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From the time of the origins of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and continuing to the present, some people have considered the name of the Creator so holy that it should not be spoken or written completely except in the most extraordinary of circumstances.

In respect of this tradition, this book follows the custom of using a dash in place of the vowel (“G-d”) in the word we most often use in English to replace the name of the Creator.
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Introduction

He who is swimming against the stream comes to the Source.

—GOTTFRIED MÜLLER

There’s a mountainside path in northern Bavaria that’s walked every Saturday by a friend of mine who’s also my teacher. The path leads to a stone on which he has carved the tetragrammaton, the four letters of the name of G-d. The man is Herr Gottfried Müller, and he calls the path his “prophet’s way.”

He calls his path the prophet’s way because along this path he can call out to, and feel the presence of, the ancient prophets. In both the physical and the spiritual world, it’s his path for meeting divinity.

He has invited me many times to share his prophet’s way, as you’ll learn in this book. I’ve traveled the world with him, seeing it now through different eyes and hearing it with different ears as a result of his instruction.

On this path, I’ve learned some powerful lessons and transformational techniques that I feel an obligation to share.

I know, for example, that it is possible for all of us—ordinary, mortal humans—to know divinity, if we, too, will follow the prophet’s way. And we can use this knowledge to transform the world. “But,” as Herr Müller is so fond of saying, “you must do it!”

When I was a child, I read a story in which a spiritual teacher said that there are always “saints” or holy people on the Earth, and that they hold the world together. Decades later, Gottfried Müller told me that Abram Poljak, his spiritual mentor—an Hasidic Jew and scholar of Kabbalah who’d survived the Holocaust to become a Christian mystic—was of the same opinion.

But Poljak (and Müller) took it a huge step further, saying that we all can become keepers of the flame of life on Earth, and both steadfastly refused to participate in or with any organized religion that may want to place itself between them and Spirit. There are no special entry requirements to spiritual awakening, they say, other than desire and willingness. Given that permission, I’ve walked into their world, and invite you to join me.

So this book is a chronicle of my travels along the prophet’s way, both spiritually and physically, touching the lives of people on four continents. In here, you’ll find specific teachings and techniques you can use to change yourself and your world.

I invite you to walk with me along the prophet’s way, in the hopes that together we can globally touch the power of life, and thus re-create and transform ourselves, our planet, and our children’s future.

ATLANTA, DECEMBER 1996



Meeting Master Stanley 

If the cask is to hold the wine, its water must first be poured out.

—MEISTER ECKHART

Around 1969 I went to hear a lecture given by a “Coptic Minister” named Lee who traveled from Detroit to give speeches every week in Lansing, Michigan. Lee taught about meditation, prayer, the subtle or etheric body, and the return of the Messiah. He was a fascinating man with extraordinary piercing brown eyes and a contagious laugh; I began to attend his speeches every week, often taking friends.

My spiritual seeking had moved out of the Hippie culture (although I still had shoulder-length hair) and into the subcultures of Christian mysticism. My experiences living at the anti-war center of the underground The Paper tabloid in East Lansing, and in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury area, and even briefly in the military culture, had convinced me that there was something we were all missing. It was right in front of us, and we weren’t seeing it.

Or perhaps it was within us.

Lee told us of his mentor and teacher, a man named Kurt Stanley (Lee referred to him as “Master Stanley”), who conducted a weekly service at the Coptic Temple in Detroit. Lee told amazing stories about Master Stanley healing people with his hands, reading minds, and showing his aura and seeing those of others.

As a person with a traditional Methodist upbringing, I thought this sounded both odd and heretical, but I was also constantly driven by an all-consuming curiosity. In my earlier years I’d visited enough extraordinary inner worlds to know that simply going through the motions of religion wasn’t where I personally would find Father G-d or Mother Holy Spirit or Son the Christ. I was on a Hunt.

So one afternoon I drove to Detroit to hear Master Stanley.

There was quite a crowd at the door of the building, a huge old house in downtown Detroit. A large, three-story, red-brick building in a disintegrating part of town, the Temple had once been the Governor’s Mansion for the state of Michigan during that brief period in the nineteenth century when the state capital was in Detroit. It had then passed through several hands and ended up with the Coptics in the 1950s.

A woman with an officious glare, graying hair, and what appeared to be a short temper guarded the door, letting in people she knew and examining the rest of us as if we were potential carriers of disease. I had hair down past my shoulders at the time, and was wearing jeans and a blue work shirt: typical garb for a college student in the late 1960s. Grace, it turned out her name was, eyed me harshly and said, “You can’t come in.”

“Why?” I asked, perplexed.

“No drugs or hippies,” she said.

“Is Lee here?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed. “You know Lee?”

“I’m a student of his from Lansing.”

She was still shaking her head, looking again at my hair and clothes, when Lee appeared in the door. “Let him in, Grace,” he said.

She stepped back from the door without a word. I walked in.

Inside, the building smelled of old wood, wax, dust, and incense. To the right was a large staircase with a thick oak banister, and to my left was the entrance to the main room, which at one time was probably a formal ballroom.

I stepped into the main room, and saw perhaps two hundred people sitting on folding chairs. At the front of the room was a raised platform, a lectern with flowers and lit candles to either side, and behind the stage a large banner of an aunch, the Egyptian Christian cross with a circle at the top, and the symbol of an eye in the center of it. The eye looked familiar and Lee, who was standing beside me, noticed me staring at it. “Look on a dollar bill and you’ll see it,” he whispered. I dug one out of my pocket; sure enough, there it was, on top of the Egyptian pyramid, a design handed down by our Christian-mystic founding fathers.

