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      “A clear, reasoned exposition that will help seekers of all persuasions.”

      
        YOGA JOURNAL
      

      “Bogart calls upon his expertise as a psychotherapist and his experience as a mature spiritual seeker to discuss issues that are crucial for Western students of inner pathways. This is a must-read for all spiritual seekers and their teachers.”

      JUDITH HANSON LASATER, PH.D., P.T.,

 COAUTHOR OF WHAT WE SAY MATTERS

      “This book is valuable for anyone who has been a student of a spiritual teacher or who is contemplating becoming one, and it helps prevent misconceptions so that a mature teacher-student relationship can develop.”

      
        YOGA INTERNATIONAL
      

      “Bogart’s book is a clear and detailed map of the experience of self-unfoldment under the guidance of a guru or spiritual guide—including its difficulties, dangers, joys, and ultimate value. Highly recommended.”

      JOHN WARREN WHITE, AUTHOR OF WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT?

      “If the recurring stories of gurus gone egregiously astray have you wondering whether teachers still have relevance on the spiritual path, I encourage you to read this wise and balanced book. Bogart makes a cogent case for the perennial value of awakening to who we are in relationship with one who already knows and can point the way.”

      STEPHAN BODIAN, AUTHOR OF WAKE UP NOW

      “In this volume, which I regard as his best, Bogart brings an integrated psychospiritual perspective to his description of the guru-disciple relationship. I welcome this book and will recommend it frequently to clients and students of my own.”

      BRYAN WITTINE, LMFT, PH.D.,

TEACHING AND SUPERVISING ANALYST, 

C. G. JUNG INSTITUTE OF SAN FRANCISCO

      “Based on decades of firsthand, inspiring, and life-changing experiences and scholarly research, Greg Bogart’s In the Company of Sages astutely and caringly steers you through the winding terrains of the spiritual mentor and student relationship.”

      STUART SOVATSKY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
ADVANCED SPIRITUAL INTIMACY

      “This is an excellent practical guide for anyone seeking a spiritual teacher and for those who are teachers. Bogart’s openness and forthright storytelling may benefit parents or loved ones who are concerned about friends and family members who invest themselves in spiritual practice. I highly recommend this book. Well researched and documented, readable, and personal, it lights the way for those navigating the journey of transformation.”

      LAUREL CLARK, AUTHOR OF INTUITIVE DREAMING

      “This uniquely insightful book is a new classic of contemporary spiritual literature.”

      MASTER CHARLES CANNON, ORIGINATOR OF SYNCHRONICITY HIGH-TECH 
MEDITATION

      “Full of wisdom and insights, this book is an essential guide for students and teachers at all levels of their spiritual journeys. Highly recommended.”

      SANDY SEE, MEDITATION TEACHER, 

ASHTANGA YOGA STUDIO, OKLAHOMA
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        An old saying is just as valid today as ever: When the pupil is ready, the Master appears. But he may appear in many disguises. What matters is not the Master, but the Mastery he “reveals.” It is veiled in his person. It has to be contacted through his person, rather than in his person. Devotion to a guru may be the way, but sooner or later it should be transmuted into reverence: the truth within the disciple saluting in true humility the truth in the Teacher. . . . [This] is the essential, withal rather mysterious process of transmission.
      

      DANE RUDHYAR

      
        The spiritual pedagogy that initiates the soul into itself cannot be limited to a single form or to the Active Intelligence alone. Thus some souls learn only from human masters; others have had human and superhuman guides; others have learned everything from invisible guides, known only to themselves. This is why the ancient Sages, those who had the gnosis of direct vision, having been initiated into things that the sensible faculties do not perceive, taught that for each individual soul, or perhaps for a number of souls with the same nature and affinity, there is a being of the spiritual world who, throughout their existence, adopts a special solicitude and tenderness toward that soul or group of souls; it is he who initiates them into knowledge, protects, guides, defends, comforts them, brings them to final victory.
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      Preface

      
        When the cry of the disciple has reached a certain pitch, the teacher comes to answer it.
      

      HAZRAT INAYAT KHAN

      
        In order to achieve the Accomplishment, one should depend upon a Guru for the Initiation, Instruction, and Inner Teaching.
      

      MILAREPA

      I received initiation from a great yogi at age sixteen, sparking my lifelong interest in the subtle, mystical pedagogy that aids seekers on the spiritual path. This book offers a reasoned discussion of this process, but it’s also a highly personal work. I describe the lasting resonance of my encounters with several provocative spiritual mentors, openly sharing my interior journey, expansive states, doubts, and occasional foolishness. I’ve distilled the nine stages of this path from my own experiences, from the teachings of various religions and spiritual practice lineages, and from the stories of people I have interviewed.

      I believe this book will be of interest to anyone involved in the process of spiritual initiation and tutelage, including those searching for a spiritual guide, those who already have a teacher, and those who are themselves guides and teachers. I wrote this for both students and teachers of yoga, meditation, and other paths of the Spirit, to provide a clear description of the role of a teacher in a student’s life, which changes over time. I see an arc of development in this process that makes it meaningful as a sacred life passage. It’s my hope that mapping these stages will prove helpful to anyone whose fiery inner urge for transformation prompts a search for spiritual mentoring.

      First published in 1997, now updated and revised, this book is dedicated to the goal of increasing our capacity to receive and convey liberating knowledge.

      WILDCAT CANYON
JULY 2014
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      The Catalyzing Role of Teachers

      In many contemplative traditions, learning from an enlightened teacher is considered an important means of advancement on the spiritual path. In India, for example, it is common for an aspirant to seek a guru at a young age and to remain devoted to that teacher for many years. Many illumined beings and mystics, especially those from Hindu, Sufi, and the Zen and Tibetan Buddhist lineages, have maintained lifelong connections with their teachers and are in agreement that the student-teacher relationship is essential to the alchemy of transformation. It is also customary in the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions to learn from wise spiritual teachers and ecstatic mystics. Although it’s common in some contemporary Western intellectual circles to ridicule gurus and spiritual teachers and to view those who associate with them as naive or immature, many people continue to pursue the age-old tradition of spiritual apprenticeship. A perennial rite of passage, training under the guidance of a spiritual teacher can be a powerful initiatory experience.

