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Will Johnson with his son Kailas at Dolma La Pass, Mt. Kailas, Tibet, 1994.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father,

David Z. Johnson, a great backgammon player

who taught me about life by teaching me

the rules of the game he so loved to play:

1) First and foremost, perfect your skills.

2) Maximize your gains when the dice are rolling in your favor;

minimize your losses when they begin to roll against you.

In this way you will come out ahead in the long run.

3) Don’t play results. Make the best decision you can with

the full awareness that dice are mysterious and fickle.

If things don’t work out, don’t torment yourself

into thinking that you did the wrong thing.

4) It’s also helpful to know how to count.
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The Sacred Mountain

EVERY MOMENT IN LIFE is a moment of passage. Everything I can perceive to exist is continually shifting its shape and altering its appearance from one moment of perception to the next. The sounds, the sights, the thoughts, the sensations, the tastes, and the smells: all of these change with the most astonishing rapidity through the passage of the most insignificant amount of time. The ringing of a bell hung around the neck of a mountain goat, the last glimpse of the setting sun as it sinks beneath an ocean horizon, an insight that resolves a particularly thorny impasse between friends, the richness of sensation that fills the body after love, the taste of the finest wine or the most bitter medicine, the aroma of a well-cooked meal coming out of a kitchen window: everything arises only to pass away a moment later. Where do these phenomena come from, and where do they go?

Change is the only constant in life, and its effects are irreversible. Once something has passed, it is gone forever. Today’s pleasure, as much as I might like to hold onto it and make it last forever, is destined to take up residence as a shadow of its original self in the storehouse of my memory. Like some once-valued object that has now acquired a permanent layer of dust in the basement of a museum, I may visit it from time to time and even try to restore it to its former splendor, but never again will it possess the vibrancy and thrill that accompanied its spontaneous entrance into my life. If I spend too many long hours in the dark storeroom of my memory attempting to resurrect something that no longer exists, I eventually cut myself off from the possibilities continually being presented to me on the ground floor of my life, and something in me begins to wither. If I come to find the truth of change unbearable, I withdraw and become disconnected, a bystander rather than a full participant in life, and everything appears to pass me by. Of course, everything that has caused me sadness and heartache will eventually fade away as well, although often the effect of these events appears to linger for a longer period of time than does the effect of their more pleasurable counterparts.

Much of the pain we feel in our lives can be directly traced to our unwillingness or inability to honor and acknowledge the inevitability of passage. We cling to the pleasurable moments in the attempt to make them last forever. We try to protect ourselves from the unpleasant events and are at best only partially successful. We try to freeze a moment of our lives or hold something to its current form only to find that, like water, it has already slipped through our fingers. Even though everything we can experience passes away from one moment of awareness to the next, we shore up our sense of self, our “I,” and in the process delude ourselves into thinking that we can somehow remain immune to the inexorable law of passage. In the long run, however, we know that death is destined to get the upper hand, and that we too will pass away. Living our life in fear of this great certainty, however, is not to live our lives at all, and paradoxically something inside begins to die. If we truly want to participate in this great game into which we’ve been born, then we have no choice but to accept the inevitability of passage.

While the great majority of moments pass one into the other with an ease and deftness that borders on invisibility, a handful of these moments may be truly, and quite literally, momentous. These moments are occasions of the greatest and most profound change. Some time later, when we may have the luxury to look back on the passage of our lives, we will recognize that these momentous events signaled a turning point in our lives, as though the winds we were running with inexplicably changed direction, and we had no choice but to respond and follow the new impulse. With the passage of these kinds of moments, we intuitively know that something fundamental has changed in us and that we will never again be quite the same. Our first moment of awareness, our first taste of love, our successes and failures, the births and deaths of those we love: how can we ever again be the same after any of these?

In my earliest memory I am sitting on the linoleum floor in front of the refrigerator in my house. I’m playing with a jigsaw puzzle that has large interlocking pieces painted on both sides with parts of figures. I experience what I will later call elation at my ability to put the pieces together and watch the completed picture take shape. There are four figures, but they’re all at right angles to one another, as though their legs emerge from the center of the puzzle, and their individual torsos and heads then extend outward in the four directions. I take the pieces apart and put them back together again. Every time I do so, the pieces fit together effortlessly, and yet every time I do so, the pieces go together differently. No matter how I put the pieces together, they always fit perfectly. A different head might appear on a different body. Different legs might appear under a different torso, but everything always fits, no matter how the pieces are placed together.