I sat down and waited for a half hour or so until the room became dark and suddenly silent. An old man, the right half of his lower lip missing so you could see his gums and teeth, wearing a long, white robe trimmed in gold, walked into the room and nodded at us. He held a white handkerchief over his mouth, but kept seeming to forget it, exposing his injury.

“That’s Master Stanley,” Lee whispered.

Everybody stood up, and the old man led us in a prayer and song. Then he gave an hour’s lecture in thickly-accented English.

Master Stanley’s real name was Kurt Stanley, and he was from Switzerland; his mentor, the man who’d founded the Coptics in the United States, was Master Hamid Bey, a renegade Orthodox Coptic Christian priest from Egypt who started Coptic Temples in the western United States, in Los Angeles and other 
cities.*1 Hamid Bey had ordained Kurt Stanley in 1937.

The lecture was interesting, but mostly stuff I’d heard before from Lee: the importance of not judging others, of giving selflessly, of having compassion for all living things even to the point of not eating meat, and of always striving to be conscious of the presence of the Holy Spirit.

“It is this Spirit which fills and animates the world,” Master Stanley said. “It is the breath and voice of G-d. It interpenetrates each of us, and gives us life, separating a living person from a corpse, even though both are chemically identical.” He paused for a moment, as if considering something, holding the white handkerchief over the lower part of his mouth. (I later learned he’d been a chemist in Switzerland and was injured in an explosion which included radioactive materials. Some became embedded in his lower jaw and ate away the tissues.)

Then he stepped around the front of the lectern and said, “Jesus said that it was when people saw that they believed. Watch.”

He closed his eyes and seemed to stop breathing. A soft, golden light began to surround his body. I looked up and around the room for the source of the light: there was none. Nor was there any shadow behind or around him, as you’d see if somebody was shining a spotlight on him. And the glow was perfectly even, surrounding his entire body, extending out perhaps an inch or two everywhere except his head, where it seemed to extend out several inches. It looked like a soft, golden mist, yet was perfectly transparent.

I was stunned. Was I hallucinating? Perhaps a remnant experience from some drug I’d taken years earlier?

He took a breath and the glow shimmered. “What color do you see?” he said softly.

A hundred voices said, “Gold.”

We can’t all be hallucinating identically, I thought. It was both reassuring and frightening: this was real.

Eyes still closed, he nodded, then stopped breathing again. A long minute passed and the glow slowly changed from gold to blue. My heart was racing; everybody in the room could see this transition, too. It had to be a trick! Yet nowhere could I see the light source.

If this was real, physically real, the implications were even harder to deny.

“What color do you see now?” he said.

“Blue,” everybody said. Lee leaned over and whispered to me, “This is nothing. You should see how bright he gets when we’re meditating.”

“How does he do it?” I whispered, but Lee shook his head as the man behind me poked me in the back. I said nothing more.

Master Stanley continued his aura demonstration for another few minutes, moving through red, yellow, and white. When he was finished, he seemed drained, but continued his speech. “That was not the Holy Spirit,” he said. “It was merely the life force of a human. It’s within each of you; I am not special. Only you must learn to control and project your life force, as it is your gift, one of your many gifts, from the Holy Spirit, which the Bible refers to as the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of the manifestation of G-d.”

After the speech and a long chant of “Amen,” Master Stanley left the room and climbed the stairs as the congregation sang a final song.

Lee nudged me. “Want to go meet him?”

“You bet!” I said.


TOUCHED BY THE MAN WITH THE AURA

Lee led me up the stairs, to the end of a long line of people, most in their fifties and sixties. At least half the people who’d attended the service were lined up down the long hall on the second floor that led to Master Stanley’s office. Grace guarded his door, arms crossed over her chest and a skeptical look on her face as people told her why they wanted in. A few she turned away, but most she let in, one at a time. The people coming out seemed to stagger, as if the light in the dim hallway was startlingly bright.

Two people ahead of us in line were a man in his sixties, a crutch under one arm, and a younger man who looked enough like him that I concluded it was his son holding up his other shoulder. The older man’s legs seemed withered and he dragged them as if they were dead branches.

When they got up to Grace, I heard the young man say to her in a choked voice, “My father was wounded in the war in Europe, and has been paralyzed from the waist down since 1944. Can Master Stanley do anything for him?”

“We’ll see,” she said, opening the door to let them in.

Five minutes later the old man and his son walked out. The old man’s legs were wobbly, but he carried his crutch in his right hand and had a huge smile on his tear-streaked face, and his son was sobbing uncontrollably.

Having seen the light show downstairs, and now seeing this man walk out after he’d hobbled in, I was torn apart emotionally. The rational scientist in me was screaming “hoax!” while the part of me that had grown up reading these same types of stories about Jesus glowing as he walked on the water and healing lame people was staggered by the possibility that Jesus’s final words to his disciples, when he told them that the things he’d done they would do also, might be true.

And, whether or not it wanted to acknowledge it, the scientist in me knew I couldn’t deny what I’d seen. I could question it, but I couldn’t deny it.

Thus, as the old man and his son passed us, a huge lump welled up in my throat. I looked at the door and felt both afraid and excited. Lee, sensing my emotional turmoil, reached over and squeezed my arm. “It’s OK,” he said in a whisper.

At last, Lee opened the door to Master Stanley’s office and led me in. The room was dark other than a few candles on his large oak desk, and he sat in a straight-backed chair in the middle of the room, an identical empty chair facing him.

“Master Stanley, this is Thom Hartmann, one of my students from Lansing,” Lee said.

Master Stanley looked at me with pale blue eyes but said nothing. I had the odd feeling that he was looking through me.

Lee motioned to the empty chair. “Sit down,” he said to me.