      The major religious texts of humanity are based on the teachings of illumined men and women of the Spirit, many of whom instructed students. Indeed, the student-teacher relationship goes to the heart of religious and spiritual life. Humanity has always acknowledged the influence of great spiritual teachers and religious leaders, from Zoroaster, Patanjali, Buddha, Moses, Jesus, and Mohammed, to Martin Luther, Meister Eckhart, Rinzai, St. Theresa of Avila, Ibn ’Arabi, Chaitanya, and the Baal Shem Tov; from Ramakrishna, Yogananda, Joseph Smith, and Crazy Horse, to Martin Luther King, Satya Sai Baba, and the fourteenth and current Dalai Lama.

      Spiritual apprenticeship is the path of training under the guidance of spiritual teachers to achieve inner awakening, enlightenment, or realization of the Self, a state of pure consciousness or spacious awareness that is transpersonal, nonegoic, and beyond the boundaries of the individual self.

      I use the term spiritual apprenticeship to denote the relationship we have to those who guide us on the path of sacred knowledge and inner wisdom, as opposed to teachers of secular subjects. In this book I explore how associating with a spiritual guide can aid a seeker on the path, as well as detail the challenges and difficulties that can arise.

      In this book I examine nine stages of the student-teacher relationship:

      
        	
          Stage one, choosing a teacher: a look at what impels us to search for a genuine teacher, and how we know when we’ve found one
        

        	
          Stage two, initiation: the prerequisites and transformative power of initiation; the link to a lineage of awakened beings
        

        	
          Stage three, discipleship: developing a person-to-person relationship with a teacher, receiving skillful instruction, and finding a spiritual practice that leads to inner freedom
        

        	
          Stage four, testing: examination of the student’s character, motives, and purity of thought and action; the exposure of one’s imperfections
        

        	
          Stage five, grace and guru yoga: the mysterious infusion of blessings experienced in the company of some teachers; balancing grace with self-effort; contemplation of the teacher’s qualities and state of consciousness
        

        	
          Stage six, at the threshold of awakening: achieving the goal of spiritual apprenticeship, the experiential knowledge of the real, Self-realization in moments of illumination
        

        	
          Stage seven, separating from a spiritual teacher: reestablishing an independent life; resolving emotional conflicts of discipleship; unhealthy merging; facing a teacher’s shadow side; individuation from the teacher
        

        	
          Stage eight, finding the teacher within: accessing inner sources of guidance, such as dreams, symbols, and disembodied teachers
        

        	
          Stage nine, teaching others: with appropriate intention and ethics, sharing what we know; tests of character for teachers; guidelines for spiritual teachers
        

      

      Stages one, two, and three describe the process of entering into a relationship with a teacher. Stages four, five, and six describe the ways we begin to be transformed within the relationship. And stages seven, eight, and nine describe the process of integrating the relationship and internalizing the teacher. It’s important to note that these aren’t linear stages. Some people might not pass through all nine stages or experience them in the order discussed here. These stages often intersect, blend together, and unfold concurrently. Nevertheless, I believe that taken as a whole, they describe the full cycle of the student-teacher relationship in all of its complexity.

      
        SPIRITUAL APPRENTICESHIP IN ADULT DEVELOPMENT

        The student-teacher relationship in spiritual apprenticeship has much in common with the apprentice-mentor relationship more generally, while also being different in some important respects. Mentoring relationships focus on acquiring particular kinds of skills and expertise, especially those required to learn a trade such as plumbing, carpentry, nursing, Tibetan thangka painting, or the practice of homeopathic medicine. In mentoring relationships the student sets out to master a certain skill or body of knowledge with the understanding that eventually he or she will leave the teacher to practice this skill, art, or discipline independently.

        However, in spiritual apprenticeship, matters can become somewhat more complex. Here the goal is for the student to undergo a profound change of consciousness and character. This may require challenging the student to overcome fears, attachments, and limiting personal beliefs. The methods may be unorthodox or shocking, such as those used by the Buddhist crazy-wisdom teachers, whose sometimes unconventional or outrageous conduct cuts through fear and ignorance to help others reach liberation.1 The relationship challenges the student on the deepest levels and can activate intense conflicts. Further complicating matters, discipleship often involves a certain degree of deliberate psychic merger or union with the teacher, especially in the practices of guru yoga. One may be encouraged to surrender, to offer oneself to the teacher in body and mind, to meditate on the teacher, and, in this way, to become one with the guru. Such a practice may enable the student to more swiftly achieve spiritual elevation, but may also make the student’s eventual separation from the teacher more complex to navigate than in secular forms of apprenticeship, where the boundaries between student and teacher are drawn more clearly.

        Despite these differences, mentor-apprentice and spiritual teacher– disciple relationships have much in common. Both types of relationships involve a collaboration that fosters the student’s learning and growth. Both involve instruction given by a teacher and some form of service offered by the student, as well as effort toward task mastery on the student’s part, whether this means learning to hit a target with an arrow or to focus the mind in meditation. Most relationships of both types involve some degree of commitment between the student and the teacher. Finally, all types of guru-disciple, teacher-apprentice, or mentor-student relationships seem to carry certain inherent tensions and difficulties, which we’ll examine in this book.

