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    Susan found herself at the threshold of true spiritual transformation. The signs? A longing that nothing external—not romance, success, money, adventure, parenting, or creating—had ever fully satisfied. This book takes us through a remarkably powerful, helpful forgiveness process that will stir your desire to awaken to who you truly are. Her well documented life experiences demonstrate love in practice. If you want a real-life account of how to undo the ‘one’ block to love, then this is your book.

    Nouk Sanchez & Tomas Vieira, Take Me to Truth; Undoing the Ego

    


    … Susan Dugan gives us a superb explanation of forgiveness, what it is, and exactly how to do it. I highly recommend this book to anyone who’s interested in the fastest way to peace and enlightenment.
 Gary Renard, best-selling author of The Disappearance of the Universe

    


    This series of engaging and often humorous essays allows a peek into one woman’s process as she practices true forgiveness throughout her overly-scheduled days. Her inspired determination to keep peace of mind as her primary goal provides hope and motivation for the rest of us.
 Carol Howe, author of Never Forget To Laugh, Personal Recollections of Bill Thetford, Co-Scribe of A Course In Miracles.

  


  
    For Kevin and Kara, with deep love and gratitude

  


  
    Message from the Author

    About eight years before I started studying A Course in Miracles and truly recognized it as my path home, a close friend and fellow spiritual seeker gave me the big blue book. Someone had passed it on to her and although she recognized on some level that it held great wisdom, she just couldn’t wrap her head around it. “Read this,” she said. “Maybe you’ll get it.”

    Skipping the introduction and preface in my typical rush to ascend, I opened it to the first page of the text and read:

    There is no order of difficulty in miracles. One is not ‘harder’ or ‘bigger’ than another. They are all the same. All expressions of love are maximal.

    My heart raced. This gigantic tome was talking about miracles, defined by Webster’s as “an extraordinary event manifesting divine intervention in human affairs.” As someone actively striving for years to seduce the divine into intervening in human affairs, I was thrilled. How many times had I sensed a benign presence guiding my steps? Just as I had always suspected, experiencing miracles (regardless of size) was a piece of cake once you got the hang of it. This book would teach me how to cultivate that boundless power; enable me to summon it on command. My fingers itched as if clutching a magic wand.

    I continued to read the Principles of Miracles in Chapter 1 but my mind soon glazed over. Undeterred (after all, that first paragraph appeared to say it all), I decided to come back to it later and skipped ahead to the workbook. It offered 365 lessons, one for each day of the year. I could do this, I told myself, already crafting a “To Do” list of manifestations and transformations I planned to accomplish on a micro and macro level; harnessing the power of the universe to intercede on my behalf and on behalf of loved ones; creating a kind of heaven on earth right here and now on the streets of Denver, Colorado.

    Oh, the folly of youth. About a third of the way through Part I of the workbook, my enthusiasm waned. Try as I might, I couldn’t seem to discern the instructions for miracle making. Instead, the lessons focused on enticing me to question all I believed about the external world and my relationships. Although they contained many promising statements such as “God goes with me wherever I go,” “My mind is a part of God’s. I am very holy” and “I am the light of the world”, they also seemed preoccupied with the meaninglessness of my experience and overlooking the bad behavior of others; advice that smacked of denial, a habit I was trying to break. Then again, the constant use of the “G” word rankled. I preferred names unlike the unstable divinity that had so terrified me in the Catholic Church: monikers such as “universe,” or even, in a pinch, “love.”

    Ultimately, the first time around, I just couldn’t seem to connect questioning the nature of my relationships and external experience as the workbook recommended with the happiness that had seemed so elusive in my daily life. With the deep sigh I had become famous for among those who knew me best, I placed the book back on the shelf in my office beside other metaphysical publications also destined to fail me: my burgeoning library of spiritual disillusionment.

    Years of seeking passed. I mastered the principle of the law of attraction enough to manifest moments of happiness and success but always the long awaited arrival of what I thought I wanted delivered only the most fleeing pleasure. Literally, within minutes of receiving a desired external result, I found myself craving the next accomplishment or resolution. Like everyone else on the planet, I also experienced profound disappointment in my relationships and career, but continued to believe that if I just pushed myself a little harder, just honed my interpersonal and professional skills a little more, just managed to manipulate some other person or situation into meeting my needs, I would achieve the result I’d been seeking. It never worked.