I sat, my knees just touching Master Stanley’s. It was a culturally uncomfortable closeness, but I was afraid to move the chair back and Master Stanley seemed unconcerned by it.

Lee walked to the door, opened it, and left us alone.

Master Stanley looked at me for a long time; it must have been at least three or four minutes, staring directly into my eyes. It seemed that he didn’t blink or breathe, although I was so consumed with inner questions that he could have done both and I may have missed it. In my mind I was reciting the Lord’s Prayer, something I’d done since I was a child when I was frightened.

Finally he spoke, his voice thin and soft. “What do you want from me?”

“I don’t know,” I said, thinking that to ask for a healing would be unnecessary, and to say that I wanted to know G-d would sound pretentious. He could create and read auras; I’d leave it to him to know what was best for me.

“Let’s meditate,” he said. “Close your eyes, look to the center of your forehead, and recite the name of Jesus Christ.”

I did that for a few minutes, and began to feel very hot, as if I had a fever.

His voice came out of the darkness in front of me, so soft it was almost a whisper, in his thick German accent. “People who approach spiritual work have an important destiny,” he said. “They are members of Christ’s army of light.”

I opened my eyes; he was staring at me again and I was whipping back and forth between thinking he was just a crazy old man playing a role and feeling, frankly, frightened by the situation. (Among other things, nobody had ever told me I had a destiny—much less a man who had just done things I never thought I’d see.)

He coughed several times, a deep rattling in his lungs, then stood up. I started to stand, but he put out his hand. “I have been told to do this for you. You would ultimately do it yourself, but time is short. You cannot wait 60 years, as I did, for it to open.”

“What?”

“Shhhhhh . . .”he whispered as he walked around beside my chair. “Close your eyes again, and look at the center of your forehead.”

I did so, and felt him put a soft, dry, warm hand on my forehead. His other hand pressed against the base of my spine. “Take a deep breath in through your nose,” he said. “And relax as you do it.”

I took in the breath, and a third of the way into it suddenly felt a searing hot sensation, bright, and yellow as if it were liquid steel, rush up my spine, along with a roaring sound in my ears. His hand burned my lower back, and the hand on my forehead was now ice cold.

As I finished the breath, the darkened screen of the inside of my forehead exploded in bright, golden light, as if I had thrown open my eyes and looked directly into the sun. His hand on my forehead was now hot as well, and I felt like I might throw up.

The sensation was like nothing I’d ever experienced: the electric shock that ran up the inside of my spine was sharp and cutting, the light more startling than painful, and yet as the light exploded and then seemed to pour over the top of my head, I was left with an ecstatic feeling, an overwhelming sensation of love in my chest, and the breathless tingle of an orgasm that had gone through my mind rather than my genitals.

Master Stanley returned to his chair. “That light you now see in your forehead is your entry point into the world of the Holy Spirit. Always seek it out and one day you may even see there the throne of G-d Himself. Then you will find your destiny.”

I tried to say something; I’d heard Lee talk about kundalini (the rising of the body’s most elemental energy up through the spine) and the spiritual eye and all that, but I’d never expected to experience it without years of tortuous yoga and 
pranayama*2 practice.

Instead of being able to speak, though, I started sobbing. Tears of joy, grief, pain, happiness—it was all intermingled. A wall of some sort broke down. All through high school I was a self-proclaimed agnostic, having turned my back on the church of my parents as I studied science with a fierce fascination. During my hippie days I’d had many extraordinary out-of-body and other paranormal experiences, but could easily dismiss many of them as being drug-induced. Now I realized, deep down in my guts and for the first time since my childhood, that the world of spirit was real.

After a few moments, I caught my breath and got myself under control. The room was still dim, but Master Stanley was now glowing again, his body enveloped in a golden light, far brighter than it had been downstairs. “I am not the one who will give you your final work,” he said softly. “You are far too young and inexperienced, and that man will come into your life later. But I have been ordered to open your eyes and to teach you. You may become one of my students, if you choose.”

I nodded and said, “OK”

He smiled and his glow receded. “Now you must leave. There are others to see before this body turns to ash.”

I walked unsteadily to the door and stepped out into the bright light of the hallway where Lee met me. As we left, Grace said to him in a stage whisper: “We don’t want hippies here.” He glared at her, but I could only smile. My heart was so full, I wanted to hug and kiss her. And everybody else in the building!

During the drive back to Lansing, I kept reviewing my experiences. The empirical, rational, scientist part of me wanted to know if it was all some kind of trick. Maybe he had some kind of electric shock device? A Van de Graaff generator that whipped up a huge static field to make him glow?

But the part of me that had been fascinated since childhood with issues of consciousness and spirituality intuited that it was all real, that there were no tricks, and that Master Stanley had no hidden agenda and wasn’t trying to power-trip me. I was leaning heavily toward the conclusion that everything I’d assumed about reality up to that moment might, in fact, just be a thin shaving, peeled from the trunk of the tree of life.




THE DRIVE TO DISCOVER WHAT REALLY MATTERS

It was an issue I’d pondered for years, but my meeting with Master Stanley was the first time something outside of my own control had been entirely paranormal. What he had done was something I’d read about and heard about, but never really expected to experience firsthand.

As I drove home, I became even more certain: what most people call consciousness is really only a shadow, or a mechanistic manifestation of brain cells and stimulus-response. It’s only the brain’s interpretation of sensory inputs. And I saw and felt in that moment that “real” consciousness is something far deeper; that real consciousness is anchored in the very nature of reality and creation.

I made the firm decision during that drive home that I would devote the rest of my life to finding what was “real.”

That night I awoke from a sound sleep and sat up in my bed. I was living in a small, rented room over a storefront across the street from Michigan State University, and there were people coming and going at all hours. I figured a noise in the hall had awakened me, but I could hear nothing.