Over the years I have often thought about this moment and wondered how it could be possible that such a puzzle existed, how the pieces could possibly have been designed to be so interchangeable. Nonetheless, I know that it did exist, and that it did work this way. Everything fit together into a perfect and seamless whole, and it did so time after time, no matter how the pieces were placed.

What kind of effect does an earliest memory have on a child’s life? Is it just an earliest memory, or does this first moment of awareness and recognition count for something more? Does it constitute what might be called the seminal moment of passage, and does it signal and determine a fundamental direction in which the course of that child’s entire life will move?

It is, of course, impossible to answer questions like this with any kind of certainty, and yet as I grew into an older child and then became a young man, the major dilemma that gnawed at me was the apparent lack of interconnection that appeared in the world at large. Everywhere I looked I found division and discord. Nothing seemed to fit together harmoniously, and yet I knew that, appearances notwithstanding, everything was all of a single piece. Does an earliest experience like the one I’ve just described make me a person who would even ask these kinds of questions?
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In acknowledgment of the power that moments of passage have on our lives, we have created rituals for our sons and daughters in hopes that these events will confer some of the transformational powers that true moments of passage possess. The baptisms, bar or bas mitzvahs, and confirmations of Western religions all attempt to confer a rite of passage on the participant and to raise him or her to a higher level of maturity or understanding. The ritualistic markings and piercings of the body, the exposure to the world of spirits, the quests for visions that are sought by youths of non-European cultures serve essentially the same purpose. A young girl becomes a woman. A boy is a boy no longer, but can now participate as fully as he is capable in the activities of the men of his culture or tribe. Marriages are consecrated everywhere. Births and deaths, even divorces, are treated with highly prescribed rituals that reflect the belief systems and hopes of the individual tribe or culture.

The problem with creating artificial rites of passage is that there is no guarantee that the desired effect will occur. Only a very wise shaman can foresee if the time is indeed auspicious for a youth to set out on the quest for a vision that will clarify the direction in which the youth’s life should subsequently move. A thirteen-year-old Jewish boy may perform his bar mitzvah only to find that nothing has changed, that he is still a boy and is not yet treated like a man in the way that the ceremony originally promised. The hopes and vision of eternal union that are spoken of with such optimism on the day of a wedding are often not sufficiently powerful to protect a man and a woman from the vagaries of fickleness or the loss of affection. Nor can they assure  that each partner will be able to face the inevitable fears and shadows that deep partnership naturally draws up to the surface of prolonged and committed companionship. If these fears and shadows are not embraced and dealt with, the marriage falters, and the bond that carried with it so much hope begins to come undone.

Neither are there any guarantees that the culturally created rite of passage will provide protection from the fateful changes and occurrences that can truly turn a life upside down. A young Catholic acolyte may one day be inexplicably drawn to the teachings of an esoteric form of Korean Buddhist practice. A beautiful, young woman who has entered into a formal engagement to be married may one day innocently turn a corner and collide with a slightly older man, whom in some distant part of her memory she knows she has been looking for all her life, whose name has been encoded in a strand of her DNA. What will she do? Which moment of passage will she acknowledge to be the one richest in importance and deepest in meaning? Artificially induced moments of passage run the risk of diluting the potency of the mystery that true moments of epiphany naturally possess into a dose that has no real effect.

Humans are the only animals that attach so much meaning to the abstraction of meaning. We value meaning for its own sake, independent of whether that parcel of meaning actually has any real and significant effect on our lives. Often, of course, meanings have no such effect at all, but rather serve just the opposite purpose. We often use meaning to justify the creation of ever smaller circles of communities and to separate ourselves from the larger sphere of humanity with whom we share the planet. Perhaps the rites of passage that we have created and to which we still attach so much meaning and importance once possessed a real, organic significance, like the ritual urination by which a wolf communicates to the world the boundaries of his territory. In the time of Jesus, for example, the bar mitzvah ceremony meant that the boy could now enter into the temple as a full adult and begin discussing and arguing over interpretations of scripture that were so important to the lives of the men of the community.