    And so manifesting lost its luster. I couldn’t seem to stay focused. I longed for something else I couldn’t name: a longing I began to admit I had always carried and seemed to have come in with; a longing that nothing external—not romance, success, money, adventure, parenting or creating—had ever fully satisfied. The well of deep loneliness at my core I had buried for so long suddenly revealed itself. A person could drown there. Terrified, I called out again for help from the universe, love, whatever: that mysterious presence I had been missing so deeply and feared I had squandered as long as I could remember.

    Through a series of coincidences, the answer came this time in the form of that same big blue book collecting dust on my shelf. Now I was ready to really listen, to admit I did not know; that nothing I had tried had ever worked. I found a Course study group. I started reading the text and doing the workbook again. I still craved miracles in form but eventually, admitting again and again that I did not know and asking for help from the part of my mind that did, I became aware of the critical ego in my head raging 24/7 against everyone and thing seemingly responsible for disrupting my peace. I immersed myself in the teachings of premier Course scholar, teacher, and original editor, Dr. Kenneth Wapnick. I began to understand the ego’s dynamics of separation from love and apply the transformative tool of forgiveness A Course in Miracles offers to heal and unify our seemingly split mind in my relationships.

    I eventually began to behold my addiction to uniqueness, and accept the one problem the Course identifies as the cause of all human suffering: the belief that we have separated from God/the one eternal love and wholeness we remain in truth. I began to gradually accept the one solution, turning our mistaken perception over to our whole mind: the part of our one mind that followed us into the dream of uniqueness and competing interests but knows the separation never happened and simply smiles at our mistaken perception. The Course calls this process of withdrawing our belief in the mistaken idea that anyone or thing outside our mind can disturb or enhance our peace forgiveness. Over time, tempted again and again to perceive myself unfairly treated, I continually asked for help from the part of our one mind that remembers our wholeness; this time to truly understand forgiveness; to learn to apply it in all my relationships; to harness its extraordinary power in an ordinary life.

    Today, six years later in a class I am teaching about forgiveness, I find myself considering workbook lesson 89 in the review sections I also used to skip in my race toward divinity. ‘I am entitled to miracles,” I read, grateful for the understanding that I am entitled (with help from our inner teacher) to change my mind about all I believe is happening to me. Forgiving has given me a better grasp on the Course’s definition of a miracle, which has nothing to do with milking gifts from the universe or coercing a dualistic God or his emissaries to intervene on our behalf.

    Why did that symbol of the awakened mind, represented in Jesus, choose to call this A Course in Miracles? Maybe because no one would read it if he called it A Course in undoing the ego thought system by changing your mind. Or maybe because he knew the word “miracle” is like catnip to those of us who seek; a way to coax us in the door that we might stay long enough to let him teach us what we really want.

    Defined in Dr. Wapnick’s glossary-index as “the change of mind that shifts our perception from the ego’s world of sin, guilt, and fear, to the Holy Spirit’s world of forgiveness;” the miracle occurs when I catch myself following the ego’s plan for salvation; holding someone or thing seemingly “out there” responsible for disrupting or enhancing my peace of mind to keep me from returning to our one mind and choosing again for truth.

    The one problem and the one solution lie side by side. When I remember I am entitled to change my mind, and with our right mind’s help, actually do it, I receive a glimpse of the real world beyond the clouds of guilt and judgment obscuring true vision. In that moment of perfect clarity and completeness, all longing ceases; ancient hatreds fall away; the heavy burden of this unique existence lifts, and a peace beyond all understanding—the peace of our one, true nature—resurfaces in my mind. And in ways I still cannot comprehend, but am beginning through daily experience to trust and welcome anyway, to all minds.

    These collected essays represent my written journey to date with forgiveness, beginning two years after I recognized the Course as my real path home. I first published a couple in the Miracle Messenger, a newsletter I wrote and edited for the Rocky Mountain Miracle Center in Denver, Colorado for several years. I posted many of the subsequent essays on my blog, http://www.foraysinforgiveness.com, launched in February 2009. Others have never seen the light of day.

    I began writing about forgiveness, A Course in Miracles style, for the same reason I began teaching the Course: to deepen my understanding, accelerate the ego’s undoing, share and experience the benefits of forgiveness and help heal our one mind. It struck me, reading through these essays, that they conveyed the forgiveness process which, at first, can seem quite daunting.