Then, in the air a few feet in front of me, a globe materialized, slowly spinning, the size of a beach ball. I immediately recognized it as the Earth, as seen from space. The blue oceans, green and brown land masses, and white patterns of clouds and storms. It was both real and not-real: like a hologram projected into the air.

As I watched, the land masses began to darken at various points. Small black pustules formed, like little blisters or cancers on the Earth. The blue of the oceans became brown and muddy around these areas. The cancers slowly expanded, blackening the Earth and cracking it in places, until they covered virtually all the land of the planet. The clouds turned a death-like yellow-gray, and the waters no longer sparkled blue but were a dull and putrid green-brown.

A thought came into my mind as if a voice were speaking to me: “The Earth is a living thing. It is infected.”

Then the Earth shuddered as it spun. It jerked to one side, as if the spin were changing, and the blackened areas split open. The Earth shuddered again, and the black areas cracked and shattered into fragments, falling off into the air around the image and vanishing. The Earth was once again clear and clean, spinning gracefully, displaying oceans the color of lapis lazuli and land richly covered with green.

The voice in my mind said, “The Earth has healed itself.”

The image vanished and I lay back in my bed, realizing that the infection in my vision was humankind; the Earth was as much a living organism as I was, a single and complete entity in its own right, perhaps even with its own unique consciousness., and it would respond to a toxic infection by throwing it off, as my body would shed a bacterial invasion or a scab.

I couldn’t sleep, so I pulled out a Bible from the stack of books next to my bed. I flipped it open to a random page toward the end, and my eyes looked down at the words of the Book of Revelation (11:18): “. . . and I shall destroy them which destroy the Earth.”

Stunned, I closed the Bible and put it on the bookshelf as if it were hot. I slept fitfully the rest of that night, knowing intuitively that every major change—be it in the world or in individual human life—was preceded by signs and markers. There are always warnings, and I’d just seen a vivid one.




THE BEGINNING OF THE NEW AGE

This vision, and then opening the Bible to that quote, upset me so much that the next week I brought it up with Master Stanley.

“What you have seen is not unique,” he said. “We humans are an infection on the Earth. It shall heal itself. This will be the beginning of the new times, what some would call the new age.”

“As in the biblical Revelation?” I said. “Wars, plagues, famines, earthquakes. . .”

“Perhaps,” he said. “It depends on the choices we make in the next thirty years. But in either case, it will be a time of great renewal and spiritual energy.

“Dark and light are always in balance. There cannot be a shadow without a light, and the strongest light will create the darkest shadow.

“Everything will accelerate and intensify. People will feel this, they’ll know that the world is moving faster, that time is moving faster, that there is a spiritual pressure like a wind to their backs, but most won’t understand its nature. They’ll wonder why they have no time, why the world is moving so fast, why life is slipping through their fingers like dry sand. Those who don’t understand the meaning of this time will be swept away by it. That’s why we must teach them.”

“But why all the disasters? Why all the deaths?”

He pushed his handkerchief to his mouth and said, “These are the mysteries. Perhaps one day you will unravel them. In any case, we all chose to be on the Earth at this time to experience them, and we therefore have an important work to do.”




WHY DO WE TEACH THAT MYSTICS ONLY LIVE IN PLACES AND TIMES WE CAN’T SEE?

Before meeting Master Stanley, I’d read books about remarkable spiritual persons: Yogananda, Gurdjieff, Ramana Maharshi, Edgar Cayce, St. John of the Cross, St. Teresa of Avila, Terese Neumann, and, of course, the stories in the Bible. I’d read them with both skepticism and hope—skeptical that people with such powers and insights could even be real (much less alive in our world today), and yet hopeful that they were, and that someday I would have an opportunity to meet such a person.

Thus, meeting Master Stanley presented me with conflicting feelings, thoughts, and sights. I recognized in him a spiritual power that was positive and loving. But there were also parts of me that doubted what I’d seen with my own eyes and what I’d felt in my own body. I thought it may be simply an anomaly: one of those things you genuinely see, even though you know you’ll never understand how it could be so—like the work of a good stage magician—yet you know on a factual level it’s an illusion.

So, on one level, like most people raised in our culture, I was skeptical of the whole thing. The prevalent story of Western culture is that all those things happened “back then,” but can’t happen “now.”

But the skepticism didn’t make me disbelieving. Rather, it raised in me an old, subtle conflict that I’d never resolved, a conflict that perhaps I’d never even put my finger on:

Modern religion is an odd mixture of belief and non-belief.

We are told: “Believe that this did happen, but don’t believe anybody who says they can do this kind of stuff today.”

We are told: “This is right; this is so; but this over here is wrong. Remember these answers we give you.” In sharp contrast to this tradition, Master Stanley, who gave a more powerful demonstration of spirituality than I’d ever seen anywhere, never said “Behold!” and never demanded that any of us believe everything he taught. “Take what is useful,” he often said.

This spoke volumes to me.

Skepticism and doubt have always been both my strengths and my weaknesses. I was taught in school that they were strengths—the scientific method—and in my youth I believed totally in the religion of modern science. (I call it a religion because it’s a set of values that people accept and pursue, believing in them even though they can’t prove that their belief is correct.) Nuclear power would mean free electricity for everybody, we could feed the world’s population no matter what it became, doctors were priests who had the power of life and death because of their understanding of medical technology, and all problems had solutions if only we could know enough.

Ironically, decades later science itself would disprove the “religion” of “if only we could know enough.” Chaos theory, born out of weather forecasting, put a rather heartless end to that belief. The scientists proved that no matter how much information you collect about most natural processes, an even tinier deviation can throw off your predictions.