Even though we know instinctively that God knocks at our door in Her own time, according to Her own schedule and unfathomable agenda, we still attempt to lure Her in the direction of our sons and daughters. We create rites of passage and attach great importance and meaning to them. Maybe, just maybe, the rite of passage will coincide organically with the very moment at which God decides to reveal Her mystery. Or maybe we are much more realistic than that. Maybe we know that the coincidence of such an interaction is unlikely, but that the rite of passage will somehow prepare the child for the moment, sometime in the future, when true revelation and the moment of epiphany spontaneously occur. Whatever our motives, or the understanding behind our motives, we keep on creating rites of passage because we love our sons and daughters so very much.
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My son was born during one of the most bitter and protracted labor disputes in the history of the Canadian postal system. Just as we expect the cold, northern winds to sweep down from Alaska during the fall and winter months, we expect our mail to be delivered to our mailbox every day of the workweek, and suddenly it stopped being delivered. Businesses could not send out their billing, nor could they collect it. Friends, families, and lovers (e-mail and the fax machine did not yet exist) could not communicate with each other through the mediating veil of cards, notes, and occasional long letters, but were forced into situations that demanded much more immediate honesty of interaction by relying almost exclusively on the telephone.

The strike became ugly. Management brought in replacement workers whom the workers on strike referred to as “scabs,” as though they were some kind of tough, unwelcome crust of dried serum and blood that had formed over the sore of the negotiations. Replacement workers attempting to steer their trucks through a sea of protesting strikers ended up coming perilously close to running over them instead. Rocks were thrown, fists were struck against other bodies, blood came close to being drawn.

What this all meant practically for me was that I no longer had to walk down to my mailbox only to have my hopes for some kind of meaningful correspondence dashed by the reality of junk mail, I no longer had to pay my phone and electric bills, and my wife and I were given a period of grace in which we didn’t have to comply to the government’s regulations that the selected name for newborn babies be registered within two weeks of the birth. This last consequence of the postal strike was a most welcome one for us because, in truth, we didn’t have a clue what we wanted to name him. It wasn’t a question of disagreement between my wife and me, but rather that every name we tried simply fell flat, like the sound an underinflated basketball might make when bounced on a cement driveway liberally covered with wet, autumn leaves.

Middle names were no problem. My father, who was given no middle name by his parents, had been called into the registrar’s office at the University of Minnesota shortly after he began his freshman year of college. Minnesota is one of the high seats in the world for the Johnson clan, and it is a sobering experience for a visitor to Minnesota to look up a listing for a Johnson in the Minneapolis phone directory (at last count there were almost thirty full pages of Johnsons). The registrar informed my father that there were too many David Johnsons already enrolled and, in order to keep their records straight, he needed to list his middle name or initial as well. But he didn’t have a middle name or initial, my father tried to explain. But everyone has one, the registrar retorted, or at least should have one, and if you don’t have one, then choose one! On the spot my father selected the letter Z for his middle initial and walked out. I have always loved him for this decidedly quirky act and have always known that if I ever had a son, I would give him the middle initial Z.

In the spirit of fairness, we decided that we should give our son a middle name after my wife’s father, in addition to the middle initial that came from my father’s name. Rob, Robert, and Bob got spliced together and brought up to date, and it was easy to agree upon Robin as his full middle name. This now gave him a middle name, a middle initial, and a last name, but nothing even remotely approaching a first name, which is arguably the most important of the lot.

The moment of birth is one of the two most momentous moments of passage in the whole of a life. So much transpires in this one little moment, lives are changed so irreversibly, that it is easy to lose sight of the fact that in terms of conventional time, it takes no longer for a child to emerge out of the mother’s tummy, from the first sighting of the crown of the head to the first inhalation that signifies the actual birth, than it takes to prepare a lettuce and tomato sandwich. In the face of such profound change, our awareness of the passage of time becomes extremely altered. Time simply explodes through the intensity of the moment, and for weeks afterward the dust of that explosion coats our lives, constantly bringing us back to the initial moment of explosion itself, like some kind of volcanic ash that reminds us that an extraordinary event has recently taken place.

The world stood still for us for several weeks after the birth. Certainly there was much to do and much to be learned about how to care for and relate to this recent arrival, but everything that transpired seemed to be filtered through the lens of the moment of birth itself. Two months later, as if to wake us from our slumber, my mother pronounced that we couldn’t go on calling him “Boy-oh-boy!” for the rest of his life and, mail strike or no mail strike, he had to be given a proper name.

