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For Matthew Albracht


“New friends may be poems but old friends are alphabets. Don’t forget the alphabets because you will need them to read the poems.”

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE



FOREWORD TO THE ANNIVERSARY EDITION


Since this book was first published twenty years ago, much has happened. Particularly now, the United States is experiencing a political crisis the likes of which we have never seen.

I felt that updating the statistics in the original version of this book should remain a stand-alone project, and have chosen to write elsewhere about our current political situation. Healing the Soul of America is a treatise on the larger arc of American politics, hopefully providing some broader insight into what truly ails us and what it will take for us to heal.

This country is larger than any one chapter of our history, and it is as important to understand the big picture as it is to understand any particular moment in which we find ourselves. In fact, the former enlightens the latter. Hopefully, the updated edition of Healing the Soul of America will contribute to a more heartfelt, informed approach to navigating the times in which we live.



PREFACE


Many people are going around today saying, “In any situation, I just ask myself, ‘What would Buddha, or Jesus, do? What would the Torah tell me to do, or the Koran, or the New Testament?’ ” Thinking about such things is a perfect test, reading the news today. Would Jesus, if he were a citizen of the richest nation on earth, choose to feed the poor or fatten the rich? It’s certainly an interesting question.

All of us are better off when contemplation of holy principles is at the center of our lives. But it is in actually applying those principles that we forge the marriage between heaven and earth, whereas merely dwelling on principle falls short of the human effort needed to carry out God’s will. Just as we need the light of the sun yet looking straight into it can blind us, looking straight into the inner light can begin to blind us as well.

There is a point in everyone’s spiritual journey where, if we are not careful, the search for self-awareness can turn into self-preoccupation. There is a fine line at times between self-exploration and narcissism. One way to see how we’re doing is to measure the fun factor: spiritual growth that’s too much fun all the time usually isn’t growth at all. Anything that has become too comfortable cannot ultimately be comforting. The universe is invested in our healing, and healing is a fierce, transformative fire. It is the product of human willingness to change, and change is often hard.

For years, I thought I only had to heal myself, and the world would take care of itself. Clearly we must work on healing our own neuroses in order to become effective healers. But then, having worked on our own issues a while, another question begs for an answer: how healed can we ultimately become while the social systems in which we live and move, and have our earthly being, remain sick?

Years ago, we realized that people’s psychology is intimately bound up with the psychology of their family units. Today, it is very clear that the family, too, dwells within a larger psychological and sociological system. It’s not just our childhoods or families whose dysfunctions influence us; our education system, government, and business structures are often dysfunctional as well, and in a manner that affects us all. None of us lives in isolation anymore, from anyone or anything.

The principles that apply to our personal healing apply as well to the healing of the larger world. First, all healing principles are universal because they come from God. And second, there actually is no objective outer world, for what’s out there is merely a projection of what’s in our minds. The laws of consciousness apply to everything. Anything, when truly seen for what it is and surrendered to the higher mind, begins to self-correct, but what is not looked at is doomed to eternal re-enactment, for an individual or for a nation.

Politics, ideally, is a context for the care of the public good. The word “politics” comes from an ancient Greek root politeia, meaning not “of the government,” but rather “gathering of citizens.” The source of power in America is not the government; the source of power is us. And millions of us, citizens of the United States, have begun to see life in a less mechanistic, more enlightened way. The consciousness revolution has already transformed both mainstream medicine and business: Harvard Medical School has hosted symposiums on the role of spirituality and healing in medicine, and highly paid corporate consultants call on business executives to turn their workplaces into “sanctuaries for the soul.” Politics is the only major corner of America that doesn’t yet seem to have heard that the world has unalterably changed.

There are new ideas on the world’s horizon, as different from the twentieth-century worldview as the twentieth century was different from the nineteenth century. We are ready to apply principles of healing and recovery, not just to our bodies, not just to our relationships, but to every aspect of life.