    Even though forgiveness does not require us to do anything except turn away from attacking and defending the ego’s illusions and accept the Holy (Whole) Spirit in our mind’s memory that we remain one with God, forgiveness is not easy. Our underlying fear of punishment for our unconscious belief that we chose individuality over perfect, eternal, wholeness, as well as our continuing attraction to illusory uniqueness, can make it very difficult. In mid-argument with a loved one, as we stand apparently unfairly accused, we would much rather (in the Course’s words) “be right than happy.” As practicing the Course raises our awareness of our attraction to and identification with the ego’s sneaky ways, our pain often increases. Most of us slip into self-judgment, another form of enormous resistance. Some of these essays are reports from the eye of just that storm, accurate accounts of my own fear, paralysis and mistaken belief in and attraction to a false, ego-controlled self.

    But in each case, I got through by continuing to ask for help from the part of our mind that sees only our one true self and can never fail us. And in that instant, outside time and the confines of illusory bodies competing for survival in a hallucinated world, that moment in which I no longer held another responsible for my suffering, I experienced extraordinary release from the heavy weight of this false self I drag around to defend against the truth. That deep comfort beyond all understanding really does return when we “loose” the world and ourselves from all we thought they were (to borrow another Course expression).

    It struck me as I re-read these essays, chronicling several years in my journey home, that I am spending far less time in the eye of the storm and far more embracing the holy instant of release that reflects the real world, available when we have forgiven all our misperceptions. I am still at the very beginning of this excursion; but at least I am learning that blaming others for my pain hurts like hell, while releasing them allows me to smile. I hope my stories of practicing forgiveness will help shed light on the viciousness of the unreal ego thought system we have mistaken for reality as well as the deep comfort of our true, one, eternally loving nature, regardless of the path you have chosen to find your way home.



    Susan Dugan

    Denver, Colorado, March 2010

  


  
    Introduction

    What is A Course in Miracles?


    The content of A Course in Miracles came to two renowned psychology professors at Columbia University in the 1960s and 1970s in answer to the painful recognition that their “must be another way” of relating in this troubled world. Today recognized worldwide as one of the most profound spiritual teachings of all time, the spiritual psychology offers a beacon of light in our contemporary darkness. It maintains that we all harbor unconscious guilt as a result of a repressed belief that we chose and succeeded to separate from the one, whole, eternal, indivisible love we share. Fearful of punishment while attracted to the idea of individuality, we attempt to project our guilt onto others to preserve our relative innocence and separate identity. This results in a futile game that condemns us to perpetual conflict.

    The Course teaches us to undo guilt at its source by practicing a unique form of forgiveness in our relationships. As we learn to hold others harmless for our distress and forgive the impossible dream of uniqueness, we begin to remember the unified innocence of our true nature. Peace returns to our minds and we begin to remember God’s love, the one, true love we never really left.

    What is Forgiveness?

    What could you want forgiveness cannot give? Do you want peace? Forgiveness offers it. Do you want happiness, a quiet mind, a certainty of purpose, and a sense of worth and beauty that transcends the world? Do you want care and safety, and the warmth of sure protection always? Do you want a quietness that cannot be disturbed, a gentleness that never can be hurt, a deep, abiding comfort, and a rest so perfect it can never be upset? All this forgiveness offers you, and more.

    A Course in Miracles, Lesson 122, Forgiveness offers everything I want.

    A Course in Miracles offers us a practical, radical process for undoing our belief in a world of attack and defense that seems to prevent us from finding permanent peace of mind. Its forgiveness practice has nothing to do with the world’s definition of forgiveness: ‘to excuse for a fault or offense.” The world’s definition of forgiveness requires us to take the high road, forgiving the horrible thing you did to cause my suffering. A Course in Miracles, on the other hand, leads us to an understanding that although others may cause our physical or psychological bodies to suffer, no one can jeopardize our peace of mind because, in truth, there is only one mind that has never left its eternal, unified, loving source.

    All this sounds very elevated and confusing unless you understand, allow and continually review the myth at the foundation of the Course explaining the repressed guilt that drives our every move. In the beginning there was only one. We existed eternally within the peace and wholeness of our creator. There was no division between creator and created, only infinite love. At some point, the idea of separation arose in the mind of the created, what the Course calls “the tiny mad idea,” which the created took seriously. When we believed we had actually severed our connection with wholeness (thereby destroying our source) the one mind appeared to split. We now had a wrong mind (ego thought system) that believed we were guilty of celestial homicide and must flee from imminent punishment, and a right mind (Holy, “Whole,” Spirit’s thought system) that retained the memory of our true nature.