And once again my wife and I were simply stumped. The only name that had had any appeal to us was Kai, and yet we strongly felt that Kai was a shortened version for something else, much as Will is an abbreviated form of William, but for the life of us we couldn’t figure out what that something else could possibly be. One afternoon, with the postal strike winding down, a friend from across the road came over to pay a visit, check on how we were doing, and find out if there was anything we needed. Yes, there is something we need and rather desperately, we told her. We need a name for this kid, and so far we’ve had as much success selecting a name as we might have picking the winning numbers for the following week’s lottery! Our friend smiled as she listened and then told us that the same dilemma had presented itself to her and her partner, when their son had been born a year earlier. For several weeks they couldn’t decide on a name, until finally one day, out of desperation more than anything, she began paging through the books on her shelves in hopes of finding something that would break the impasse. And it had worked.

It sounded as plausible a way to make a name selection as any at that point, and so after our visit concluded, I walked with her back across the road to her home and library. My wife and I had recently moved to the island, having left behind or given away most of our possessions, even our books. I remembered that our friend’s walls were covered with shelves of books and welcomed the opportunity to spend a few quiet hours pouring over her collection.

It didn’t take hours. The first book to catch my eye was an old favorite of mine, one that I hadn’t seen for many years, but which had been very important for me during the formative years of my early twenties. The Way of the White Clouds by Lama Anagarika Govinda is an extraordinary account of an Argentinean-born-German Buddhist’s travels through Tibet in the 1930s. Twelve years earlier I had read and reread this book several times, and to this day I credit it with instilling in me a certainty that the path of the Buddhist dharma (literally “teachings”) spoke to me with more clarity and sanity than anything else I had ever encountered. Standing now in my friend’s rustic but comfortable cabin, I opened the book, and the first thing I saw was a diagram of a mountain in southwestern Tibet. The name of the mountain was Kailas.

As I again read the account of Lama Govinda’s pilgrimage to this most sacred of mountains, I began to remember:

There are mountains which are just mountains and there are mountains with personality. The personality of a mountain is more than merely a strange shape that makes it different from others—just as a strangely shaped face or strange actions do not make an individual into a personality.

Personality consists in the power to influence others, and this power is due to consistency, harmony, and one-pointedness of character. If these qualities are present in an individual, in their highest perfection, then this individual is a fit leader of humanity, either as a ruler, a thinker, or a saint, and we recognize him as a vessel of divine power. If these qualities are present in a mountain we recognize it as a vessel of cosmic power, and we call it a sacred mountain.

The power of such a mountain is so great and yet so subtle that, without compulsion, people are drawn to it from near and far, as if by the force of some invisible magnet; and they will undergo untold hardships and privations in their inexplicable urge to approach and to worship the center of this sacred power. Nobody has conferred the title of sacredness on such a mountain, and yet everybody recognizes it; nobody has to defend its claim, because nobody doubts it; nobody has to organize its worship, because people are overwhelmed by the mere presence of such a mountain and cannot express their feelings other than by worship . . . .

Thus it is that above all the sacred mountains of the world the fame of Kailas has spread and inspired human beings since times immemorial. There is no other mountain comparable to Kailas, because it forms the hub of the two most important ancient civilizations of the world, whose traditions remained intact for thousands of years: India and China. To Hindus and Buddhists alike Kailas is the center of the universe. It is called Meru or Sumeru, according to the oldest Sanskrit tradition, and is regarded to be not only the physical but the metaphysical center of the world.1
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As the Himalayas slowly rose from the waters to form the imposing seventeen-hundred-mile-long barrier of mountains with which we are familiar today, they created a natural wall that separated the warm and temperate landmasses of the south from the colder latitudes to the north. The natural vegetation in the south was tropical and lush; to the north lay unbroken plains stretching as far as the eye could see and covered in grass. The grasslands formed a natural habitat for animals, and where animals wandered, man followed. As the Himalayas continued to rise, however, they began to form a curtain, which effectively kept the vital rain-bearing clouds to the south, and gradually the grazing lands to the north began to dry up and lose their fertility. Even today you can witness this phenomenon. From June through August the monsoon rains threaten to turn the Indian subcontinent back into the watery domain that once occupied this geographical location. What begins as the small, muddy puddles of spring can build to become the most terrifying flood conditions of late summer. Everything in the path of water is swept away. Cross the Himalayas onto the high Tibetan plateau, however, and the clouds simply stop, like some pack animal that refuses to move forward.