World conditions challenge us to look beyond the status quo for responses to the pain of our times. We look to powers within as well as to powers without. A new, spiritually based social activism is beginning to assert itself. It stems not from hating what is wrong and trying to fight it, but from loving what could be and making the commitment to bring it forth. A nonviolent political dynamic is once again emerging, and it is a beacon of light at the dawn of the twenty-first century. Its goal, as in the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., is “the establishment of the beloved community.” Nothing less will heal our hearts and nothing less will heal the world.

It is a task of our generation to re-create the American politeia, to awaken from our culture of distraction and re-engage the process of democracy with soulfulness and hope. Yes, we see there are problems in the world. But we believe in a universal force that, when activated by the human heart, has the power to make all things right. Such is the divine authority of love: to renew the heart, renew the nations, and ultimately, renew the world.

Amen.



INTRODUCTION


When a country obtains great power,

it becomes like the sea:

all streams run downward into it.

The more powerful it grows,

the greater the need for humility.

Humility means trusting the Tao,

thus never needing to be defensive.

A great nation is like a great man:

When he makes a mistake, he realizes it.

Having realized it, he admits it.

Having admitted it, he corrects it.

He considers those who point out his faults

as his most benevolent teachers.

He thinks of his enemy

as the shadow that he himself casts.

If a nation is centered in the Tao,

if it nourishes its own people

and doesn’t meddle in the affairs of others,

it will be a light to all nations in the world.

—LAO TZU, TAO TE CHING (TRANSLATED BY STEPHEN MITCHELL)

THIS BOOK IS about the story of American history: the miraculous combination of vision and politics that gave rise to our beginnings, their ultimate rending at various times due to unbridled error, and the current yearning of the American heart to put them back together.

Our Founders embodied the ideals of an extraordinary moment in time, and with the success of the American Revolution they created one of the miracles of modern history. Heirs to the European Age of Enlightenment—a movement proclaiming the inherent goodness of man—our Founders expressed their philosophical vision in the Declaration of Independence and their political genius in the U.S. Constitution. Their balance of philosophical vision and political acumen created a doorway in a seemingly impenetrable wall of history. The Western world was stuck, and they unstuck it.

The founding of the United States was a dramatic repudiation of the ancien régime—a social structure that dominated all of Europe for centuries, placing power in the hands of monarchs and aristocracy, and relegating the masses to serfdom and servitude. A worldview so entrenched as to leave the common masses of humanity little hope of rising above the station in life into which they had been born was abolished forever by a group of young Americans who stood up to what was then the most powerful military force in the world and said, “No. We have a better idea.” They were young and rebellious and—like all revolutionaries—in the eyes of some, quite out of their minds. Their audacity is part of our national heritage.

Today, however, too many Americans are too cynical, or tired, or both, to even approximate our Founders’ courageous repudiation of injustice. Where they claimed their rights to assert power, we have routinely countenanced the diminution of our own. Yet there is among us a collective realization now that this must change. Looking at what other generations did to broaden their freedom helps inspire us to reinvigorate ours.

Our Founders’ primary genius was to rethink political power. They transformed political authority from government to citizen, in keeping with the exaltation of individual goodness so prevalent during the Age of Enlightenment.

The concept of democracy remains a transcendent notion, positing that power flows not from an external but from an internal source. It was not to be the wealth or power of one’s outer circumstances, but the spirit of intelligent goodness which resides inside us all that was entrusted with the authority to rule this nation. While clearly their view of exactly which citizens were to be empowered was severely stunted (the majority of signers of the Declaration of Independence were slave owners), the ideals they ushered into manifestation remain a light unto the world.





DEMOCRACY, EVEN A representative democracy such as ours, is radical. It was a radical notion in 1776 and it is radical today. Radical, yet fragile. You can’t just set yourself up as a democracy and that’s it from then on. A chain depends on every link. Every generation must relearn and recommit to the foundations of democracy, as they are something that can never, ever be taken for granted. The strength of the democratic concept has not gone away—but neither have the forces of narrow-mindedness, authoritarianism, and fear that would threaten its existence.

