottish, so we were Presbyterians. We went to church every Sunday and said grace before dinner. My mother kept a white leather-bound Bible and the book of daily devotionals she read before saying her prayers every night on her bedside table. But in my family faith was considered a private matter and never spoken of at home, so most of what I learned about God and Jesus I learned at church.


We were members of Central Presbyterian Church in Denver, the oldest Presbyterian church in the city. Its late-1800s red sandstone building stood just a block from the state capitol. On sunny days golden light would stream through the Tiffany windows, illuminating the sanctuary’s high arched ceiling and ornate organ pipes, and the brass railings that lined the theater-like box seats. It was there that I was baptized as an infant, though of course I don’t remember it.


As a young child I spent most Sunday mornings in Sunday School, but on the rare occasions when I stayed with my parents in worship I always felt exceedingly small. My legs dangled off the edge of the wooden pew while the pipe organ thundered majestic music and the black-robed pastors droned on in their solemn, commanding baritone voices. I have no recollection of anything any of them said. What I remember is the feel of it, of being dwarfed by the power and majesty of the setting, excruciatingly bored by the sermons and prayers, and, though I would not become conscious of it until many years later, rendered irrelevant by the overwhelming maleness of it all.


While worship attested to the power and majesty of God the Father, Sunday School was more like Jesus, God’s friendly, approachable counterpart. In Sunday School all the tables and chairs were just the right size for me, and we sang songs like “John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt,” “Jesus Loves the Little Children,” “Zacchaeus Was a Wee Little Man,” and “Jesus Loves Me.”


There was never any doubt in my mind that Jesus loved me, mostly because of my experience of Mrs. Heter, his stand-in. She was my Sunday School teacher, and every Sunday when my mother delivered me to her room, she bubbled over with enthusiasm at my arrival. I figured if God was anything like her we were in very good hands.


Every summer I went to church camp in the mountains for a week. One day, while we were all standing outside in a big circle holding hands for our morning prayers, one of the counselors encouraged us to silently invite Jesus into our hearts. I did, and was disappointed when nothing seemed to happen.


I also went to Vacation Bible School every summer, where we did crafts, sang songs, memorized scripture passages, and tried to pulverize each other in dodge ball.


One summer, for our craft project, we made crosses out of partially burned wooden matches that we pasted to a piece of covered plywood. That accomplished, our teacher told us to find a scripture passage to write down next to the cross.


When I was finished, I showed my project to my teacher. I immediately sensed her discomfort, and knew I had done something wrong. It seemed to have to do with the verse I had chosen, which I had thought was ideal: “If you are the Son of God, come down from the cross.”


Later on my mother asked me about it—“Why did you choose that verse?” I could tell she was a bit troubled.


I knew by now I was treading on sensitive ground—though I didn’t know why—so I gave her a simple answer. “Because it had the word ‘cross’ in it.”


But I didn’t tell her my real reason: telling Jesus to come down from the cross seemed like a no-brainer to me, and frankly I couldn’t understand why the adults were so uptight about it. Crucifixion seemed like a lousy way to go, and everybody knew he was the Son of God, after all, so why shouldn’t he?


That was the first time I realized that there must be certain beliefs about Jesus that you weren’t supposed to cross, so to speak.


When I was probably eight or nine we had a guest preacher one Sunday, a visiting missionary, and all the children stayed with their parents to hear him instead of going to Sunday School. I don’t remember what he talked about, except that at one point he addressed the children directly.


“Children, I have something important I’m going to ask you, and I want you to think seriously about your answer. If God ever called you—if He ever asked you to give your life to Him—would you say ‘yes’? If so, I’d like you to please stand.”


I hoped one of the other kids would go first, but nobody budged. I knew it was a serious question that deserved an honest response, so I searched my heart until I knew my answer. Finally, overcoming my shyness, I stood up, feeling resolved yet embarrassed that so many adults were looking at me. That’s the first time I remember making a deliberate choice to take my relationship with God seriously.


By far my favorite church experience was our Christmas Eve candlelight service. The sanctuary was always decorated with garlands and poinsettias. We sang Christmas carols, listened to the story of Jesus’s birth, and celebrated God coming to earth in the form of a little baby to save us from our sins.