As the northern grasslands became less fertile, the animals that depended on the naturally growing grain for their sustenance became less plentiful. Man had no choice but to begin to migrate in search of more hospitable conditions. From approximately 10,000 BC onward, several distinct tribal groups of people, whom present-day ethnographers refer to as the Alpanoids, Khasas, and Dards, made their way south, skirting both the eastern and western edges of the Himalayas in search of a more permanent home.

The early Aryan peoples who migrated southward across the Himalayas around 2000 BC and settled in what is the northern part of present-day India stand out among these many waves of settlers in that they arrived with an elaborate cosmological and theological vision of the universe on which much of present-day Hinduism is still based. Central to the Aryan cosmology was the account of a sacred mountain that, they were convinced, formed the actual center of the universe and on whose summit Lord Shiva himself was said to live. They spoke of it as “the Mountain of Blazing Appearance,” a perfectly formed dome that rose dramatically and unexpectedly from a high, flat plain and out of which the four main rivers of the land flowed like petals from the center of a flower. They were speaking about Mount Kailas. The grandiloquent metaphors of shape and centrality and the image of the mountain as the source of the great sacred rivers all match the actual, geographical reality.
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In my early twenties I discovered that my true church had nothing to do with the oversized and self-important houses of worship that man had built. Walking into these structures, I felt nothing. Walking alone into the high mountains, however, I began to feel everything that my soul thirsted for, as though I were waking from a long dream and remembering what I had always known to be true. The enormous churches and synagogues of Western culture made me feel small and ashamed of myself. They made me feel insignificant in the eyes of the greater perspective, as though there was no way that I could ever rise above my humanness to merge with the greater mystery. These structures spoke to me of the glorification of God at the expense of man.

Implicit in their message is that nature should be walled out and excluded from the act of worship. Such an architectural message directly reflects the beliefs of the religious orders that have built these structures—that the human body is somehow less than completely godly and needs to be transcended. Later in life I would come to view this devaluation of the embodiment of nature and the simultaneous overvaluation of the concept of “soul” or “spirit” as the most fundamental mistake of religious endeavor. Yes, there is a greater mystery to be experienced in this very moment and in this very body. It does not, however, come about by denigrating one’s humanness.

The mountains glorify both man and God simultaneously. They welcome the traveler into their sanctuary and then proceed to reveal nature’s deepest secrets. They became my church, and indeed the earliest religious monuments of Hinduism and Buddhism, chortens and stupas composed of stacked or carved stones and mud, are sculptural copies of mountains. I would walk into the high Sierras of central California and spend several days essentially doing nothing but enjoying the mountains. I could sit for hours transfixed by a massive rock face. Over the course of several hours, the overwhelming solidity and hardness of the granite monolith would begin to soften, and it would start taking on the appearance of heat waves seen in the distance across a desert plain. As it would begin to undulate and shimmer in this way, so too would my body begin to lose its sense of solidity. Emotional fixations and physical pain alike would start to come undone. My breath would become deeper and smoother. As I would continue to gaze at the monolithic granite face, I would begin to be aware of what I came to call a ground dimension of being, a substratum of experience that seemed to exist just beneath the surface of appearances and out of which all appearances emerge, rock and body alike. Within this deeply merged state, words like body, spirit, soul, and mind had little relevance. Mountain and body, God and man were just different manifestations of the one fundamental ground.

When, during this period, I read The Way of the White Clouds and first heard of Mount Kailas, I knew that I would do everything in my power to go there.
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So much happens on our journey through life. We may think we’re following a river’s tributary, only to find that we arrive at a destination entirely unexpected and unforeseen. The perception of goals, dreams, and purpose changes over time. Some goals turn into other goals. Others just never take root and disappear into the ground on which they were sown. By the time I stood in my friend’s library, I realized that I had completely forgotten about Mount Kailas. I hadn’t even been on a backpacking trip in years. Reading Lama Govinda’s description of his pilgrimage to the sacred mountain, however, a long buried memory began to wake up from its hibernation, as though it were slowly reviving itself around the warmth of a late winter fire.