        Psychologist Daniel Levinson views a period of apprenticeship as an important stage in the personal and career development of many adults.2 Levinson believes that mentors serve many functions: they act as teachers, to enhance the novice’s skills and intellectual development; as sponsors, who use their influence to facilitate the apprentice’s social or professional advancement; as counselors; and as exemplars whom the apprentice can admire and emulate. Most importantly, mentors foster the development of their students by believing in them and supporting the realization of their own dreams and aspirations. These characteristics of mentoring relationships also apply to relationships between spiritual teachers and their students. The spiritual guide provides personal guidance, instructs the student in techniques of self-transformation, and is an exemplar of an expanded, enlightened state that the seeker can emulate and aspire to. The guide recognizes the student’s innermost potential and aids the student in achieving the goal of enlightenment, or Self-realization. Thus the spiritual guide is a mentor who guides the seeker toward awakening, holding the vision of the student as a luminous, enlightened being, and transforming the student through mysterious vibrational influence.

      

      
        DISCIPLESHIP AND SPIRITUAL APPRENTICESHIP

        I use the term spiritual apprenticeship deliberately to counterbalance what I perceive as the heaviness implicit in the word discipleship. Disciple implies a master, a concept that often creates mistrust in Americans, who have been bred on a tradition of autonomy and freedom from bondage to masters of any kind. I don’t believe the notion of masters and servants is intrinsic to the process of spiritual training; this is only one way of framing the power relations that emerge on this path. Yet it’s a conception that leads to two related problems: exaggerated attempts at surrender, sometimes leading to loss of will and autonomy; and the need to angrily repudiate a figure to whom one may have given too much power in the first place.

        I believe we’re better served by viewing spiritual tutelage as a process of apprenticeship wherein we undergo deep transformation, as well as acquire knowledge of spiritual doctrines or disciplines, master this knowledge, and then practice what we’ve been taught independently. The term spiritual apprenticeship also more accurately reflects the varied levels of commitment that are called forth in seekers by teachers of varying levels of wisdom and realization. Some teachers who have reached the highest levels of attainment deserve our deepest reverence, one-pointed attention, and devotion. In such cases the term discipleship may be properly applied. In discipleship there’s an enduring commitment between student and teacher and conscious acceptance of the teacher’s guidance and authority in one’s life.

        However, discipleship doesn’t accurately describe the relationship we have with other teachers who aren’t fully enlightened but who nevertheless can serve as important guides for us on the path, even though they may only be a few steps ahead of us. We may respect such teachers and honor what they teach us, but we wouldn’t say we’re their disciples. We choose to study with them to acquire specific knowledge. In such cases it’s not appropriate to speak of discipleship, which implies a much more solemn commitment to a teacher. The idea of spiritual apprenticeship suggests that our involvement with a teacher may include stages of committed discipleship as well as phases of growth beyond the student-disciple role and a teacher’s direct influence. This term leaves greater room for our instincts toward individuation and normalizes the process of approaching a teacher to learn for a period of time and then becoming independent.

        To illustrate why I’ve coined this term for the student-teacher relationship, consider the example of David, a man of fifty-five who spent a decade as a committed student of a spiritual teacher until he began to feel uncomfortable with trends within his teacher’s community. He was grate-ful for the teachings he’d received, but David eventually left the group, realizing that the teacher was fallible and made mistakes; he wasn’t perfect. David then experienced a period of confusion because as he put it:

        I’ve been a devoted disciple for years and now I’m on my own and I’m not living as his disciple anymore. But I also don’t view myself as a “former disciple.” So what am I? I’m still engaged in the process of training and spiritual practice, but I’m doing it on my own now. It’s different. It feels like a natural maturation to me, more than the loss of what I once had.

        Reimagining himself as a spiritual apprentice helped David understand that he’d evolved through his period of discipleship and had now reached a stage where he was learning to rely on his inner teacher. Otherwise, he was left with the belief that his discipleship had failed to achieve its intended purpose. It was reassuring for David to understand that spiritual training may naturally include a stage of liberation from the teacher following the earlier, nurturing stages of devotion and surrender.

        Spiritual apprenticeship is a term encompassing many types of relationships with spiritual teachers and their students, involving varied levels of commitment. At times I’ll also use the term discipleship. Yet spiritual apprenticeship implies a greater independence of spirit. We seek out teachers to learn something that we can apply in our own lives, not to sit at their feet forever.

      

      
        A PATH WITH MANY LINEAGES

        As I describe the stages of the student-teacher relationship, I’ll introduce some ideas from various religions and lineages. While not an exhaustive historical survey, this material will highlight the unique vocabulary each tradition has used to describe the student-teacher relationship. I hope to convey respect for every tradition. We’ll see that the student-teacher relationship has been a central concern of most spiritual paths, and that guru yoga—focusing one’s attention on an enlightened teacher’s consciousness and presence—is a practice found in many traditions. In Judaism widely revered wise rebbes, tzaddiks, and ecstatic mystics are legendary. Christianity is centered around the faith of disciples whose attunement to the presence and teachings of Jesus draws them toward salvation. Those who follow the way of Islam are directed to find a mullah, sheikh, or dervish to guide them on the path.

        The student-teacher relationship, and specifically the practice of guru yoga, has been described in particular depth in the Hindu, Buddhist, and Islamic traditions. The teachings of Zen Buddhism and Hindu yoga emphasize the student-teacher relationship and recount many stories of encounters between teachers and their students. Kashmir Shaivism, Sufism, and Tibetan Buddhism are other traditions whose teachings on this topic we’ll discuss.

        As I was working on this book, I came across a large number of prior writings on this subject, including accounts by authors who have experienced either profound transformation or deep emotional trauma as a result of contact with a spiritual teacher. Rather than trying to review at length the vast literature on the student-teacher relationship, I focus here on the stories of people I’ve interviewed who have followed the path of spiritual apprenticeship. Their stories vividly portray the nine stages, including some of the peaks and valleys through which one travels on this path. I also describe my own experiences with several teachers, especially Swami Muktananda, who profoundly influenced my life. I’ll recount my memories of Muktananda, as well as discuss some of the controversy that has surrounded him since his death.