    Reveling in the idea of experimenting with individuality while simultaneously terrified of punishment, the ego then pitched its plan. It would create a world into which we could flee and retain our seemingly separate identities while hiding from our source and denying our guilt by casting it outward. At this point, the one mind seemingly followed the ego into an entire projected universe of guilt and fell asleep, no longer able to remember it even had a mind that could choose again for the voice of reason/wholeness.

    The Course calls the process by which we learn to choose again for the wholeness we never left, forgiveness. It teaches us that everything we think we are experiencing outside ourselves in this dream of self-imposed exile, everything that seems to happen to us, is a projection of the denied guilt in our one mind. Our experience is but an external, illusory picture of continually resurfacing internal guilt that we project (“thrust outward”) to prove our innocence at another’s expense, momentarily relieving our torment. Once we have retaliated, however, the guilt returns, leaving us pedaling an endless, exhausting cycle of attack and defense.

    Any time we feel less than peaceful we are (largely unconsciously) blaming someone or thing for jeopardizing our happiness. Everything (our ego-fueled emotions and sensations to the contrary) we seem to experience here in bodies is actually playing out in our one mind, a reflection of our denied guilt over mistakenly believing we ran away from home and destroyed it on the way out. Forgiveness allows us to step out of the attack/defense cycle by catching ourselves in the act of judging, attacking, or defending, recognizing that the problem is not “out there” but in our one mind, and choosing again to see things with the Holy (Whole) Spirit’s gentle vision.

    Our negative feelings are the red flags A Course in Miracles teaches us to use to recognize that we have chosen the ego as our teacher rather than our right mind. Through its unique forgiveness, we learn to withdraw our belief in the ego’s impossible dream of competing interests, opposites and opposition. By applying this practice in our daily lives, we begin to observe how much time we spend and waste blaming others, defending our uniqueness and pushing love away. The more we recognize the pain our mistaken beliefs have cost us, the more motivated we become to admit our errors without self-judgment, and we can enjoy the gentle correction and deep comfort of choosing the wholeness that we never truly left.

    As we begin to spend more and more time watching the ego’s antics with the observer/decision maker in our mind and choosing wholeness again, the ego thought system gradually weakens. Our life takes on new meaning (in truth, the only meaning it can possibly have). We experience longer periods of peace and shorter periods of distress. Eventually, our belief in guilt healed, we joyfully reunite with the one love we never left.

    When our minds are healed through forgiveness, moment by moment, the external world we perceive may or may not change; but it will no longer have any power to jeopardize our peace of mind. In this way, as workbook lesson 121 assures us: ‘Forgiveness is the key to happiness.”

    And now: to the eye of that illusory storm.

  


  
    In the Doghouse with the Ego

    We had just come home from my daughter’s first high school basketball game. Her nagging cold had not responded to the vitamin and herbal remedies I kept cajoling her to take. As captain of the team she had a lot invested and felt elated by the victory, despite feeling under the weather. We drove home to the music of her picking every player’s performance apart, harmony provided by my husband who could rarely resist a good post game critique.

    The low-level annoyance simmering at the edge of my conscious mind began to bubble. It had been an especially trying day with Christmas chores added to the usual burgeoning weekend “To Do” list. I had already talked with my husband who tended to over-identify with our daughter’s athletic performance about advising her from the sidelines. The coach had cautioned parents against doing so at the first parents’ meeting of the season, an event my husband failed to attend. What I considered his disregard for rules had been a long-standing source of conflict between us, aggravated, I felt, by our daughter’s adolescence. It seemed even more important to me now that we provide solid role models for our teenager, even though, in truth, I so often fell short.

    By the time I dribbled a path through the landfill of tangled lights and boxes of outdoor Christmas decorations my husband and daughter had strewn about the house that morning and settled into my spot on our sectional sofa with a bowl of stew, I felt shaky. I usually avoid caffeine but had indulged in a cup of coffee with breakfast to rev up for the many tasks at hand. My blood sugar had been zigging and zagging all day along with my mood. When my daughter popped a CD of Christmas Vacation—the 1981 Chevy Chase movie we use to launch the holiday, hoping the slapstick, dysfunctional family disasters will throw our more subtle variety into relief—I already had one foot in the door of my personal house of misery.