Many of our friends had already commented that our son did not even look particularly Occidental. His face was round, his ears long, his eyes shaped like elongated almonds. He didn’t look unlike pictures of Tibetan babies that I’ve seen. The coincidence of my pulling that particular book off the shelf at that particular moment and turning to that particular page was not lost on my wife either, and our son had his name at last.

And at that moment, warmed by the blood of memory, a new dream began to form. How wonderful it would be, not only for me to rekindle my dream and travel to Mount Kailas at some point in my life, but to take my son with me as well. And how wonderful it would be to do that around his thirteenth birthday as a rite of passage into adulthood.

I remembered back to when I was that age, and I underwent the bar mitzvah ceremony, the Jewish rite of passage for a young boy into adulthood. I remembered how I had enjoyed the ceremony, but had also felt let down by it, as though it hadn’t fully delivered on its promise. I remembered further back to an event in my life that had occurred totally outside the domain of organized religion, and how I’d always considered that event to have been my true rite of passage into adulthood. I knew that a journey to Mount Kailas would challenge a young boy at physical, emotional, and even spiritual levels that he would likely have never been challenged at before. Certainly it is through the successful completion of challenges like this that a young boy can undergo the transformation into adulthood.

Even as I visioned it, however, I knew that there were problems with this dream and that the doubts accompanying it were real. In 1959 the armies of the People’s Republic of China had invaded Tibet and claimed the Tibetan landmass as their own. For more than twenty years now, no Westerner had been allowed into Tibet, and there were no signs that this situation would change in the future. Even if that situation were to change, I also realized that a journey of this magnitude would be enormously expensive to undertake. Although my work as a body-oriented psychotherapist could often be extremely gratifying, the riches I received from my work had much more to do with personal satisfaction and the opportunity for real intimacy and service than they did with any actual monetary reward. I would joke in later years that Joseph Campbell’s famous cry “Follow your bliss!” should have been required to carry a cautionary warning to the effect that following your bliss may prove hazardous to your bank balance. Still, thoughts and visions are like seeds planted in the mind, and the dream began to dream itself.
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Nighttime

TO UNDERSTAND MY MOTIVATION for wanting to choreograph a decidedly nontraditional rite of passage for my son, we need to travel far back in time into the years of my childhood. My parents and brother have said goodnight to me. I have climbed into my bed. I lie down on my back, tired but expectant, hoping that what in later years I will look back upon as the single most important event of my childhood might occur one more time again. I love this event more than anything I know. I wait.
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It would happen at night, as I would begin drifting into sleep. I remember entering into the comfort of my bed, a stuffed bear in either arm, the warmth and security of the sheets and blankets that covered me, the softness of the pillow on which I lay my head. I remember feeling secure, warm, content. I remember my body settling into the softness of the mattress. I remember my body feeling wonderfully relaxed, as it settled into the softness. And then I remember it dropping and settling even further, and then further again, as though it had passed right through the mattress itself and entered into a whole new dimension of experience.

Mostly what I remember is the feeling, the extraordinarily soft   feeling, whose sensations would start spreading through my body from my head to my toes. The feeling always came first, and I always knew that it was happening again, when I began to recognize the unmistakably pleasurable taste of the feeling. It’s difficult to know how one tastes a feeling, but it always reminded me, more than anything else, of the first time I tasted a pear. It was served one day during luncheon at the school I attended. I eyed it suspiciously, but was drawn to taste it nonetheless. It was like nothing I had ever tasted. Its sweetness, its wetness, its pearness thrilled me, and all I wanted to do from that moment was to eat pears.

The feeling state that I would begin to drop into was not unlike the taste of that first pear. It felt delicious and unhurried, as though I could savor its taste forever, and indeed the first stage of delicious warmth and pleasure would last for five or even ten minutes. Only after I felt as though I was completely satisfied would it begin to shift and deepen, and I would sometimes feel a slight shudder coming from deep within my body.

Suddenly the feeling of settling down or sinking would intensify. Like iron filings in the presence of some mysterious magnetic force, I would feel my body being summoned or drawn deeper, right through the mattress into a dimension that permeated the level of conventional reality, but bore little resemblance to it otherwise. There were no objects or names here, only a seemingly limitless expanse of sensation. However, the deeper I was drawn and the closer I was pulled to the source from which this magnetic force emanated and pulsed, the more difficult it became to fathom or make out what this source actually was. All I knew was that it was vast beyond anything I had ever known to that point, far beyond the ocean’s horizon I had seen in Florida, far beyond the valleys of the Grand Canyon that from the South Rim appear to go on forever.