That’s when the National Weather Service gave up trying for certainty: they stopped predicting “It’ll rain tomorrow” and switched to the now-familiar “probability of precipitation.”

Their computers had proven that we can’t figure it all out.

But I didn’t know that at the time; nobody did. As far as we knew, science was the only true light in the darkness: as a child I worshipped knowledge, but didn’t yet understand wisdom.

So I tried to understand Master Stanley’s teachings, and to put them into perspective.




IN SEARCH OF EXPLANATIONS

I read the New Testament thoroughly for the first time, read books of prophecy concerning the return of the Messiah, and sought within myself the insights and knowledge that would answer my doubts.

But my strongest identification in the Bible was still with my namesake Thomas, the doubter. And even though Master Stanley had done “miracles” in front of me, they were also things that I thought I could explain with science, albeit the science of metaphysics, homeopathy, and the farthest reaches of Einstein’s and Bohm’s physics. They were all things that I discovered others had done or seen, and were all in the realm of phenomena—which must ultimately be explainable.

But the strongest parts of me wanted to learn more, to come to know spiritual reality in a positive and loving way, and I could see, feel, and hear that emanating from Master Stanley.

So, setting my doubts aside (but keeping them available for if/when they’d be necessary), and deciding not to argue about those things where I was truly skeptical, I chose to study with him.

I knew that the worst that could happen would be that I’d learn some interesting lessons, and the best might be that I’d achieve those spiritual states and insights I’d read and heard about for years.

To explain to you how I experienced this learning, I first have to back up and share with you the major questions I brought with me, and the thoughts I’d had in the preceding years.





Why Are We Here? 

And Other Mysteries

G-d dwells in the nothing-at-all that was prior to nothing.

—MEISTER ECKHART

Life is temporal. We’re born, we live, and we die. This is pretty obvious, although it’s sometimes surprising how many people (and I, myself) live as if they didn’t know it.

One of the big problems with this, for me, was that the religious tradition in which I’d been raised said that, essentially, this temporal life was our One Chance to succeed or fail spiritually, and if we succeeded we would be rewarded with eternity in heaven, and if we failed, an angry god would get his revenge on us, or at least punish us, with eternal pain and torment.

Both of these options seemed less than pleasant to me.

My inborn nature of always being interested in new things and easily bored made the prospect of spending even a week sitting on a cloud playing a harp sound ultimately unpleasant. I became tired and bored with even the things I liked most after a while, and that was usually a matter of hours, days, weeks, or months. But eternity? I couldn’t imagine anything I’d want to do for eternity. So heaven didn’t sound all that exciting.

And then there was the alternative: hell. But what sort of god would set up his subjects by throwing them into a world filled with temptation, give them an innate desire to succumb to that temptation, and then not only zap them but brutally torment them for eternity if they gave in to those very temptations? It reminded me of a kid I knew when I was eight years old who used to capture bugs, put them in a bottle, and then poke them with a pencil lead if and when they tried to get to the water in a bottle cap he’d put in there.

Such a god seemed inconceivably brutal to me, and I concluded that this story of my religion’s god couldn’t be entirely true.

I didn’t doubt the existence of G-d, but couldn’t imagine He or She would behave in such a petty fashion.

But humans I knew, are capable—easily capable—of such brutality.

So, I concluded, these stories of how this god would treat us if we strayed from the orders of “his” priests must be something that humans had largely devised.

And that made sense; that held water. From observing particularly incompetent and power-tripping parents with their children, yelling things in the supermarket like “If you continue doing that, I’ll tell your father!” I concluded that the kind of humans who’d come up with this “power through threat of consequences” interpretation were those types (largely male) who wanted to exercise control over others.

So for years I had suspected that the “You’ve only got one chance, don’t screw it up” school of religion had been devised by men trying to gain control over others.

My mind was still open, but no other explanation to date had made sense.

In my search for truth and meaning, I’d visited scores of churches and checked out dozens of religions, from the Mormons to the Seventh Day Adventists to Catholicism to Judaism to the fundamentalist Protestant sects to the Unitarians. What I’d seen confirmed this for me: those churches whose pastors were the most insecure and the most eager to control their subjects dwelled the most (both personally and denominationally) on this “vengeful god” aspect of the Bible.

I’d even read (and memorized a few of) the writings of Cotton 
Mather*3 and other early Puritans, and found, again, that these men (always men, it seemed) who wanted to set up essentially theocratic governments (among the early Puritans in America, and, today, little semi-theocratic kingdoms in their own churches) were people whose primary motivation was power and the control of others. And I naturally rebelled against the idea of any sort of control of me by others, be they humans or even a mean and vengeful god with the power to torment me for all of eternity.

So, I concluded during my teenage years, there had to be a basic flaw here. I believed that much of the Bible was divinely inspired, since so much of the writing felt spirit-connected and was consistent with my own personal experiences of reality and Spirit. But there was that other stuff in there, too: somebody must have, somehow and at some time, twisted things that were true and pure and spiritual around in order to use the very power of Spirit to control and dominate other humans.


NEW TRADITIONS?

During those early years I dove into scholarship, purchasing dozens of books on the history of Christianity, including one eight-volume scholarly work (denominationally unaffiliated) titled The History of the Christian Church and written in 1909 by David Schaff in Switzerland which was, at the best, startling. In that book and others, I found more and more evidence that the modern religion into which I was born was an amalgam of things past.