At the end we sang “Silent Night” while the flame from the Christ candle was passed among us—a growing sea of candlelight illuminating the sanctuary with a holy glow.


When I reached early adolescence I went through confirmation, which to be honest I don’t remember very clearly. As I recall we met in the pastor’s office for several weeks as he explained the basics of the faith to us. One Sunday we stood up in front of the congregation to affirm that we accepted Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior, then took communion for the first time.


My clearest memory of the whole thing was my embarrassing moment during communion. When the elder handed me the silver tray full of tiny glasses of grape juice I picked up one of the cups and drank it, but when I put it back in the tray I saw to my horror that I hadn’t drunk it all. The glass was still half full, and I didn’t know the protocol in a situation like this. Should I pick it up again and finish drinking it, or was this a one-shot deal and I had blown it?


The kid next to me started to giggle about it, which made me giggle nervously too. The elder, towering over me in his dark suit and tie, scowled at us for our irreverence during such a sacramental moment. I ended up leaving the glass in the tray, but later worried that somebody else might have picked it up and gotten my germs when they thought they were just getting the blood of Christ.


By the time I reached high school, white flight to the suburbs had taken its toll on most downtown churches in Denver, ours included, and there were only a handful of us left who had gone through Sunday School and Vacation Bible School together. We had a small youth group that took occasional ski trips and other excursions, and I kept going to church with my parents, but my church participation began to fade, and soon I was leaving home for college.





Chapter 3: Shattered Innocence


It was 1976 when I enrolled in the University of Colorado in Boulder. Saigon had fallen the year before, and with the war over and nothing else to protest yet, life on campus was pretty quiet.


Other than the few weekends when I was back home, I never went to church, except for the Mass I would occasionally attend with a Catholic friend, where I always felt like an interloper.


The most noticeable presence of religion in my life had to do with a couple of old high school friends. They had gone through their rebellious pot-smoking phase in high school, but when they came to CU they found Jesus, and they wanted me to find him too. Whenever we ran into each other on campus they tried to persuade me to come to their campus Christian group. Their sparkling eyes radiated such born-again bliss that I could have sworn they were still high—now it was just on something they didn’t have to smoke. I always found a way to gracefully decline their invitations. I found their transformation unsettling, but I was also put off by their smugness. They seemed to see themselves as part of an elite group—the Saved—and all the rest of us as poor, wandering, lost souls. Determined to steer clear of whatever spell they had come under, I began avoiding them. Over time our friendship faded.


Since music had always been an important part of my life—I had started playing the French horn when I was in the fourth grade and had continued through high school—and since I didn’t have any other ideas about what to do with my life, a degree in music education seemed as good a choice as any.


My sophomore year, some of my classmates in the school of music started telling me I ought to go to West Germany as an exchange student. For several years in a row, one horn student from CU had spent their junior year abroad in Regensburg and played with the university’s orchestra. I had taken a few classes in German, so my friends thought I was the logical choice to carry on the tradition.


By some miracle, I sold my parents on the idea.


I didn’t tell them that the real reason I wanted to go to Germany had nothing to do with carrying on the music school’s tradition—in fact, I never shared my real reason with anybody. But the truth is, I wanted to go because for as long as I could remember I had been gripped by the Holocaust.


I don’t recall when I first learned about the Holocaust. Not having grown up in an anti-Semitic family, nothing about it made sense. When we read The Diary of Anne Frank in school and learned about the concentration camps in our history class, I found it all unfathomable. How could such a horrific genocide have happened as recently as my own parents’ lifetimes?


In tenth grade, when we were learning how to write research papers, my classmates investigated topics like the Colorado Gold Rush and the rise of the Beatles in America. My subject was Adolf Eichmann.


Growing up, I didn’t know any Jews personally. All I knew was what I had learned from the Bible and church: the Jews were God’s chosen people, Jesus was a Jew, some Jews had colluded in Jesus’s crucifixion, and Jews didn’t believe Jesus was the Messiah. How you got from that to genocide was beyond me.