The warmth and pleasure of the initial level of entrance were entrancing and delicious, but the pleasurable nature of this second level of sinking made the initial pleasure seem almost superficial or coarse in comparison. I would feel magnetically pulled and drawn to some central source to which I could only yield. Holding back would have been impossible. And as I was pulled ever deeper into this dimension of experience, I would simply begin to disappear. A sense of presence would inevitably remain, but it had nothing to do with the conventional boyhood me. There was only presence, authentic and simple, extension that seemed to move outward forever, and a feeling of wonder and rightness that I had never otherwise tasted.

As I would keep sinking ever more deeply, a third level of experience would begin to appear, in which my body began to undergo the most distorting kinds of awarenesses. I would feel my right arm way off in the left side of the room. I would feel my left arm ten feet outside of the window to the right of my bed. My body would begin to feel as though it were turning itself inside out. The inside of my body could be felt out in the room far beyond my physical form. The skin of my body collapsed in on itself, as though it occupied the smallest point in space at the very center of my body. I would sometimes feel spacious and vast, as if I went on forever, lightly floating in space. At other times the body became very small and felt as though it must weigh five tons. At these moments I would experiment and attempt to move, but it was never possible. Not even a little finger could be called on to move a single inch. The windowsill next to my head felt as though it were a mile away. The trees from across the field felt as though they were standing firmly rooted in the center of my body.

Every time I felt this experience beginning to occur, I would tell myself that I would observe what was happening with as much precision as possible, so that I would be able to go to my mother the next morning and describe to her what had happened. Every time that it would occur, however, I would be taken to a place where words don’t exist, and I would never be able to describe a thing. I sometimes felt that I could work my way back into a dimension in which words could function, but I never once had even the slightest inclination to do so.

I entered into this dimension of experience on a regular basis several times a week between the ages of five and eleven. No one knew anything about it because I could never communicate what was happening. I feel fortunate that I was never inclined to respond to this unusual event with any fear whatsoever. With no fear to block its emergence, the experience would simply continue to deepen from one day to the next. After a certain time, perhaps twenty minutes, it would begin to reverse itself. The feeling state of my arms would once again return to their anatomically correct position. The trees would recede back across the lawn. The windowsill returned to the location next to my pillow. The vast intensity and spaciousness would subside. My body would begin to feel very comfortable. I would taste again the deliciousness of the pear. I would become me again. And then I would fall asleep.

[image: image]

While I was never able at the time to describe this dimension and the process by which I entered into it in words, I was able after a few years to create an image that captured the flavor of this place as closely as anything that I had been able to come up with. Again it was an image in which sensory modalities were freely mixed.

I began to envision the feeling of this dimension like the sound of silence that permeates a vast desert valley, a sound at once impossible to detect and yet completely deafening in its echoing presence. During the last year of its regular occurrence, I was even able to envision a picture of this vast valley. I would be sitting atop a high, rocky escarpment looking out over a desert valley that extended in every direction as far as the eye could see. About a mile away from me, I could make out the lumbering shape of a giraffe moving ever so slowly and silently across the landscape. I could feel the giraffe’s movements, as though it were moving through my own body, not across the landscape. I could feel the giraffe’s movements, as though I were hearing them from a close distance, but not feeling them. I knew that if there were a God, He was the sound and the feeling of this valley.

And then, quite suddenly one day, these experiences disappeared, never to return again. As I became engrossed in normal childhood pas-times, I gradually forgot that anything had ever happened to me. The appearance of this dimension as a seven-year-old had felt completely   natural to me. Its disappearance at the age of eleven or twelve didn’t strike me any differently. I never asked it to occur; nor did I brood over its disappearance. My attention went elsewhere, and I simply forgot that it had ever taken place. Only two decades later, after I began the regular practice of sitting meditation, did I begin to remember what had happened to me at night during my childhood.