I learned about the transformation of the Roman Empire from its own “pagan” religion into Christianity, when the Jewish followers of Yeshua (Jesus in Hebrew) had grown in numbers and power to the point where Rome could no longer simply continue to kill them off or use them for sport (feeding them to lions). So the leaders of Rome proclaimed a new, non-Jewish but Roman Christianity as their own, baptized the Roman army en-masse, and, to make this new Official State Religion palatable to the Roman masses, incorporated their old practices into it, while vigorously discarding the remnants of Judaism that had been practiced by the Jewish Jesus and his Jewish followers.

The Icthar Bunny

One of their first steps was to change the Jewish Passover that Jesus and His followers 
observed.*4 In doing so, they created a modified version of the Romans’ spring equinox worship of their fertility goddess lcthar (pronounced “Easter” in English). Traditional springtime fertility rituals had included eating eggs and sprinkling the soil with the blood of small, highly-fertile animals, such as rabbits. In taking control of the new religion, the Roman leaders integrated these rituals into the story of the resurrection.

Restricted Access to “The Rulebook”

The Bible—the history and principles of these people’s new religion—was taken away from them. To keep people ignorant of their own violations of the Jewish history of this new religion (such as not worshipping idols [“Don’t pray to statues”] and Jesus’s instruction to “Call no man ‘Father’”), the leaders in Rome made it unlawful for any person but a priest to read the Bible.

They claimed that the information was too sacred for everyday people to know. But this made no sense to me; why would this god say we’re supposed to follow the rules but we’re not allowed to know them?

This rule held until around the time of the Protestant Reformation and Martin Luther, just a few hundred years ago.

Brightly Lit Evergreens on the Shortest Day

I learned of the later adoption, in Europe, of an old Celtic tradition: burning a pine tree on the highest hill the local priest could find, on the evening of the shortest day of the year (the winter solstice).

At that time, the average person didn’t understand the tilting angle and sun-bound rotation of the Earth and how this caused the seasons to change and the days to lengthen and shorten. So people naturally became nervous every year as the length of the days became shorter and shorter.

The Celtic priests (and those of many other “primitive” religions of northern Europe), knowing about seasonal cycles, would promise that they could use their “power” to re-ignite the sun, to bring it back to full brilliance, and so around December 25 every year they’d have all the people bring the biggest pine tree they could find up to the top of the hill and, with great pomp and ceremony designed to show the priest’s control over the sun, the high priest would light the tree on fire and command the sun to return to full brilliance and the days to lengthen.

Sure enough, over the next few weeks nature would comply with the priest’s demand and the days would begin to get longer. “He did it again!” the people would all say in amazement, and that priest would be confident of his power for another year. After all, if anybody defied him, he could simply threaten to extinguish the sun, over which he obviously had a pretty substantial measure of 
control.*5

I’d always wondered why Christmas is in December, when I knew from other studies that the most likely historical date of the birth of Jesus is placed by some scholars in March or April. That’s the season when all of Rome was taxed that year, and that’s when travel from Nazareth to Bethlehem would have been possible. In any case, Jesus’s birth was not at all celebrated by His early followers; but now it was proclaimed by Rome to be the date, by coincidence, when most of the residents of Europe were burning trees on mountaintops. And thus Christmas was born, centuries after the death of Christ’s early disciples.

Changing the day of Worship

The most radical change of all was totally dumping the Sabbath Day (Saturday), which was mandated in the Ten Commandments as a day of rest, and replacing it with the day that the Romans had traditionally worshipped their god of the Sun, Sunday, and making that the day of worship.

By changing the “weekly holy day” from a restful Sabbath/Saturday, which ran from sunset Friday night to sunset Saturday night (the Jews considered a new day to have started when the sun set from the old day to the point where you could see three stars in the sky) to the midnight-to-midnight of Sunday (the Romans divided each day in the middle of the night), the removal of Jesus’s Jewishness from the new Christianity was well underway.




WHAT TO MAKE OF THESE FINDINGS?

At first these discoveries were disillusioning to me, as was learning that this same Church had tortured people, something I know Jesus would never have endorsed. Obviously, something had gone astray.

But then I realized that they were simply the history of political and human institutions—organized 
religions.*6 They didn’t in any way diminish what had been there in the first place: the underlying truths and realities of the teachings of Jesus and those who had preceded him. Instead, adopting the “Icthar bunny” and other rituals were culturally expedient things humans did to perpetuate and grow a human, political institution which uses religion to claim its power.

And I quickly overcame my initial reaction to these discoveries: I still am moved by a Christmas Eve mass, and an outdoor sunrise Easter service brings into vivid relief the sacrifice that Jesus made and the agony He must have gone through, as we can read in the story of His final evening in the Garden of Gethsemane. I also am moved by the Passover Seder and by Buddhist ceremonies of prostration, even though these are not traditions in which I grew up. One of the wonderful things about humans is our adaptability: even if the history of a ritual is less than holy, if we invest it with spirit and love, then it can become holy.

But these discoveries also led me to question many of the assumptions that I’d previously thought to be absolute infallible truths, such as the biblical teachings about sin, the purpose of ritual, and the “dominion” of humankind over nature, which makes people think it’s perfectly acceptable to kill animals and destroy nature simply for fun, or to please their palate, or for profit.

Take, for example, sin.

Human nature is essentially in opposition to the way most organized religions say we should live, a fact that works out quite well for organized religion. Our nature is to sin, as sin is defined by many of the world’s great religions. We live in a state of “hunger,” hungry for experience (play, variety, good food), knowledge (defined, it seems, by the cultural milieu in which one is born: some are hungry for knowledge of batting averages, others for answers about the meaning of life), love (nurturing, affection, sex, recognition, attachment), and many more. Virtually all of these hungers are recognized, or have been recognized, by major religions as running the risk of sin, and therefore often “wrong.”