      

      
        PROBLEMS OF DISCIPLESHIP AND SEPARATION

        This book explores a variety of emotional and interpersonal issues that often arise for contemporary Western students of spiritual teachers. This discussion isn’t intended to cast doubt on the validity, value, or importance of the teacher-student or guru-disciple relationship, nor do I disparage those who enter into devotional relationships with spiritual teachers. I’m interested in the factors conducive to successful transmission of the awakened state of consciousness from teacher to student. I also explore the question of why, for many people today, a relationship with a spiritual teacher frequently proves to be problematic and why the process of separation from such a relationship can be treacherous.

        I examine general features of spiritual apprenticeship as well as some of its inherent tensions and paradoxes. I’m particularly interested not only in those instances where a teacher’s gross misconduct precipitates a student’s departure, but also in cases where the student, in a healthy and almost inevitable process, needs to separate from the teacher—whether this means severing the relationship altogether or simply leaving the teacher’s immediate physical presence. My purpose is to deepen our understanding of the disturbances and difficulties that often arise.

        I celebrate the student-teacher relationship and discuss its many facets so that those who travel this road will understand both its possibilities and its challenges. I refer to pertinent historical examples and stories describing my therapeutic work with people striving to clarify their relationships with spiritual teachers. I also refer to ideas drawn from psychoanalytic and Jungian thought.

        In recent decades countless thousands of Westerners have flocked to spiritual teachers, particularly those from Asia. Some have gone to Asia: to India, Burma, Nepal, or Japan. Others attend weekend courses or meditation retreats held in the West. With this widespread public interest in spirituality and enlightenment, there have also been casualties and instances where students have split from their teachers, feeling bitter and disappointed. While my own contacts with spiritual teachers have been exceedingly positive, I’m aware that many other people have been bruised by their experiences, and some of them carry lasting feelings of disillusionment and cynicism about teachers and the spiritual path in general. While it can be a great blessing to study with a spiritual guide, the process can sometimes go astray and result in confusion and desolation instead of clarity and enlightenment. I think it can be immensely healing to understand the cycle of spiritual apprenticeship, including the stages of separation from a teacher and finding the teacher within.

      

      
        IMAGES OF SPIRITUAL TEACHERS IN WORLD RELIGIONS

        Many of our conceptions of spiritual teachers derive from the cultural traditions of the East. Western fascination with Eastern gurus goes back to the late nineteenth century, when scholars such as Max Muller and Paul Deussen began translating into German and English the classics of Eastern spirituality such as the Vedas, the Upanishads, and the Dhammapada. The Theosophical writings of Helena Blavatsky and Alice Bailey and works by authors such as Alexandra David-Neel, Walter Evans-Wentz, Sir John Woodroffe, Paul Brunton, and Lama Govinda stirred westerners’ interest in the wisdom of Eastern sages and masters. In the early twentieth century, Asian teachers such as Swami Vivekananda, Paramahansa Yogananda, and the Zen master Nyogen Sensaki began arriving in the West. By the 1950s the doctrines of Hinduism, yoga, Taoism, and Zen and Tibetan Buddhism were drawing widespread attention through the influence of such writers as Aldous Huxley, D. T. Suzuki, Alan Watts, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and Gary Snyder. In the 1960s Eastern spiritual teachers influenced the humanistic psychology movement and captured the interest of the youth subculture and then American and European society at large. In subsequent decades large numbers of westerners embraced the teachings of Eastern spiritual leaders, and many became serious and dedicated practitioners of yogic and meditative disciplines.

        Some commentators consider devotion to gurus alien to western religious traditions. Yet our own western cultures and religions deeply respect the guidance of spiritual teachers. For example, there’s a long tradition of spiritual direction and mentorship in Christianity. Two of the great Christian mystics, St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Ávila, had a transformative teacher-student relationship. John was Teresa’s confessor (even though she was his elder), and they profoundly impacted each other; they would both go into an ecstatic state while discussing spiritual matters.

        Thus, it’s not only people in the East who revere and follow spiritual teachers, nor do the problems in such associations only arise in the case of Asian teachers and their western students. No matter what religious tradition we follow, we recognize that there are both true and false teachers, those who are venerable and wise, and those who are untrustworthy. But the basic human need to seek guidance from those who know the mysteries of Spirit is universal.

      

      
        CULTS, CHARLATANS, AND SPIRITUAL TEACHERS

        It’s common for discussions about spiritual teachers to turn into talk about dangerous, fanatical groups and the coercive activity of cults. Indeed, some spiritual teachers do practice techniques of mind control and manipulate the lives of their students. The world has seen people such as Jim Jones, Marshall Applewhite, and David Koresh lead their followers into disaster. But while there are undoubtedly corrupt spiritual leaders, many authentic teachers engage in transformative and positive relationships with their students. Some people adopt a skeptical and cynical attitude toward all spiritual teachers by virtue of the fact that some of them have had a destructive influence on people’s lives. As a result some observers view all spiritual teachers and their communities with suspicion. In noting this I don’t mean to denigrate the important work that cult critics and exit counselors are doing. I simply want the reader to know from the outset that this book is written from a different perspective, one quite comfortable with the idea of the student-teacher relationship.

        Of course, some charlatans do use their power and influence over others to gain access to sex, power, and money. One such notorious teacher, Rama, aka Frederick Lenz III, was accused by a number of female ex-followers of forcing them to have sexual relations at gunpoint, in some cases after being coerced to ingest LSD. The women were told that they’d be possessed by the devil if they didn’t submit and that this was the only way they could be protected from the forces of evil. This deluded person Rama later committed suicide. Another notorious female self-proclaimed guru hired several Tibetans to dress up in monk’s robes and proclaim that they had discovered through divination that she was the incarnation of Tara, one of the most powerful and beloved deities of the Tibetans. The Tibetans had the last laugh, however: they demanded a large fee for perpetrating this fraud, and when the teacher borrowed the money and presented it to the Tibetans, they tore the money into pieces and flushed it down the toilet, telling her, “Sometimes even Tara has to learn a lesson.”