[image: image]

Even though I lost conscious contact with the memory of this event, it continued to influence and affect me nonetheless. Just as I automatically associated my first, early stirrings of sexual feelings with the image of a woman, I knew that this mysterious event of my childhood must somehow be associated with religion. Although half of my mother’s family had made their way to the Roman Catholic Church, my brother and I were being raised in the tradition of Reform Judaism. This meant that we would observe the traditional Jewish holidays during the year and attend religious classes on the weekend. Nowhere, however, did the benevolent God of Sunday school class appear even remotely to resemble the harsh disciplinarian that I read about in the Old Testament. It was as though Dr. Spock had entered the religious arena, and we were being presented with a whole new image of effective religious parenting and childrearing. It ultimately seemed as though Reform Judaism was more of a good and heartfelt strategy for establishing social order and harmony within the family and community than it was a path to encounter firsthand the extraordinary force and organic potency that went by the name of Jehovah.

All the same, I intrinsically knew that the experience of my childhood must somehow be related to the manifestation of that force. I would attend occasional services with my parents and scour the texts of the service for confirmatory evidence of that connection, and it didn’t seem as though I had very far at all to look. The most repeated phrase during each and every service (referred to in fact as “the watchword of our faith”), the one sentence that we, the congregation, were asked to repeat over and over again during the service was: “Shemah Yisroael adonai elehanu   adonai echod.” Hear, oh Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.

Within this phrase I believed I had found the key and connecting link I’d been searching for. While in Sunday school class, I had been taught that during the formative phase of Judaism, a great many of the indigenous Middle Eastern peoples worshiped numerous idols and gods. The radical revolution of Judaism, on the other hand, was founded on the belief and understanding that there is only one God, one force, and everything we can perceive to exist is somehow an expression of that single force.

One of the most significant features of the experience into which I would sink, as I lay in my bed at night, was a profound feeling and awareness that, appearances notwithstanding, everything that existed was of a single, fundamental piece. My body, the bed, the room in which I lay, the world outside my window: at the essential core of all these apparently different and separate objects and events was to be found a substratum of experience, a common ground, that was inherently one and the same. It was as though out of this common ground a million objects and events could spring, all with the most convincing appearance of separate individuality, and yet at the core of these objects everything participated in the one, fundamental truth: God, the very energetic source of manifestation of the million different objects and events, is one.

That this experiential recognition of the oneness of the ultimate level of existence and reality was the source of the paradigm shift that differentiated the early Israelite tribes from their Semitic brethren was completely comprehensible to me. I can now look back on my life and realize how different it would have been if I’d never been exposed to my nighttime journeys. A tribe of people, all of whom were privy to this state of awareness, would truly feel removed or alienated from another tribe of people, who had never opened to such a direct experience of this common ground. Eventually they would want to separate themselves and live their lives according to their new understanding and principles in harmony with their other brethren who shared the same understanding and beliefs.

All original religious impulse begins with a new and fresh way of viewing the world in which we live. That this initial gesture of faith and understanding generally transmigrates over time into the burning urgency to have everybody else see things the same way is, of course, one of the most tragic side effects of the religious impulse. All the same, the natural human tendency, quite benign in its initial motive, is to share an experience that you know to be extremely valuable with as many people as possible. Unfortunately, as we remove ourselves in time from the initial moment of inception of the new awareness or experience, we tend to become insecure about the certainty of our new understanding and attempt to placate the insecurity by enlisting the support of as many different people as possible. The next phase of religious impulse, then, is to sign up as many people as possible onto your side. Because we can only do so much at any given time, the continued exploration of the initial profound insight takes a backseat to the missionary work. If this phase is truly successful, a new church is born, and the initial heretical leap in consciousness often becomes ossified in the canon of orthodox belief. At this point, in the words of Carl Jung, “Organized religion becomes a defense against having the religious experience.”

Somehow, though, I held fast to the belief that the experience of my childhood could be best explained and explored within the context of Judaism. My genes were overwhelmingly Jewish, after all, and so it only made sense that the nature of this mysterious and revelatory experience that would come to me at night must refer to the original leap in consciousness on which the Jewish religion was based. Now I didn’t see much evidence that there was a great deal of interest within the Reform Jewish tradition in exploring anything even remotely like my childhood experience. Nevertheless, I assumed that the intensely personal nature of the experience dictated that it be opened and shared in private, and I began to assume and envision that there existed a branch of the Reform Jewish faith (perhaps with a whole separate room in the synagogue dedicated to just this purpose!) in which this occurred.
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