The explanation given for this by the religious tradition I’d grown up in is that man’s sinful nature is the result of a Big Mistake made years ago, in the Garden of Eden, by Eve. This story of a woman being responsible for the flaws in humankind’s nature is echoed in the myths and histories of other male-dominated religions and cultures as well (Pandora’s box, etc.)

But my studies of psychology and physiology taught me that humans, when acting out these “sins,” were merely doing the same things that most of the rest of animal creation did. “Hunger” was built into the species as a survival mechanism, to perpetuate Homo sapiens, and was put there by evolution or the Original Creator but certainly not by a woman eating an apple.

The story of Eve, it seemed to me at the time, probably came from a male power structure developing yet another rationalization for the oppression of women: females were, after all, responsible for the predicament we were all in, by that story. So, according to that story, they deserve to be oppressed, right? Certainly, these awful women—who that story says are responsible for all our misery and the fact that this god is always standing around with a stick waiting to poke us—could never qualify for something “holy” or “pure” such as, for example, becoming a priest.

There was also the problem, for me, of “fire” and “cults.”

In a frankly selfish way, I wanted fire in my religious experience. When I was young, perhaps seven or eight years old, I spent some time on a farm in Michigan with an elderly farm couple who were fervent Christian mystics. They introduced me to the idea of sitting outside and praying eyes-open, remaining conscious of the world around me, seeing the presence of the Creator in the trees and clouds and soil, and feeling the presence of the Creator’s incarnated consciousness—Christ-consciousness in my definitions—within me as I sat there in a plastic lawn-chair, awe-struck by the Presence around me.

I wanted to find a church filled with people as committed to, and eager for, that mystical experience as I was. It seemed, however, that most of the Christian churches I attended were more social or political institutions, concerned with how people dressed and providing an opportunity for social interaction, or pushing a political agenda from the pulpit instead of reaching out for the presence of Christ.

On the other hand, the few churches I visited where the people seemed to be afire with spiritual energy also qualified, in my mind, as cults.

While most people think of cults as simply being religions that haven’t yet achieved popular status, or as some sort of murky “them” with unorthodox religious beliefs, I developed a different definition that I think works better. I saw a cult as any institution that stole free will by threatening people if they left, or—in the worst of the cults—if they even thought about leaving. The form of the threat could be overt (“You’ll burn in hell. . .” or outright threats of contemporary physical violence) or subtle (peer pressure or financial pressure), but in a cult, by my definition, there was always that threat.

Given this definition, a cult doesn’t even need to be a religion: I know of some companies that are run as cults, particularly those involved in multi-level-marketing (which also involves the evangelistic component often found in cults). There are also physicians and psychotherapists who run their practices as cults, creating dependency and disempowering their patients. Some families operate as cults, as do some political movements. Many of the self-help groups I’ve come across also look like cults to me, threatening both implicitly and explicitly that if people leave the group they’ll inevitably fall, fail, and lapse back into their old miseries. Even many of our contemporary and well-accepted religious institutions are run as cults, by my definition.

Cults are always, ultimately, about stealing personal power from individuals and giving it to the cult and the cult’s leaders. They operate on the principle of “weak individual, stronger group, strongest leadership” and have as a prime directive to keep people under control. Sometimes they’re astoundingly blunt about this, with openly disempowering slogans telling people exactly what they are and aren’t allowed to do, such as “a woman’s place is. . .” (a popular phrase in many modern religious and social cults).

Cults are “soul stealers.”

And so I was left with this weird paradox. The churches I could find that seemed most filled with fire were also run as cults, their preachers shouting great proclamations of hellfire and damnation to anybody who dared step away from their particular point of view.

Thus I discovered, early on, that the modern day organized Christian church, in most of its versions, wasn’t for me.

Yet there were the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, which I very much did believe were truthful and pure. And He said that even looking at a woman with thoughts of lust was the same as having sex with her; that even being angry was tantamount to murder.

This was a tough one. I originally interpreted it to mean He was saying thought precedes action, and, as Master Hamid Bey said, “What a man thinks about, he can do; what a man thinks about constantly, he cannot help but do.” But later I was to realize that Jesus’s teaching in that story was far deeper and more profound than such a simple explanation. That contrary to the way it was presented to me in church, it had nothing to do with the wrath of G-d. And that the organized religions of the world were right about how destructive “sin” could be to spiritual development, but only very few (primarily the Kabbalists in Judaism, and the Christian mystics like St. John of the Cross and Herr Müller) understood why and how.

I realized as I read the writings of the mystics and listened to Master Stanley and Lee that our highest purpose and highest abilities are those of Spirit. Before we came into this world we chose our life, our parents, our situations, and even this moment as I am writing this or you are reading it, so that we could do specific spiritual work here that we can’t do elsewhere. Our mission is to let go of our entanglements to the world and to re-connect our “consciousness” to that of the “I Am That I Am,” the uncreated before creation, the source of all. And wallowing in those “hungers,” in “sin,” slows that process down.

This understanding of what sin really is became a key for me to understanding what happens when we die, what our work here may be, and why I have devoted so much of my life to spiritual search.

And it led me, at first, to a period of intense and solitary self-examination and contemplation.





Life in a Tipi 

Every day people are straying away from church and going back to God.

—LENNY BRUCE

My best friend through school was Clark Stinson. We met when we were 13, and instead of pursuing the normal pastimes of teenagers we spent our time studying Sanskrit (we had an old study-guide book I found in my father’s library), reading the Tibetan Book of the Dead, and arguing minutiae of the Bible. Clark’s mother was interested in metaphysics and shared a book called Autobiography of a Yogi with us. Years later, when I went to Detroit with her and Clark to attend an initiation in Kriya Yoga by Yogacharia Oliver Black, the oldest living disciple of Yogananda, I recognized Yogananda’s Kriya technique as identical to an ancient Coptic exercise Master Stanley had taught us years earlier, called the Cobra Breath.