After our extraordinary beginnings in a burst of democratic fervor, we turned our attention to other matters. Within a hundred years of our founding, by the latter part of the nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution raged throughout Europe and the United States. Railroads, electricity, and factory production were the order of the day; scientific experimentation and technological prowess came to embellish our dreams and define our ambitions. As this rush of industrial expansion unfolded, the yang of human assertion and physical manifestation was extraordinary. It’s easy to see how the Western mind became obsessed with America’s material success.

Yet we lost something very precious as the jewels of collective wisdom and understanding were subtly pushed to the side. Intoxicated by technological possibilities, we slowly lost our focus on the light at the center of everything. By the beginning of the twentieth century—despite the valiant efforts of some of our greatest poets and philosophers—attention to our souls had been marginalized by a materialistic focus sweeping across the plains of America’s consciousness like a windstorm that wouldn’t stop.

Money began to replace justice as our highest ambition, and the authoritarian business models of the Industrial Age came to replace democracy as the main organizing principle of American society. The elements of higher truth that so imbued our founding—the stunning declaration that all men are created equal and should share equal rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—were insidiously exiled to the corners of the American mind. They remained in our documents but began a slow and tortured exit from our hearts.

The very tyrannies from which we had fought to be free would reappear among us, and often we were the oppressors as well as the oppressed. With every generation, we’ve waged a fiery personal and political contest between our most noble and our basest thoughts. Which would control the destiny of our country? Even now, the contest rages.

Over the years, we’ve expanded our physical territory, pushing back against our basest instincts and applying our highest ideals as we abolished slavery, gave women the right to vote, banned child labor, ended segregation, legalized gay marriage, and in many other ways remained true to the goal of an expanding liberty for all. Had the Industrial Revolution, with its gargantuan focus on material power, not occurred, then the magnificence of our original ideals might have continued to pull us upward and out of the devolutionary lure of history. But it did occur, and while it allowed the world phenomenal opportunity for the eradication of material suffering, it also clearly fostered our spiritual forgetfulness. Material progress became an American god.

To look in our national mirror is to see both glory and shame. Born of a stunning assertion of the human spirit in the face of tyranny, we then built a nation on the blood of Native Americans and slaves from Africa. We endured the horrors of a Civil War, heroically fought two World Wars, brilliantly helped defeat Hitler—and then imperialistically devastated both Vietnam and Iraq. We are blessed with more money and more technological resources than any other nation in the world, yet we give only 1 percent of our budget away to nations less fortunate than us. We are a nation that loves to say how much we love our children, yet children are less well cared for in America than in any of our industrialized counterparts.

America has always been a land of contradictions. We have been both slave owner and abolitionist, conscienceless industrialist and labor reformer, segregationist and civil rights worker, corporate polluter and world-class environmentalist. Sometimes we have embodied the most brutish attitudes and at other times, in Lincoln’s words, “the angels of our better nature.” But no matter what any of us have chosen to manifest at any particular time, the American ideal as established by our founding documents remains the same: the expression of humanity at its most free and creative and just. That is the point and purpose of this country as represented on the Great Seal of the United States. This mystical seal, designed by Franklin, Adams, and Washington, pictures the capstone returned to the Great Pyramid at Giza, a Masonic symbol for wisdom. The Eye of Horus, representing humanity’s higher mind, dazzlingly proclaims that here we will achieve Novus Ordo Seclorum, a “New Order of the Ages,” the age of the universal brotherhood. That thought, regardless of how corrupted and bastardized it has been at various points in our history, remains our spiritual and political mission. The power of the ideal continues to shine like a beacon for all Americans, exhorting us to become what we originally committed to becoming.

Clearly, our original principles of human justice and freedom—that here, mankind would find sanctuary from the institutionalized tyrannies of the world—have never been fully manifest, but that does not mean that we are bad or even hypocritical. It simply means we are still in the throes of a greater becoming. Our Founders began a process that every generation is challenged to further. A nation is not a thing so much as a process; we’re not a particle, but a wave.

The Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Emancipation Proclamation, the Gettysburg Address, Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail—these are like ancient tablets on which are inscribed our fundamental yearnings and highest hopes. At the same time, slavery; the Trail of Tears; the Vietnam and Iraq Wars; systemic racism and economic injustice; mass incarceration; official hypocrisy; violence and exalted militarism all form a dark and seemingly impenetrable force field acting like a barrier before our hearts, keeping our hands from being able to grasp those tablets to our chests. It is the task of our generation to break through the wall before us, to atone for our errors, and to reactivate our commitment to the promulgation of our strengths. It is not just that we need our sacred tablets; our sacred tablets, to be living truths, need us.

Greed is considered legitimate now, while too often brotherly love is not.

In America today, 40 percent of our citizens have a difficult time affording the basics of food and rent. More than 45 million people—14.5 percent of all Americans and more than a fifth of America’s children—live beneath the poverty line in the richest nation in the world. That is a number equal to every man, woman, and child in the largest twenty-five cities in America. Millions of children go to school each day in buildings that do not meet minimum safety codes, do not have enough school supplies, or do not even have working toilets. A hundred and thirty-five thousand of them take guns to school each day. Millions more are abandoned, neglected, abused. With less than 5 percent of the world’s people, we have 25 percent of its prison population, where racial disparity in arrest and sentencing is rampant. As is usually the case when a nation has a very high percentage of its citizens behind bars, a tiny portion of our population controls the vast majority of our wealth. Today, we are not so much doing well at manifesting our highest ideals as we are encased in a great philosophical and political struggle over the depth of their violation.

While we politically broke free of serfdom over two hundred years ago, perhaps we have not yet achieved the psychological and spiritual and emotional conditions necessary to sustain our freedoms. The needs of our business institutions are consistently placed before the needs of our people, and the trend is getting worse instead of better. Corporations have become a new aristocracy, while the average American is a new brand of serf. The difference now is that it is possible to buy one’s way into the aristocracy; that, however, is a far cry from removing the institution.

We have exported democracy around the world, yet here at home we are in need of a democratic renewal. From thinly disguised efforts at voter suppression, to industrial agricultural giants practically forcing genetically engineered food into our food supply and trying to outlaw efforts by anyone to let us know, there is a specter of Big Brother in the air that’s growing uglier every day. What happened to Americans, that we have become so easy to seduce with a tax cut here or distract with a sex scandal there? What happened that we are willing to place the good of corporations before the good of our children, that we have been willing to countenance the corruption of our political system by the dominance of corporate wealth? What happened to the “spirit of rebellion” without which, according to Thomas Jefferson, democracy cannot survive? We, the citizens of the freest, most powerful nation on earth, gave up our power as too often we gave up our principles. As short-term economic gain became so solidly our bottom line, we failed to question the moral damage this was doing to America’s soul. The corruption did not stop there, however. Now it aims for our democracy.

Though the hour is late, the American legacy of independent thought is rising once again. Independent thought is a rebellious act, not always appreciated. Throughout human history—from Jesus to Galileo to the Founders of the United States to Martin Luther King, Jr.—the status quo has never embraced the harbinger of its demise. While our nation was literally created out of the rebellion against an entrenched and tyrannous status quo, for too many of the last fifty years the average American was more apt to rebel against a tennis shoe not coming in the right color than against the slow erosion of our democratic freedoms. Now we are having to catch up.

It is always inspiring to bear witness to great spirits who preceded us, who lived as we do in both exciting and difficult times, and whose lives bore witness to the hunger for some transcendent good. There have been those in history who personified perfectly, or nearly so, the balance of soul and political intelligence necessary to right the wrongs of history. From our Founders, to Lincoln, to Mahatma Gandhi, to Martin Luther King, Jr., there are those that humanity can point to and say, “There, they got it right.” They, like us, did not have perfect childhoods or face simple problems. They, too, had obstacles to their full becoming. Their significance is all the greater because they transcended them.