    When I was three, my mother went back to work as a teacher leaving my younger brother and me in the care of a neighbor with two young boys. I used my role as only girl to ratchet my perceived abandonment up a notch—hiding for hours in a ramshackle doghouse in the neighbor’s backyard. For days I sulked in self-imposed exile after our mother dropped us off, lavishing my Tiny Tears doll with all the tender care my mother seemed to have withdrawn from me. I am sorry to say that all these decades later I still now and then banish myself to the proverbial doghouse whenever those feelings of rejection rear up.

    Although this movie generally brings out my inner Tina Fey, on this particular evening not even the cat taking out the Christmas tree like a feline suicide bomber could make me laugh. My husband and daughter’s mirth shook my doghouse walls. Every scene seemed to mock my isolation. I didn’t even remember at first to ask for help from my right mind as the practice of forgiveness has taught me to do; although a part of me did stand detached, watching like a witness at an accident scene. Now and then my daughter would sneak peeks at me, no doubt confused by my reaction to a movie she knew I had always enjoyed. To me, though, it seemed increasingly shrill as it rattled my prison walls.

    After the film, I decided to go to bed, hoping to circumvent a showdown, but their voices in the kitchen trailed up the stairs to me.

    “Everything Mom makes me take for this cold does nothing,” my daughter complained. “Only the Nyquil you gave me works, Daddy.”

    “I know,” he said. “None of that stuff works for me, either. You’re just like me.”

    Their conspiratorial banter continued in this vein as I visualized all the vitamins my daughter had stuffed between cushions or dropped down heating grates over the years; the expensive Chinese herbal concoctions I’d stirred up for her only to find them congealing on a windowsill several days later. They went on to articulate other traits they shared apart from me. The door to my doghouse slammed shut behind me. I stood engulfed by my story of exclusion at the hands of my ungrateful family.

    After my daughter went to bed, I attempted to let my husband have it, but—muzzled by a fury I did not understand—I ended up stomping upstairs and slipping into bed instead. Eventually I dozed off to the soundtrack of their transgressions playing in my head.

    The next morning a kind of paralysis had replaced my anger. The walls of my belief in separation closed in on me; my doghouse door remained locked. I spent the next twenty-four hours running mindless errands and replaying the story I had chosen to reenact, while begging for help from my seemingly unavailable right mind. Despite having made A Course in Miracles my spiritual path, I found myself alone, excluded, banished, and yes, cheated by the Course. I didn’t believe I could love or be loved again. I didn’t even know how to make it through the day. Still, I pleaded with the Holy Spirit to help me want to release this sob story of unfair exclusion that had cost me everything I thought I wanted.

    I have suffered from fleeting bouts of depression all my life but I don’t think I had ever experienced loneliness this deep, maybe because I had never been willing to truly face it. But now something in me recognized that my doghouse was burning and I could only escape by walking straight through those flames, feeling the heat on my skin and taking responsibility for both building the structure and setting the fire. I realized I would rather die forsaken and alone than give up my story of suffering and, more importantly, my leading role in it. Still, a part of me knew there had to be a better way, and continued to cry out for help.

    The following morning the fire had burned itself out. I no longer saw myself abused by my family in any way. Without further, futile analysis, I accepted how often I had acted based on this unconscious story, and thanked my right mind for coaxing me through the flames of illusion to see it as the same old problem: the belief in separation from God. And the same new solution: remembering through the Holy Spirit that it never happened.

    I believed I had excluded God and tried to pin that crime on my loved ones. In years past, I might have wallowed for weeks on end without any shift in perception. But now I saw that despite the enormous pain of the last twenty-four hours, practicing forgiveness had allowed me to reclaim my peace of mind relatively fast. Suffering can motivate. It helped me release a tale of abuse I made up in childhood by clueing into my anger and despair and asking for a better way of looking at this.

    Downstairs, my husband and daughter had whipped up their signature homemade waffles, cut up fruit and poured orange juice. My daughter stood folding the paper napkins so they made a little pocket for the utensils, the way I’d taught her, the way I’d learned in Girl Scout camp.

    ‘Want to eat breakfast with us, Mom?” she said.

    She leaned toward me, her back to my husband, and lowered her voice. “What is up with him this morning? Oh, my God; he is being such a jerk.”

  


  
    Republican Dreams

    Lately I’ve been dreaming about Republicans.