I introduced Clark to Master Stanley and Lee, and Clark and I began a serious study of spirituality. We were both in our late teens by then, and Clark had recently married. I was recovering from a painful breakup with a girlfriend, and we agreed that to do our spiritual work best we should seek isolation.

So Clark and his wife bought a tipi, and I bought one, and we three gave away everything else we owned in the world except some clothes and our spiritual books. We bought a hundred pounds of wheat, a hundred pounds of dried fruit, some basic camping equipment, and got a ride up into Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, where an old trapper led us on a three-day trek back into the Chippewa National Forest to a small lake that isn’t on most maps.

We spent the summer there, Clark and his wife on one side of the lake, me on the other. Three days of each week we practiced silence, and did meditation and prayer every day for hours.

I had a pet tachnid fly: a small insect that looks like a honeybee but is actually a fly. When I’d meditate in the morning on my blanket outside my tipi, he’d come and hover just above my right hand, as if he were drawing nourishment from me. Sometimes he’d hover there for as much as twenty minutes; occasionally he’d land and walk around with careful steps like an astronaut exploring a distant but friendly planet. I also shared my tipi with a large and furry brown-and-black wolf spider, who came out at night as the sun set and picked the sleeping mosquitoes off the canvas on the west side of my tipi; I watched the play of life and death, predator and prey.

(Here’s an odd synchronicity that Carl Jung would have appreciated: I haven’t seen a tacbnid fly in years, but, as I’m typing these words into a laptop computer on my back porch in Atlanta, one just hovered over my left hand for a few moments and then landed. She’s here with me as I’m typing, sitting on my hand.)

One cold and rainy afternoon, Clark and I were walking through the woods looking for berries and edible plants. We’d gotten pretty skilled at identifying what was safe and what wasn’t, and were filling a bag with leaves and 
fruits.*7

“This must be what our ancestors lived like,” Clark observed. “Hunting and gathering.”

“Except that we’re vegetarians, so we’re just gathering,” I said, joking.

But to Clark it wasn’t a joke. “Seriously. What we call civilization started when humans started farming. But humans like us were around for tens and maybe hundreds of thousands of years before that. Fully conscious, awake and aware, thinking and feeling just like us. But they were hunters and gatherers instead of farmers.”

“Without agriculture there would be no civilization?” I said. It was an interesting thought.

“Remember Miss Hemmer?” Clark said. Miss Hemmer had been our eighth grade biology teacher, and one of the best teachers I’ve ever known in my life. Clark and I conspired to make her life difficult, but we also loved her and learned more from her each month than from any of our other teachers in a year. And she was a huge fan of Margaret Mead. “She said that in primitive societies there isn’t suicide, depression, drug addiction, all that stuff.”

“The noble savage,” I said, shivering. “I’m skeptical. And cold. And the Indians who once lived here were probably cold, too.”

He shrugged and said, “This life seems much more natural to me.”

At least I had to agree with that.

A few days later, Clark came running over to my tipi with his Bible, all excited. “Look at this!” he said, pointing out Genesis 4:2. “It says, ‘Cain was a tiller of the ground.’ The Bible is talking about how the first murderer was also the first farmer. And in the twenty-fifth verse, it makes it clear that Abel, the brother who was not the farmer, was the one who G-d loved the most.”

“So what? It’s a classic archetype of the oldest child being the most beloved but also the one who screws up; it’s all over, from Greek mythology to Shakespeare.”

“Don’t you see? Adam and Eve were gatherers, like we are now. They walked around the Garden of Eden and picked up food. But then they tasted of the knowledge of good and evil, of life and death. That’s your food supply—you live or die by it. When you live as a gatherer, you live by the whim of nature: if there’s no food you die. When you begin to store up food, you can defy nature and survive a drought. You then have the power to control life: the knowledge of life and death, or good and evil. So the tasting of the apple must mean that Adam and Eve experimented with agriculture, that they defied the god of nature. It’s a warning! It’s saying that the primitive life of hunting, gathering, and herding was more in accord with nature’s way than is 
agriculture.*8

Clark dove deep into the issue, but I didn’t consider it all that important at the time. I couldn’t see how when people started farming after the end of the Ice Age it could have been a bad thing—after all, it brought us modern society and science. Clark, however, was totally certain that agriculture and what he called “the organized ones” (who I’d later call, in writing about Attention Deficit Disorder, the farmers) were responsible for the coming death of the Earth. I wasn’t to seriously consider the issue again, though, for over twenty years.

I was also told during that time, quite clearly and directly in several dreams and strong intuitions, that my ultimate spiritual teacher would not be a yogi from India or any of the other Eastern religions (even though I was studying these, too), but a Christian from Europe. I was amazed by this, as the Maharishi and all the other teachers seemed to be coming out of India, but the message was unmistakable. And ever since I’d first read Carl Jungs writings (particularly his autobiography), I’d paid careful attention to my dreams, and took seriously their content.

At the time, I assumed it must have meant Master Stanley, as he was Swiss. But I later learned that, as Master Stanley had said, he was not my ultimate teacher.

That summer in the tipi was profoundly transformational for me, a time of preparation for what would come next. It taught me that I should never be afraid to lose or give away everything (as I’ve done more than once since then), that possessions can be meaningless, and that there is great peace in solitude. As a “gifted but hyperactive” young adult, I learned for the first time how to truly and profoundly relax and get control over the wild racing of my mind. I learned to look within for strength and discovered that the forest is afire with life. I felt truly alive, truly connected to my creator, in a more real and visceral way than I’d ever before experienced.
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