Our Founders had a job to do: to win freedom from the English and forge for the United States our own political identity. Lincoln had a job to do: to preserve the Union and make it a nation worth fighting for. Gandhi had a job to do: to lead a nonviolent crusade for India’s independence. Dr. King had a job to do: to lead the struggle for American civil rights. These people didn’t whine; they acted. They didn’t give in to despair; they created revolutions. They didn’t curse the darkness; they became the light—passionately intelligent people in service to the job at hand. They put aside their childish inclinations and served a process larger than themselves. They were not without pain, nor were they perfect people—any more than we are perfect—when they heard and responded to the call of history. They answered the plea for democracy and justice made throughout the ages, and having answered it, were given all the strength they needed to bring forth the resurrection of good. These were not geniuses who just happened to care about the human race; they were people who cared passionately about the human race, and out of that passion their genius emerged.

Love is its own brand of genius. Our only true enemy is neither people nor institutions, but fear-laden thoughts that cling to our insides and sap us of our strength. Yet love casts out fear, the way light casts out darkness. Our greatest political power, now, is to fear nothing and love everything; then all things will heal. Love is the only power strong enough to lift the chains of bondage from the human race and cast them off for good. When the material world has been won by the opponent, go otherworldly to find your victory.

The words of Abraham Lincoln, in his 1862 Annual Message to Congress, echo to us now: “Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history. We . . . will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance or insignificance can spare one or another of us. The fiery trial through which we pass will light us down in honor or dishonor to the last generation. . . . We shall nobly save or meanly lose the last, best hope of earth.”

Americans have the intelligence; it’s time to retrieve our souls. We have a political democracy still; it’s time to reclaim our commitment to keeping it, and live up to the historical challenge to make it even better for our children and theirs. We will be given, as every generation before us has been given, all the divine aid necessary to further the principles on which we were founded. Democracy is profoundly relevant to the evolution of humanity, and as such it carries the psychological momentum to create miracles in the strangest places.

“To some generations,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared in 1936, “much is given. From some generations, much is expected. This generation has a rendezvous with destiny.”

So does ours. And we are accompanied on that rendezvous by invisible companions who were there for our forefathers and will be there for our children. Today, if we open our eyes to see, we will see that they are here for us.
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MYSTICAL POWER


Politics has become the active involvement of an increasingly smaller subset of the American people. Out of 163 democracies in the world, we reportedly rank among the lowest in democratic participation. Instead of a broad-based citizen involvement, politics has become more of a spectator sport—a separate activity in which only some among us participate. This is hardly the sign of a healthy democracy. People have disengaged from the democratic process for many reasons, not the least of which is that the average person seems to feel that his or her personal involvement doesn’t really make much difference. And those who for that reason no longer vote—who to the casual observer might seem not to care, who feel that there is no point in trying because some powerful elite has it all sewn up—are increasingly correct in their assessment.

Cynics have a point, after all. One look at the evening news, and it’s clear that politics has become more of a mean-spirited pursuit than a noble pursuit; the will of the people seems not to be the driving force of American policy; the general welfare of the people is arguably not the primary motivation of most governmental behavior. But if the American people don’t take our government back, re-engaging a process we have chosen to ignore for a while, then we have no right to complain about those who would take it over in our absence. Those who can see what’s wrong with the process are the last ones who should be sitting it out.

Yet where does one start? Many of us haven’t been involved in political action for the last ten or twenty years, or more. Most Americans are so stressed out just trying to survive. The economic tension that pervades most American households—quite contrary to all the official protestations that the economy today is so good (yes, good for a few, obviously, but not good for the many)—makes cynicism about politics seem reasonable. People have had it with the government. It’s not that we’re apathetic about our country, but merely that we’re disgusted with politics today. It’s obviously a corrupt and sullied process, and how can fresh flowers grow in dirty water? That is what we need to find out.