        Many exposés have been written, complete with juicy gossip, salacious allegations, and, in some cases, well-documented evidence of financial or sexual improprieties. The tacit discourse of many such exposés is to show that most spiritual teachers are frauds and aren’t to be trusted. Cynicism and suspicion of the student-teacher relationship often inform such reports. Instead, I believe it better serves us to examine realistically some of the complexities implicit in spiritual apprenticeship, so that those who choose this path can be uplifted, not hurt, by their experience. With this in mind, I offer this book to anyone considering studying with a spiritual teacher; anyone currently connected to a teacher and hoping to mature in this relationship; those who wish to discontinue their involvement with a spiritual teacher; and those who’ve already left a teacher and are striving to forge their own path.

        I hope to show that the process of separation from a teacher can be worked out in such a way that it results in a higher level of integration and realization of our potentials. I’m especially interested in inner sources of guidance and intuition, such as dreams, which at certain stages can begin to supplant the role of an external teacher, as we learn to rely increasingly on the teacher within. At some point we may even find ourselves teaching and guiding others in some capacity on their path of sacred knowledge or in meditation practices. Thus, the final chapter addresses some challenges encountered by those who are openly sharing their knowledge and realizations. As a renewed spiritual culture emerges in the West, there’s a growing need for dedicated, emotionally balanced people to assume the role of spiritual guides, instructing and initiating others.

        This book develops the idea that learning spiritual doctrines or techniques from a teacher gives us tools and experiences we can utilize to mature in our lives and refine our awareness. As we absorb these teachings and allow their message to transform us, we must eventually depart from the messengers who guided us and learn from life in some different way or from some other person. We’ll see that this path reaches its fruition when we unfold our own destinies as spiritually awakened individuals. At culminating stages we focus all our efforts on fulfilling what C. G. Jung calls the individuation urge, the drive to actualize the totality of who I am, to realize the complete potentials of the Self in a uniquely faceted personality. All of this was foreshadowed in the final instructions of the Buddha, who told his students right before he died, “Be a light unto yourself.”

      

      
        CRITICS OF AUTHORITARIAN POWER DYNAMICS

        Several commentators have criticized the nondemocratic, authoritarian power structure they believe is inherent in the traditional teacher-disciple relationship and the whole concept or institution of spiritual teachers. For example, social activist Michael Rossman, commenting on the growth of large spiritual movements in the 1970s, observes that the “pedagogy of the guru” is often bestowed in an authoritarian learning environment that contradicts, or negates altogether, the message of empowerment, enlightenment, or liberation that a teacher may espouse:

        What the student learns about learning, through engagement with the Guru and his Organization, is no new lesson at all, but a reinforcement of the metalessons taught by the usual workings of the society. . . . The student learns that to learn involves being treated as an object. . . . The student learns that to learn he or she must sacrifice autonomy—not simply by joining in something collective, but by letting another define what is of value and how to learn it. . . . The student learns not to question or to interfere with the Guru’s purposes and judgments, but instead to accept the centralization of power. . . . The student learns not to question the social structure and processes of the Organization, substantively and spiritually, by reinforcing their terms by recreating them within himself or herself, . . . identifying himself or herself with the [the Organization’s interests]. In all of this, the student learns . . . to accept the operation of authoritarian social forms and to integrate himself or herself in their operation. . . . This schooling is disastrous for citizens of an age of social and personal chaos and crisis; for in the absence of reliable, authoritative answers, we must depend increasingly on self-directed and genuinely cooperative skills of learning to determine our futures, or even to survive.3

        In a similar vein, Joel Kramer and Diana Alstad’s book The Guru Papers argues that the student-teacher relationship involves implicit dynamics of control and obedience. Gurus attempt to keep control over students and devotees by manipulating fear and desire and by getting them to surrender control. The authors call the guru-disciple relationship, “the most extreme, clear-cut, and sophisticated example of a bond of dominance and submission not based on physical coercion.”4 They question “the great myth that external authority can be the source of inner freedom,” and they contend that gurus use “the absolute power of active mind control . . . to make people who are being callously manipulated believe they are freer than everyone else.”5

        Expressing similar views the mystical scholar and poet Andrew Harvey has written that we no longer need spiritual teachers because “most of the masters and gurus are actually the patriarchy’s most brilliant way of keeping [the] always-revolutionary truths of divine identity and equality under wraps. . . . [T]he guru systems have nearly always been indirect servants of power. . . . [Gurus] have conspired with that infantilism and that incessant desire for authority that has kept the human race trapped and unempowered.”6

        While I think these commentators make important points, the direction I pursue here is different. I believe that we very much need the wisdom of spiritual teachers. Spiritual apprenticeship is the setting in which gnosis—enlightened knowing, knowledge of the sacred—is passed from one person and one generation to the next. The illumined being of today inspires and guides the illumined person of tomorrow. We have a natural need to apprentice and to be mentored, and so, too, we have an intrinsic urge to learn from evolved men and women, to receive their blessings, and to be transformed in their company.

        According to transpersonal psychologist and author John Welwood, there’s nothing intrinsically wrong about the exercise of authority by spiritual teachers. What we must examine in each specific case is how authority is defined and exercised in the student-teacher relationship, and the source from which a teacher derives that authority.

        A given teacher has [spiritual] authority only for those who respond to his or her presence and teachings. A disciple (Latin for “learner”) is one who recognizes that he or she has something essential to learn from a given teacher. . . . Just as one would turn to an acknowledged master in any field one wants to pursue in depth, so a person who longs to overcome the limitations of egocentricity would feel drawn to someone who has mastered how to do that. The role of an effective teacher is to instruct, encourage, provide feedback, and inspire through personal example. Moreover, the more effective teachers tap and nurture the inherent potential of students, rather than imposing their own style and agenda.7

        The student-teacher relationship can indeed be complicated by issues of domination, hierarchy, and authoritarianism. At the same time, contending with power, hierarchy, obedience, and the maturation and expression of one’s own inner authority are essential concerns for any person in our era. We face these same issues in our jobs and careers and in our marriages and family relationships. We don’t shy away from these relationships just because they involve complex power dynamics or imply hierarchical relations. Inevitably, these same issues are also faced in the student-teacher relationship. While it’s always possible that we’ll fall prey to authoritarian power and exploitation, associating with a spiritual guide can be transformative if we’re informed about the challenges implicit in the relationship. We need to develop a clear understanding of the stages of spiritual apprenticeship so we can navigate this path wisely. That’s the purpose of this book.