I left for West Germany in August of my junior year hoping to get some answers.


Regensburg is in northern Bavaria and sits on the Danube River. Having been spared the Allied bombings that leveled so many German cities during World War II, its stone bridge dating to Roman times and its medieval buildings still stood, mostly unscathed by the passage of time.


I took classes in history and German literature, played in the orchestra, and kept my eye out for clues that might provide answers to my nagging questions. But what I discovered only added to my confusion: the German people were quite normal. Some of my classmates showed me around, helped me with my German, took me along with them on vacations, and invited me home with them for the holidays.


Their kindness left me utterly perplexed. If such normal people could carry out such inhumane acts, then who was to say it couldn’t happen anywhere?


It was the late seventies, and there had still been no public reckoning in Germany about the Holocaust. So when the PBS miniseries Holocaust was broadcast on national television, it was a historic occasion.


After each episode viewers could dial into a radio forum to share their feelings. One elderly woman called in and sobbed as she recounted watching her Jewish neighbors being taken away in the night. “Warum habe ich nichts gemacht?” she cried over and over again. “Why didn’t I do anything?”


Many of my German classmates were struggling, as I was, to make sense of the Third Reich. For them, though, the horror was magnified. It was their own parents and grandparents who had witnessed, and maybe even participated in, the atrocities.


For my part, I had my own explaining to do whenever someone asked me to account for what the United States had done in Vietnam. The war had only recently ended, and the images of torched villages, napalmed children, and self-immolating Buddhist monks were fresh in people’s minds. I always found myself on the losing side of those debates, not only because there was no excuse for what we had done but also because of how well-informed my German peers were about international politics.


I went to Berlin on a trip the university organized for exchange students that year. This was during the Cold War, so the city was still divided by the Wall. We mostly toured West Berlin, but we also entered East Berlin a couple of times through Checkpoint Charlie. Since the Wall had been built by the Soviets to prevent people from fleeing to the West, residents of the Eastern Bloc were not permitted to leave; Westerners, though, could visit East Berlin—provided we stayed within a designated perimeter. Going through the checkpoint under the scrutinizing eye of armed Soviet soldiers was chilling, and gave me a taste of what it must be like to live in a police state.


On one of our forays into East Berlin, a friend of mine and I decided to take public transportation as far as we could. We wanted to see what life was like outside the tourist area of downtown East Berlin. We boarded a trolley and rode it to where it ended in a drab neighborhood, and then started exploring.


During our excursion, a couple of young East German soldiers stopped us.


“Where are you from?” one of them asked.


My pulse quickened. Had we transgressed some Soviet law, venturing so far from the designated tourist area?


“Wait, let us guess! Poland?” he asked.


“Hungary?” asked the other.


I realized, relieved, that they weren’t questioning us. They were flirting with us. I couldn’t help but notice they were only naming countries behind the Iron Curtain.


Julie responded in her Missouri-accented German, “We’re Americans!”


“No you’re not! Come on. Where are you really from? Romania?”


“No, really, we’re Americans,” I said. “We’re just visiting East Berlin for the day.”


When we finally convinced them we were from the US, the conversation soon turned adversarial. Each of us was certain our own political and economic system was superior, and we were determined to prove it.


Julie got things rolling. “Why aren’t there any apples in the store?” She pointed over to the meagerly stocked market we had just visited.


I suspected she was trying to point out that communism couldn’t deliver the goods, literally. But I was embarrassed by her question. It smacked of ignorance, or worse, entitlement. “We Americans can have whatever we want whenever we want it.”


Wanting to demonstrate that Americans could be sensible, I looked at Julie and stated the obvious: “Apples aren’t in season.”


The soldiers nodded in agreement.


The detente didn’t last long, though, once we started talking about uprisings. Julie and I criticized the Soviets’ habit of sending in tanks anytime someone challenged their regime.


Then one of the soldiers countered with a question that would change my life: “What about what the United States did in Chile?”


I had no knowledge of anything the United States had done in Chile. We were the good guys. We didn’t overthrow democratically elected governments; the Soviets were the ones with imperialist ambitions. We didn’t meddle, except for Vietnam—which had been a tragic, misguided exception.