    The first night, I was on vacation with my teenage daughter at a beach. We found ourselves in a house much like the home of friends we used to visit each summer in North Carolina only more idyllic, transformed by dream dust into something worthy of the cover of Gourmet magazine.

    We sat sipping lemonade from chilled tumblers, pelican wheeling outside the banked windows. A lovely young mother sat before us, her two perfectly behaved daughters coloring away on the floor. Her husband flipped through a magazine. But it was her one-year-old baby girl that caught and held our attention. She stared at us with eyes so ancient and loving they took our breath away.

    “Looking at beautiful people makes her happy,” her mother said.

    “I know what you mean,” I said, although I had no idea. She was friendly and engaging. I liked her, and wanted her to like me.

    Beside me, my daughter and the baby continued their visual love affair.

    “She likes to look at me,” the woman continued. “I mean; I’m an attractive face. But the face she most likes to look at is George Bush.”

    I felt as if I’d fallen out of a tree. My daughter pressed her knee against mine as it dawned on us that we had unwittingly stumbled into enemy territory.

    “She loves to watch him on TV,” the father said. “Our dream is to take the girls to see him live.”

    Now I was seriously freaked out. In my peripheral vision, I watched my daughter’s shoulders creeping toward her ears. I awoke before I could figure out how to flee without them discovering our true identities, the baby’s gaze still sticky on my skin.

    The next night I found myself dangling my arm out the window of a car passing through a tunnel of undulating Georgia O’Keefe paintings toward a weekend getaway in Taos, New Mexico. On a road trip with women friends, laughing our heads off at something someone said. I don’t remember the conversation but do recall the camaraderie, the sense of spaciousness without and within good friends evoke. Most of all, I remember my shock when I turned to look at the driver and the sight of Barbara Bush catapulted me back to waking consciousness.

    As a Course student, I am especially sorry to admit that I have spent most of my life disliking Republicans, condemning Republicans, and feeling morally superior to Republicans (even though right out of college I found myself in Washington, DC working for one; but that’s another story). Although I am no longer engaged in actively trying to defeat them, I still shy away from people at PTO meetings and cocktail parties who do not seem to share my political views. On the few occasions where I have accidentally gotten to know and like one I have concocted elaborate rationalizations, exempting us both as the exceptions that prove the rule.

    Since becoming a Course student, I’ve spent a lot of time telling myself I no longer judge them, I wish them well, I simply don’t choose to associate with them because it doesn’t bring me peace. But my dreams had another version of me to share.

    The Course tells us we are afraid of love. The only thing more frightening than acknowledging how much I hate you for not upholding my worldview is acknowledging how terrified I am of your love. Why? Because in truth there’s nothing out there except God’s love; we think we killed it, and we think it wants us dead. If I admit that I like a Republican another chapter in the story of Susan dissolves and I imagine myself one step closer to returning to God’s punishment for the tiny mad idea that I could make it on my own.

    Fortunately, we have a teacher ready, willing, and able to help us see the insanity in all this. I had been asking our inner teacher for just such clarity when these dreams came and still, it took me two of them to begin to laugh at myself and let another of my “secret” thoughts of separation go. The dreams helped me see that disguising and hiding my grievance did not eliminate it. And they helped me feel the cost of holding on to it, the wall against love it preserved in me.

    On the level of form, I still don’t agree with most of the policies advanced by the Republican Party in these “United” States and am looking forward to working to put a Democrat in the White House. But on the level of truth, I know that I cannot do so from a perspective of righteousness and spiritual arrogance and still make it home. There are no separate interests and as I go about the motions of participating in this world I will ask and ask again to remember that I am here only to fulfill my special function of forgiveness, however that plays out, however long it takes, and however many Republicans and Democrats I befriend and forgive along the way. And whether asleep or seemingly awake, I will try to remember to laugh at my dreams.

  


  
    Go There!

    The CT scan report had bad words in it, words my doctor had not used when she told me I should not get freaked out because, really, this was no big deal. My liver did not show damage, she said. My blood work was stellar. The spots could have been there for decades; could even be a birth defect. But the CT scan report had a different way of putting it. “Malignancy/metastatic disease cannot be excluded,” it said, referring to the “indeterminate” lesions incidentally found during a test to identify the sudden onset of abdominal pain. The latter turned out to be an attack of acute diverticulitis that had me recalling an early Saturday Night Live routine, and feeling nursing home-bound decades before my time.