        
[image: image]

        May all who take refuge in a spiritual guide find strength and serenityas they approach the temple of the Spirit through meditation. On the banks of the river Tunga, in Karnataka, the sacred temple at Srinageri houses the first monastery established by Adi Shankaracharya, the great Advaita Vedanta yogi and philosopher.

      

    

  
    
      STAGE ONE
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      Choosing a Teacher

      
        In Search of a Trustworthy Guide
      

       

      
        I know all the scriptures which are like the sea

All five branches of learning I have mastered

With grammar and epistemology

Yet without a competent Guru

The fire of my craving will not die.

If my yearning not be stilled

By the Guru’s grace which is like

The nectar stream of Tantra essence

Wide as the ocean, despite my attainments

Virtues and supersensible cognitions

I have not seen Reality.

Therefore I shall rely on Hevajra

And seek firmly for the true Guru.
      

      
        THE LIFE AND TEACHING OF NĀROPA
      

      At certain stages on the spiritual quest, we need a teacher to guide us on the path. Just as we seek a teacher to learn a foreign language or a musical instrument, if we wish to be enlightened, then we need to find a guide to instruct and inspire us. As Milarepa, Tibet’s most accomplished and celebrated yogi, stated, “You need a qualified and dependable Guru.”1

      Throughout human history, there have been people who have demonstrated signs of spiritual realization, mystical illumination, or intimacy with God. The idea spans nearly every culture and era, that certain people are able to awaken higher consciousness and become conduits for healing and spiritual truths: yogis, shamans, prophets, illuminated saints, ecstatic mystics. These are individuals who have been entrusted by others with the mantle of spiritual leadership. Many cultures revere the figure of the shaman, who enters trance states, returns with insights from the spirit world, and initiates apprentices.2 In ancient China people sought out the Taoist sages Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu to question them about the meaning of life. In ancient Greece philosophers such as Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, and Plotinus taught doctrines and techniques to lift students beyond ordinary consciousness into mystical experience and contemplation of higher realms of existence.

      All spiritual traditions acknowledge the aspirant’s need for a teacher. The teacher holds the highest place of respect in Sufism, the mystical branch of Islam, which has many orders of practitioners that gather for spiritual instruction by sheikhs, pirs, and murshids.

      The Sheikh is the master of spiritual alchemy. . . ; thus he can transform the base material of the novice’s soul into pure gold. He is the sea of wisdom. The dust of his feet gives the blind eye of the beginner sight. . . . He is the ladder toward heaven, so completely purified that all the virtues of the Prophet are visible in him as in a mirror.3

      Describing contemplative training among the Sufis, orientalist Annemarie Schimmel writes:

      In order to enter the spiritual path, the . . . murīd, “he who has madeup his will” (to enter the Path) is in need of a guide to lead through the different stations and to point the way toward the goal. . . . The mystics . . . saw in the constant supervision of the disciple’s way by the mystical guide a conditio sine qua non for true progress.4

      In a similar vein, Gershom Scholem, the renowned scholar of Jewish mysticism, notes:

      A mystic requires a spiritual guide, or guru, as he is called in India. On the face of it the function of the guru is primarily psychological. He prevents the student who sets out to explore the world of mysticism from straying off into dangerous situations. For confusion or even madness lurk in wait; the path of the mystic is beset by perils. It borders on abysses of consciousness and demands a sure and measured step. The yogis, the Sufis, and the Kabbalists, no less than the manuals of Catholic mysticism, stress the need for such a spiritual guide, without whom the mystic runs the risk of losing himself in the wilderness of spiritual adventure.5

      The spiritual teacher instructs the student in powerful methods of self-transformation, such as meditation, mantra, yogic breathing, and visualization, and teaches the student how to use these methods safely. The teacher helps the student find the most beneficial practices, prescribing techniques that are best suited to that aspirant’s personality and level of maturity. And the teacher observes and supervises the student’s progress in practicing these techniques, offering encouragement, advice, or actively intervening at certain stages, particularly when someone is beset by doubts or frightening experiences. The teacher also protects the student from dangers and pathologies of the spiritual path such as ego inflation or preoccupation with visions and psychic phenomena.6

      
        SPIRITUAL TEACHERS IN HINDUISM

        In the Hindu tradition, a guru is considered essential, for only one established in knowledge of the Self, the changeless reality, can transform our perceptions and remove the darkness of ignorance from our eyes. Innumerable realized saints in India have sung the praises of their gurus. The sage Narada said, “The association of the great souls is hard to acquire, hard to be had completely, but is always fruitful. For gaining even that association one requires God’s blessing; for between God and His men there is no difference. So try to acquire the company of the holy soul.”7

        The Bhagavad Gita (IV. 34) states, “Those who themselves have seen the truth can be thy teachers of wisdom. Ask from them, bow unto them, be thou unto them a servant.”8 Commenting on this verse, Krishna Prem, a British-born mystic who lived in India for many years, writes:

        The disciple must resort to the feet of a wise teacher, one who is an embodiment of that Teacher Who is already in his heart, the Eternal Wisdom. . . . [H]e needs the guidance of one who, because his whole being has become one with the Wisdom, can speak with the same voice as that Teacher in the heart and yet can do so in tones which can be heard with the outer ear. . . . But it is not by wandering . . ., by searching out the remoter corners of the earth, that the Guru can be found. The Path which leads to the feet of the Guru . . . is an interior path, and only by treading the preliminary steps by oneself can one reach the outer guide. It is only when this stage has been reached, the stage in which the disciple is ready to offer up his self in sacrifice to the Self in all, that the Guru can and does manifest himself. . . . When . . . the disciple has found his Guru, he must, by the obedience of self-effacement, and the service which consists of putting the will at the disposal of the Teacher, so unite his being with that of the latter that the Wisdom which shines in him may light up in the disciple too.9