THOMAS JEFFERSON WROTE to James Madison in 1787, “I hold it, that a little rebellion, now and then, is a good thing, and as necessary in the political world as storms in the physical.” Healthy rebellion is not a negative emotion, but rather a politically legitimate expression of justified dissatisfaction. Dissatisfied people are often dissatisfied for a reason, and where we have no taste for rebellion, we have no taste for freedom.

If we do not rebel in some way against conditions that arouse our anger, then often the anger turns inward, becoming depression or even physical illness. Failing to question the root of the anger, our standard response these days is to merely mask the pain. And the same system that we might otherwise be angry at has myriad ways of turning our pain into a profit center. There is nothing serene or transcendent about allowing ourselves to be distracted from looking at the rot now permeating our democratic system; to do so is essentially a slave mentality.

So what, then, are we to do with our anger? All anger stems from a sense of limited freedom—freedom to be, to say, to feel, to do. In the United States particularly, people unconsciously rebel against restrictions on our freedom because we are aware this is supposedly the land of the free. Yet whether our anger and resentment is funneled through Right-wing or Left-wing politics, anger is a low-level energy that ultimately re-creates the conditions that fueled it to begin with. The enlightened activist is looking to love, not to anger, to solve the problem. And that is our task at this time.

So what would love do now, if called in to help us? Would, it transform the anger? Yes. Would it lead to destructive behavior? No. Would it lead to rebellion? Yes, in a way. It would lead to divine rebellion. To nonviolent revolution. To the complete transformation of how we live with ourselves and how we live with each other. To a re-envisioning of the entire world.

This is the time, and this is the place. The twenty-first century. A new America . . . or else, just more of the same.





DURING THE 1960S, America experienced its last rebellious generation. I was there, and much of what is happening today harkens back to that.

During that decade, people were politically engaged, taking to the streets to express our deepest passions about this country and its behavior. As with protestors who took part in the Occupy Wall Street movement or the Women’s March or the March for Our Lives, their energy created an electricity that affected the entire culture.

Yet the rebellious generation of the 1960s was ultimately quieted. For something happened then to take us off the streets and to keep us off. That something was violent threat and collective trauma, perpetrated on one generation and bequeathed to each one since as a legacy of those times.

The baby boomers were young at that time, and the young respond to dreams and visions. Those who carried aloft the most eloquent visions of a possible America during the 1960s were literally shot and killed in front of the eyes of the young who so adored them. For my generation, carrying a brilliant dream of a noble collective future meant putting oneself in the line of fire. From President Kennedy, to his brother Bobby, to Dr. King, to the students at Kent State, the primary articulators of positive change, of dreams for our democracy in this stunning age, were permanently silenced—and the bullets that shot them psychically struck us all. Millions of us became in many ways like the son of Robert Kennedy, who having watched his father murdered on television, got stoned and never recovered.

The invisible order that shot our heroes did not keep shooting, but began providing goods and services as quickly as possible to distract a grieving generation from our psychic pain. They did not leave us out of their conception of what America should be; quite to the contrary, they used us as their fodder, luring us into their planned environment of endless material consumption. We have been relatively quiet about anything meaningful ever since. Our leaders assassinated, our ranks dispersed, our generation received loud instructions: go home now, scatter, go to your rooms, and enjoy yourselves with all the toys we sell you.

We received a loud, silent message from those assassinations, an unconscious imprint that has become what psychologists call a “sponsoring belief” for an entire generation: “You can do pretty much whatever you want within the private sector. You will still be free, of course—to buy the red one or buy the blue one. But leave the public sector alone.” And no one had to say what sentence comes next: “Or we might kill you, too.”

And so we did what we were told to do, and taught our children to do the same. We poured our prodigious talents and indisputable genius into the private domain. We left the public sector, which is essentially the political sector, to those—whoever they were—who wanted it so much that they were willing to go to such lengths to control it.