    “Don’t go there,” I thought, that day in the doctor’s office as she rattled off the name of what the almost certainly benign lesions probably were, explaining I would need another CT Scan in three to six months to “confirm stability.” The phrase reverberated in my head as I took the elevator downstairs to pick up prescriptions for two powerful antibiotics that would soon rob my body of every possible bacterium, leaving it vulnerable to all sorts of viruses. How did one “confirm stability” in the body, in this world based on the unstable ego thought system of separation from reality? That was something I would truly like to see.

    Before finding A Course in Miracles I had exhausted several other spiritual paths, including my family’s Catholicism, Zen Buddhism, and a variety of energy-healing, quantum-leaping, positive-thinking and law-of-attracting programs in my quest for happiness here in this body, this world. All offered various degrees of fleeting comfort, but stability? The New Age practices urged me to concentrate on what I wanted and how good it would feel to have it, while avoiding negative thoughts and emotions that—like runaway cancer cells—would just attract more of the same.

    “Don’t go there,” I chanted in my head that day, driving home from the medical center, old habits temporarily displacing all I had learned practicing forgiveness as I allowed the underlying, overwhelming fear of losing this physical body and the sin and guilt it masked to have a run at me. “Don’t go there,” I heard a voice advising as I compulsively searched online for symptoms, causes and treatments; largely reassured by the extremely small likelihood the lesions would turn out to pose a serious threat. I obeyed the voice. I didn’t go there, just as I had not gone there twice before when I’d had nasty looking, melanoma-resembling moles removed that had turned out okay. I pushed the thoughts away, replacing them with images of Susan resting unscathed, eternally peaceful, cradled in the whole love she had never really left. I didn’t go there for weeks, until, at the urging of my Chinese Medicine doctor, I requested a copy of the CT scan report for my records.

    I’m not sure why I expected to feel reassured when I tore open the cardboard envelope delivered to my front door. Instead, the legalistic description worked like a sucker punch to the solar plexus. Before I could stop myself, I had gone there. Fully, madly, deeply there, staring into mortality’s trick mirror and no longer seeing my reflection staring back. I’m too young to die, my ego wailed. What about my family, my friends, my work? I was just starting to get this Course. What about all the forgiving I still had to do? I watched the world turning on its beautiful axis without me, struggling to force air in and out of my lungs. Impossible! I abandoned my writing project and embarked on a frantic marathon of errands and aerobically performed chores designed to keep my mind away from going there again. But I had glimpsed the ultimate, ugly, terrifying result of the ego thought system: death. And the horrific vision did not fade.

    Over the next three months I began to develop symptoms. Not pain exactly but a peculiar tenderness in the liver area, a nagging awareness of the organ I could not shake even as I turned to the Course for help. A seeming attack within the body is no different from a seeming attack from without, I kept reminding myself. This is the mind on ego; I am looking at the repressed guilt of the one mind over an impossible sin. I chose to project this “attack” on this body—my body itself—to reinforce the reality of a vulnerable, individual that in truth does not exist. But I can choose again.

    I constantly asked for help, conversing daily with the Holy Spirit when the familiar twinge on my right side surfaced, while the ego’s dire chatter of “what ifs?” continued.

    I had grown used to putting the ego’s dirge on the back burner. As a student of the School of Reason for teachers and aspiring teachers of A Course in Miracles I had learned to put my fear of public speaking on the back burner every time I taught, turning the class over to our only true teacher, even as my heart raced and the ego prattled on about my shortcomings. School of Reason students had been independently studying healing over the summer break, with special emphasis on The Psychotherapy Pamphlet, The Song of Prayer, Chapter Five, and The Teachers’ Manual. How ironic!

    A Course in Miracles is a path in undoing all we believe about our bodies, our identities, and this world. That means going there. For three months, I seemed unable to distract myself from doing so. This was a gift. If we defend against our guilt/fear/negative feelings/illusions how can we let them go? We must first look with our inner teacher without judgment at the brutality of the ego thought system our belief in separation created to be motivated to release it. Workbook lesson 163, “There is no death. The Son of God is free,” offers a great explanation of why we persist in believing in death (sadness, fear, anxiety, doubt, anger, faithlessness, etc.) despite the terror it induces.

    The idea of the death of God…implies that God was once alive and somehow perished; killed, apparently, by those who did not want him to survive. Their stronger will could triumph over His, and so eternal life gave way to death. And with the Father died the Son as well.