        The student-teacher relationship is an integral part of the traditional culture of India, where the first of four stages of the life cycle is that of the brahmacharin, the pure and disciplined student. In this stage a youth studies Vedic hymns and the branches of yoga under a teacher’s tutelage.10 The guru gives the student initiation in mantra, sacred sounds and chants; instruction in shastra, sacred scriptures and teachings; and may also teach meditation. In some cases the teacher bestows shaktipat, a transmission of spiritual power that awakens the student’s dormant kundalini energy.11

        The Hindu tradition contains a wealth of stories about the guru-disciple relationship. In The Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramahansa Yogananda describes how his parents and entire family were devoted to a saintly guru named Lahiri Mahasaya, and how during his childhood a photo of this teacher healed him from a life-threatening bout of cholera. He met many yogis, including one reputed to be over a thousand years old, one known as the “Levitating Saint,” and the muscle-bound “Tiger Swami,” who subdued tigers with his bare hands, reducing them to pussycats. Finally, he was psychically drawn to his guru, Sri Yukteswar, when the two instantly recognized each other. Yogananda’s timeless book details how Yukteswar initiated him and carefully guided him, revealing everything to his worthy disciple.

        Thousands of years of Hindu meditation on the significance of the guru are summed up in the Sanskrit verse “Om namah shivaya gurave, satchidananda murtaye”—“I bow to Lord Shiva, the Guru, Being-Consciousness-Bliss in the form of a human being” (or “the embodied form of Being-Consciousness-Bliss”). The guru is the murti, the sacred form of perfect being, consciousness, and bliss. The teacher rests in a state beyond the flux of changing forms, abiding in the changeless reality, the Atman, the Self, merged with all-pervasive consciousness. And the teacher is blissful, no longer bound by the ignorance, suffering, and limitation of ordinary human life. Such an illumined being emanates the power of love and the light of consciousness. In the company of such a sage, we experience ourselves as limitless being, consciousness, and joy.

        It’s the presence of the teacher that communicates to us most deeply, more than the words the teacher speaks. The teacher’s gaze, demeanor, wisdom, and loving emanation affects us emotionally and energetically. We may feel an inner awakening of dormant forces and enter a different state of consciousness as a result of encountering the teacher’s clear mind.

      

      
        ILLUMINATION AND SKILLFUL INSTRUCTION

        A spiritual teacher exhibits illumination and enlightenment, as well as skill in transmitting consciousness to others. Such a person is a buddha, one who is awake, who can also awaken others from their sleep of ignorance. A guide who perceives the Self, the inner light or omnipresent Spirit, and uses skillful means to communicate the taste of this experience to others: that is a captivating teacher. One teacher might be quite illumined but an inept guide—irresponsible, surly, exploitative, indifferent. Another teacher might not be a fully realized or fully seasoned practitioner but might be quite gifted in sharing knowledge with others and leading them with positive impetus. An effective teacher combines prajna (wisdom and realization) with skill in the art of spiritual direction, leading to the awakening of the student. In identifying skill in awakening others as one mark of an effective teacher, I leave open the question of what tools are appropriate for teachers to use, allowing room for the use of unorthodox, crazy-wisdom methods.

      

      
        TYPES OF TEACHERS

        There are different kinds of spiritual teachers and teachers of different stature. One may be a teacher of physical yoga postures, another may teach us how to train our minds through meditation, while another may be a great pundit, able to give profound intellectual discourses. But there are some rare teachers who can awaken us and lead us into expanded consciousness by their mere presence. In the words of David Frawley:

        Gurus are not all of one type. There are great gurus, ordinary gurus, and false gurus. . . . Great gurus may be sages of superhuman capacity. Ordinary gurus may be able to teach us something even though they have many ordinary human limitations. False gurus may exploit and deceive people. Some false gurus have great powers but use them wrongly. They can do great damage to their followers’ minds and hearts.12

        A fully enlightened spiritual teacher is more than just a teacher of meditation or yoga techniques; he or she embodies expanded human potentials and exudes a palpable love, compassion, or power. The clearest sign that we’re in the company of a great teacher is the way we’re deeply, often inexplicably moved by this person’s presence. Sometimes a teacher demonstrates extraordinary abilities, such as healing, materializing objects, or clairvoyant knowledge of details about the past, present, and future lives of devotees. Some rare beings such as Ram Dass’s guru Neem Karoli Baba exhibit perplexing and unfathomable powers such as being reported (on several occasions) to be in two different and geographically distant locations at the same time. Or there are stories about the blissful yogi Nityananda and his reputation for miracles and cures. Once when he started building an ashram near Kanhangad (in Kerala), the local police thought he must be producing counterfeit money to pay for the construction, so Nityananda took them to a crocodile-infested pool in the jungle, where he dove into the water and produced stacks of money, which apparently satisfied the police. These kinds of exploits and capacities captivate the public’s attention and evoke feelings of awe and devotion. Indian and Tibetan cultures acknowledge the existence of rare beings known as siddhas, “perfected ones.” Siddhas are beings who possess siddhis, powers transcending conventional human faculties. Siddhas have been transformed through spiritual practice and realization to such an extent that extraordinary powers manifest through them. They exhibit visible signs of having achieved advanced, metanormal stages of human development.13

        According to Esalen co-founder Michael Murphy, some extraordinary capacities associated with metanormal functioning include enhanced sensory perception of external events such as extraordinary powers of seeing or hearing; self-mastery and control over autonomic bodily processes; ability to perceive internal somatic events such as awareness of cells and molecules within the body; perception of the numinous in the physical world; perception of auras or scintillae, or sparks of light, around people or objects; clairvoyant perception of distant events, precognitive perceptions, and telepathic communication with others; self-existent delight; ability to directly transmit states of illumination to others; ability to awaken the kundalini shakti, the “serpent power,” in others; and “modification of some portion of space by mental influence, as in the apparent creation by mystics and saints of a special joy or presence in their place of contemplation.”14 In short these are the amazing psychic powers and miraculous actions attributed to great saints. Although these capacities are no guarantee of complete enlightenment, they’re visible evidence of spiritual attainment, and they may elicit the faith and devotion of others.