And thus we became a class of rich slaves. Our fear that what had happened to our slain leaders might happen to us, our naïve and immature preoccupation with drugs, and ultimately our complete seduction by a consumer society conspired to turn us into the greatest fuel source for the status quo that America has ever seen. Given our previous, youthful repudiation of the downside of American materialism, the irony here is almost grotesque. We who sought to heal America once before have helped to run her into the ground.

We have countenanced the undermining of our political system; we have tolerated the widening gap between rich and poor in America to levels deemed unsustainable by serious economic indicators; we have sold the health and welfare of our children and our environment to the highest bidders. Like Esau in the Book of Genesis, we have sold our birthright for a mess of pottage. Even more important, perhaps, we were so stoned on our very way of life, so distanced from our own authentic human knowing, that we hardly seemed to realize what a black hole these things were forming in our national soul.

With every generation since the Sixties until now, Americans became more cynical, weary of politics, and too tired to dissent. Our frantic productivity created the illusion of functionality, and as producers and consumers, certainly we were as active as ever. But as citizens we became anemic, not so much energized as propped up by artificial highs. Behind all manner of false merriment lay a river of pharmaceutical and other efforts to buffer us from our legitimate pain. We told ourselves these were the best of times, but in many ways we were slowly becoming collectively depressed. The children of God have not been shining our lights at anything close to full wattage.

The baby-boomer generation became like a logjam in the river of American history; as long as we were psychologically stuck, everyone behind us remained somewhat stuck as well. We were born to proclaim that a better world is possible, yet then were warned that to do so is not a good idea. We were thus distracted from our spiritual mission. We are not separate but one, and we long, at the deepest level of our being, to gift each other with our internal abundance, not manipulate each other for mere external gain.

We disengaged from politics after the 1960s because of a blow to our essential selves, and in the absence of that engagement, power was usurped by the interests of a relative few. This was, and is, a spiritual crisis first and a political crisis second. America’s real problem is our fear to express ourselves. Fear to be who we were born to be, and fear to do what we most long to do. We do not break through that fear by further disengagement. We break through the fear by embracing love.

What we longed for before, and what we long for now, is to love each other. And that is what the heroes of the Sixties were saying. Looking back at the speeches of Dr. King or Robert Kennedy, one is struck by both the genius and the tragedy of their lives. They did not just say, “Let a man love his wife, or parents love their children.” They said, “Let us love all life.” That is what made them so dangerous to the status quo. For that they lived, and for that they died. They pointed to the next step in America’s moral evolution—the expansion of our compassion—and that is a step that by definition repudiates oppression and injustice.

Those of us who were young when our older heroes were murdered then aged ourselves. We sometimes ask ourselves, “What will I say to myself on my deathbed? Will I know that I did what I came to earth to do?” And the answers don’t always please us. For millions of people today, the thought that we might die knowing in our hearts that we didn’t really do what we came here to do is actually scarier than the thought that they might kill us if we do. Secrets still lurk regarding the political assassinations of the 1960s and they continue to haunt our collective psyche. But we have processed much in the years since.

The baby-boomer generation finally matured emotionally. We grieved, and we began to heal. Younger generations now contribute their own unique drama and genius to the maelstrom of American society. There is a window of opportunity now for Americans to reclaim lost ground.

There is new possibility in the air today, a miraculous awakening and a change in the way we live our lives. It is a spiritual renaissance with social and political implications. Restoration and hope appear all over, as a rising environmental, community, and spiritual consciousness resurrects the dreams of former times. Civic brotherhood is beginning, in many places, to replace the false gods of self-centeredness and greed. There is a yearning among us to make right the world.

Will this become a broad-scale social force for good or merely isolated cases of cultural sanity? An America intending to heal itself will unscramble the information from which we have been systematically distracted for years, atone for and grieve our national errors, and consciously restore the political process to its role as an enlightened tool. It will take a miracle to do this, but miracles are always at issue in any great movement of history. Was not the American Revolution a miracle? Was not Indian independence from Britain a miracle? Are not miracles what our hearts most long for now?