    Our ego mind would rather die than face the punishment we believe we deserve for offing God, even though it never happened. We could not possibly have killed God/love, and this world of sin/guilt/fear the ego invented to hide out in does not exist. But we would rather die than relinquish our grip on the illusion of separate selves, or take our projections back to the one mind where the mistake occurred and choose again for truth. The miracle reverses projection as we go there, bringing our seemingly large and small hallucinations back to our one mind where healing happens. When we do this, our external life may not change but our healed minds will experience only eternal peace and happiness.

    And despite the “good news” that the second CT scan “confirmed stability” and the doctors’ belief that these spots were harmless birthmarks, the outcome was not as important as the opportunity to forgive my desperate investment in my independence. Of course I was enormously relieved. Jesus (the symbol of the awakened mind that speaks to us in A Course in Miracles)is not asking us to deny our bodies; he knows we think we’re bodies or we wouldn’t be here. He’s simply asking us to question our belief in our experience, and to consider its purpose.

    I still believe in my body but that’s OK because a part of me stepped back with my inner teacher and observed my attraction to the fear that keeps the illusion in place. Every time I do that, the dream grows a little dimmer; and true stability, a little stronger. It takes courage to really look at and feel our sin, guilt, and fear without judgment, and to ask for a better way. But, over time, it delivers greater peace. And if I can go there, believe me, anyone can.

  


  
    Love Until Your Heart Breaks

    On the phone she still sounds like a little girl. Of course, I can’t see what she is wearing, but will soon enough recall the tight jeans leaving the house this morning, deliberately shredded all over to create the impression of having been fed upon by a large, rabid dog. A gauzy, empire-waist shirt with requisite plunging neckline and Hoola-hoop earrings complete the ensemble. Oh, and I almost forgot to mention, enough black eyeliner to service the cosmetic needs of the entire cast of America’s Next Top Model. She would be holding her cell phone and texting friends, iPod dangling from ear, I will soon think, before the next chapter in the complex story of our relationship unfolds. But for one precious moment holding the phone I hear my little girl again in her voice. And I understand completely what Mother Teresa meant when she talked about loving until it hurts because my heart is breaking and I am grateful to have loved that hard.

    I have a good friend who could not have children. Back before I was even sure I wanted my own she tried fertility treatments and In vitro to no avail. Unlike some people I knew who went on trying for years, hired surrogates, or arranged expensive international adoptions, my friend appeared admirably resigned to her fate. Her only regret? Forgoing the opportunity to experience a child’s “unconditional love,” she said. I never questioned that assumption. My heart went out to her and I counted my blessings. At least I still had a shot at it, I thought.

    In his book, Parents and Children: Our Most Difficult Classroom, A Course in Miracles Scholar Dr. Ken Wapnick shatters the myth that children feel unconditional love for their parents and amps up the shock factor by claiming they do not really love their parents at all. Love, after all, is not the same as need and as long as our children depend on us for their very survival their feelings for us must, at best, come with strings. We give the little ingrates what they want and need and they perform for us like trained seals; until they reach adolescence, of course, and begin starring in their own version of The Exorcist in their efforts to differentiate themselves from us.

    Too often in the heat of combat, we fail to remember that separating from us is their job. Coming of age as an ego requires breaking away from the dreaded bodies that brought them into this world of pain in the first place and now block their path to fortune and fame. Separating from us is their job because they must reenact the original separation from you-know-who to once again prove their identities. We have all played this game. Some call it the circle of life but it is really the circle of separation repeating itself over and over again in the split mind.

    Dr. Wapnick goes on to say that the very best thing we can do when our sweet, hormonally challenged progeny’s head starts spinning around is lower our expectations, refrain from taking it personally, and, you guessed it, forgive: forgive our need to be special; forgive our need to have our child affirm our wholeness, our happiness, our spirituality, our individual worth as a good parent and human being. The very best thing we can do is watch with our inner teacher and love them anyway as they navigate the treacherous road to adulthood we have all travelled. Certain that once they have accumulated the “treasures” of this world for themselves, zigzagged down one path and another, playing hide and “seek but do not find” as the Course puts it, they too will begin to look for a better way.

    On the phone my daughter still sounds like a little girl and in that moment, before my current, conflicted concept of her reconfigures in my head, I love her truly as I have never loved before without any need for a return on my investment.
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