        Those who spend time in the company of enlightened beings often experience spontaneous deep meditation, awakening of an irridescent joy, or a rousing of the kundalini energy. Their presence tangibly affects other people’s inner states, stirring emotional catharsis, feelings of profound serenity, visions, and sometimes waves of tears. Such teachers exhibit an elevated love, wisdom, power, or radiant emanation that generates in others a strong desire to be in their presence as much as possible.

        Ideally, a spiritual teacher is someone quite advanced on the path, one who has achieved a state of enlightenment, or Self-realization. But teachers of lesser attainment can also guide us. These are what Frawley calls “ordinary teachers.” I call them “helpful guides,” emphasizing their positive contributions as well as recognizing their limitations. Those with a commitment to spiritual practice and with sufficient experience may teach others, even if they aren’t completely enlightened. Fully illumined teachers and siddha gurus are rare, and seekers are often led forward by someone just a few steps ahead of themselves on the path. Thus teachers of various levels of accomplishment play a role at different stages of the journey. Along the way our main concern should be to avoid becoming entangled with a false teacher, who is generally much more of a conceited and manipulative rogue than the ordinary teacher, who acknowledges limitations.

        I believe that the psychological and interpersonal issues involved in forming, sustaining, and dissolving relationships with spiritual teachers of varying levels of attainment are basically the same. Teachers of all levels are susceptible to certain predictable pitfalls of the student-teacher relationship. Regardless of the teacher’s stature, the process of training and guiding others is always complex. Even highly realized mystics still have lessons to learn about human relationships and how to be of service to others.

        The teacher is never perfect, because the teacher is human. The teacher is a stand-in for the eternal archetype of the Teacher, the Guide, the Initiator. All teachers and gurus are challenged in their own development to embody this archetype as fully as possible. Some do so more adequately than others. In this book we’re going to look at both sides of this relationship—how students learn to be receptive and disciplined students, and how teachers evolve as teachers, hopefully with sufficient humility and openness to learn from their students. It’s a coevolving path.

      

      
        ATTRIBUTES OF THE SPIRITUAL GUIDE AND THE QUALIFIED STUDENT

        In many traditions the character traits of the spiritual guide and the qualified student are explicitly described. For example, Islamic texts say the authentic guide is supposed to possess the following attributes:

        [S]ervitude to God alone, reception of truth directly from God, privileged access to God’s mercy, a heart purified of all non-divine forms of knowledge, rebirth into knowledge of the essence of God’s presence, . . . correct belief, intelligence, liberality, courage, chastity, lofty aspiration, compassion, forbearance, forgiveness, sweet temper, selflessness, contentment with one’s lot, dignity, tranquility, steadfastness, and a presence worthy of reverence.15

        In short the teacher is expected to be a person of extraordinary power, purity, clarity, and personal integrity. The student is also expected to possess certain characteristics:

        [R]epentance, renunciation, abandonment of family ties, proper belief, fear of God, patience, struggle against the lower self (the “greater struggle” [ jihad] as compared to struggle against external foes), courage, readiness to sacrifice, chivalrousness, sincerity, knowledge, active searching, willingness to suffer reproach without giving occasion for it, intelligence, even disposition, submission to the shaykh “as a corpse in the hands of the corpse washer,” and utter abandonment to God. . . . The seeker must strive to counteract the tendency to egocentricity through the attitudes of “servanthood” or “worshipfulness,” and gratitude.16

        Furthermore, qualified students dedicate themselves to the quest for realization or enlightenment and make this a priority in life, even when it means deemphasizing other desires and ambitions.

        In the classical yoga traditions of India, a student’s readiness for initiation is carefully assessed. One is expected to meet some high standards of personal competency and must be prepared for the rigors and challenges of training. While there are practices for less prepared students, the Shiva Samhita (a Sanskrit treatise on yoga) states that the fully qualified practitioner possesses these attributes:

        [G]reat energy, enthusiasm, charm, heroism, scriptural knowledge, the inclination to practice, freedom from delusion, orderliness, youthfulness, moderate eating habits, control over the senses, fearlessness, purity, skillfulness, liberality, the ability to be a refuge for all people, capability, stability, thoughtfulness, the willingness to do whatever is desired by the teacher, patience, good manners, observance of the moral and spiritual law (dharma), the ability to keep his struggle to himself, kind speech, faith in the scriptures, the willingness to worship God and the guru (as the embodiment of the Divine), knowledge of the vows pertaining to his level of practice, and, lastly, the practice of all types of knowledge.17

        Most people who meditate on these desired traits realize that they still have a long way to go in character development. Thus, the seeker is presented with a task even before a teacher has appeared—the task of self-examination and striving for self-betterment. Most students don’t possess many of these noble qualities when they first approach teachers. But these can be benchmarks of the kind of mature demeanor and virtues that hopefully will develop over time as the student’s character and motives are examined, tested, and reshaped. It’s important to recognize that teachers also may fall short on many desirable traits, and they too will go through tests of character.

        The main attribute of the student qualified to meet a mystic guide is a longing to attain the state of awakeness and clarity, to know and experience enlightenment, Spirit, or inner awakening. Something seems to guide us on the path before we ever meet our teacher face to face. As Baba Ram Dass explains, “When you reach the stage of asking, ‘God, know me,’ or ‘let me be enlightened,’ or ‘I want Nirvana,’. . . at that moment you call forth your spiritual guide or Guru. . . . That . . . may be any one of a number of beings, and it is not necessarily on the physical plane.”18
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