Out of the ashes rises the phoenix. It has been almost half a century since the end of the Sixties, and Americans are again taking a deeper look at societal issues. Yet many are doing so through the filter of a higher awareness, unshackled by the mechanistic prejudices of the twentieth century.

There is darkness without; but no darkness, limitation, illusion, or fear can stand before the force of uplifted consciousness. Perhaps we are set to embark on a new chapter in our evolution as a nation, rededicating ourselves to the transcendental nature of democracy, declaring en masse our intention to have it rise at last to the level of its true potential.

“We have in our hearts,” said Martin Luther King, Jr., “a power more powerful than bullets.” It is time for us to use that power now, to free our nation and to free ourselves. Mystical power is the greatest power, in politics and in life. It reveals to us that bodies die but ideas do not, as long as people’s hearts embrace them. It is time to resurrect the ideas that truly make this nation great.





I ONCE SAID to a friend of mine, another author who writes on spiritual subjects, “We really should be addressing political issues.”

“Yeah,” he responded, “I think you’re right.”

Then a pause, an angst-ridden silence.

“But there’s only one problem,” he said. “I really hate politics.”

It’s a conundrum: we don’t want anything to do with politics because it’s such a dirty business, yet turning away from it altogether has gotten us where we are today. Anyone who looks at the last few years and still says things like “It doesn’t really matter who we vote for” is living on an alternative planet.

Many people would love to feel that politics can be a high-minded effort, but it’s hard to see how, in today’s political climate. Particularly when looked at from a spiritual perspective, political involvement seems tawdry and low. It’s the last place any of us look anymore for hope or inspiration.

“I just want spirituality in my life,” a friend said to me recently. “None of that other stuff matters to me.”

And yet, what is spirituality? Is it just another compartment in our lives, like relationships, career, money, or health? Or is it something all-inclusive—the soul’s oxygen, the life-giving agent meant to grace and revitalize all of life? If spirituality is relevant to anything, then it is relevant to everything. How can we speak seriously of a God who cares what happens to you and me, but somehow would not have us care about what happens to each other?

So how do we make spirituality relevant to politics? Ten years ago, if I asked that question, I would receive answers such as these:

• From political types, that “Spirituality is not relevant to politics. Don’t start with all that spiritual stuff. It has nothing to do with politics. Politics is about the real world.”

• From spiritual types, that “Spirituality makes politics irrelevant. Think about more positive things. Politics is just a low-level, addictive power game. Forget it. Real change can’t come from there.”

But such voices have begun to give way to a more spiritually sophisticated perspective. Just as the Sixties generation sought a blend of political and philosophical relevance, so a new generation is doing the same. It’s popular in some circles today to say, “Face it—the Sixties didn’t work.” But in many ways it did work (we ended a war, among other things), not the least of which is the permanent mark it left on the souls of so many of us still here, still kicking, and ready to once again take up the mantle of enlightened activism. For millions of Americans whose souls were branded forever by the magic of that time, to say it didn’t work is a rather obvious attempt to kill whatever remnants of its audacious spirit might still remain alive.

To blend love and politics is indeed audacious. Politics is a fear-based pursuit in America today, and love is the only thing that fear fears. Love is the ultimate political rebellion. During the 1960s, love and politics were uttered in the same breath and sung in the same song. “All You Need Is Love” was a song we sang at political rallies.

We have not forgotten that, so much as we have lived with the wound that was left on our hearts when the music died. For by the mid-Seventies, the paths of love and politics diverged. They would no longer seem even distantly related. Many who stayed interested in politics would come to trivialize the consciousness movement, and many of those interested in consciousness would start to ignore politics. Both sides then tended to smugly, self-righteously dismiss the other as irrelevant, thinking that they and they alone knew what it takes to change the world.
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