“We never did anything in Chile,” I insisted, whereupon the two soldiers looked at each other incredulously and burst out laughing.


That was when the horrifying realization hit me: I had been duped.


As a child I had said the Pledge of Allegiance every day at school. I had dutifully scrambled under my desk during civil defense drills, obedient though skeptical that it would save me in a nuclear attack. I had believed all I had been taught about the Soviet Union—that it was a dangerous, untrustworthy government that spied on its own citizens and brainwashed them with propaganda. Now I was shocked to realize that I, too, had been brainwashed. I felt gullible, foolish, betrayed.


Managing to hide my consternation, I came back at the soldiers with a below-the-belt rebuttal. “If your system is so good, why can’t you leave?”


The Berlin Wall said it all. They were prisoners in their own land.


The soldiers looked pained. They had no clever retort. The four of us parted company, but I would never shake the truth the soldiers had revealed.





Chapter 4: A Seed Planted in the Andes


Riding through the Andes of Ecuador on my way to the town of Guaranda, where I would begin my work as a Peace Corps Volunteer, every now and then the fog would lift enough for me to see the llamas grazing on the páramo hillside and the mammoth, snow-covered peak of Chimborazo towering overhead.


After my experience in Germany, especially my encounter with the soldiers in East Berlin, I’d known I needed to know more about the world and what my country had been up to, so when I returned to Boulder I had taken up a new major: international affairs.


Although it had taken me an extra year to graduate, the degree program had given me the background I had been hoping for. As graduation approached, I had still felt hungry to learn more about the world, and about myself. I decided joining the Peace Corps would help me do both.


As we rumbled along the winding Andean road, every now and then one of the Quichua Indians would ask the driver to stop the bus so he could get off. As his dark blue fedora hat and red woolen poncho disappeared into the fog, I wondered where on earth he was headed and how far he would have to walk to get there.


Four hours southwest of Quito, Guaranda—capital of the “forgotten province”—wasn’t on the road to anywhere. Despite the beauty of the hillsides and mountains surrounding it, I found it depressing. Its isolation lay over it like a blanket of despair.


I had been assigned to the Peace Corps’ appropriate technology program and had been trained in the construction of passive solar water heating systems. Before I left for Guaranda, my program director and I had signed an agreement with the Ministry of Agriculture stating that I could build a passive solar water heating system on their demonstration farm so people in the area could see what solar was all about. The Ministry had assured me that they would soon be installing the running water on the farm I would need to carry out the project.


As the weeks turned into months and still the Ministry hadn’t fulfilled their end of the bargain, I had to accept that the demonstration project was, literally, dead in the water.


If that weren’t discouraging enough, as I traveled to surrounding villages to help other Peace Corps Volunteers build adobe wood-burning cookstoves, I saw how most people in the region lived. They had no electricity or running water—many of them were struggling just to survive. The idea of introducing solar water heaters was absurd.


But the hardest thing for me to deal with was the tremendous economic disparity in the country, which hit me especially hard one evening when I traveled to Quito to attend a concert by the New York Philharmonic. I had splurged my meager monthly stipend to buy a ticket.


The Who’s Who of Ecuadorian society, including the president, was in attendance at the concert. As I sat listening to the orchestra play an exquisite rendition of “Pictures at an Exhibition,” my mind traveled back to the campesino home where I had helped build a cookstove the day before. The family lived in an earthen hut with a dirt floor and thatched roof. The children, their hair slightly red from malnutrition, ran about barefoot because they couldn’t afford shoes.


Now, a day later, I was sitting in a red velvet upholstered seat beneath an enormous crystal chandelier, surrounded by men in tuxedos and women shrouded in evening gowns, perfume, and diamonds.


The shocking disparity was the legacy of colonialism. When the Spanish conquistadores came to South America in the sixteenth century, they established large haciendas where the Quichua were forced to labor as peons or sharecroppers. For three centuries the Quichua had endured humiliating and sometimes brutal treatment at the hands of colonial powers.
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