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What people are saying about


Elijah the Bodhisattva


In a beautiful meditation that exemplifies our interdependence, Malcolm Brown reflects on the life of Elijah, a forefather of monasticism in the West and one of the great Hebrew prophets, thru the striking lens of Buddhism and the Bodhisattva. Building a bridge that goes both ways, Brown’s work enriches both Christianity and Buddhism, as well as the other traditions he engages. However, the greatest gifts herein lie for the spiritual practitioner. By placing an emphasis on the spiritual nature of a transformative path, Brown unearths tantalizing Biblical interpretations, with contemplations that roam across our religious traditions. In a world where traditional boundaries between religious traditions are being rapidly worn down in the existential lives of interspiritual practitioners, more books like this are needed—offering deep, respectful, and practice-oriented reflections between and among traditions. As an “unsystematic theology” that makes liberal use of “spiritual imagination,” this book is a gem for anyone interested in interspirituality, new monasticism, spiritual practice, comparative theology, the essential interdependence of our contemplative traditions, or in being a better Christian or Buddhist—or simply a better human being.


Rory McEntee, co-author of The New Monasticism: An Interspiritual Manifesto for Contemplative Living


Malcolm Brown employs his wide knowledge of many faith traditions to create a kaleidoscopic interpretation of the Biblical story of Elijah. The prophet is seen in terms of Mahayana Buddhist concepts of nonduality and the Bodhisattva. This imaginative contribution to interfaith exegesis will enlighten some and exasperate others—or perhaps do both!


Ross Thompson, author of Buddhist Christianity and The Interfaith Imperative
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Introduction


Augustine allegedly said of Biblical interpretation that ‘the more meanings the better’. This may be apocryphal, though I did find it in a nineteenth-century text,1 so at least it predates the internet. In Jewish tradition, there are different ‘levels’ of interpretation—literal, ‘hinted at’, ‘searched for’, and esoteric2—but ultimately the Bible is about the inner life of God. Augustine really did argue that any understanding of the Bible must lead to a greater love of God and neighbor, or else it is a misunderstanding.3 Inspired by Augustine, John Caputo defines religion as ‘the love of God’. He doesn’t say ‘belief in God’; he says ‘the love of God’. You might think it is impossible to love someone you don’t believe in, but this paradox is really the whole point, for Caputo defines God as ‘the becoming possible of the impossible’. A religious person is an ‘unhinged lover’ who loves the impossible made possible, and the opposite is a ‘loveless lout’ who is only concerned with the latest stock market figures. In this sense, an atheist or agnostic can be religious, and an adherent of Christianity, Judaism or Buddhism (for example) can be completely irreligious.4


In our globalized multicultural world, the love of neighbor means working to reconcile different spiritual traditions, not settling for a lowest common denominator but looking for ways in which they can enrich one another. This means investigating the foundations of the religions—Hans Küng said more than once there can be no peace among the nations without peace among the religions, no peace among the religions without dialogue between the religions, and no dialogue between the religions without investigation of the foundations of the religions.5 It also means a negative dialectic of interpretation, in which ‘the more interpretations the better’ really does become a suitable ethos. In that spirit, I offer this ‘interspiritual’ commentary on the story of Elijah (1 Kings 17:1 to 2 Kings 2:13a in the Hebrew Bible, also known as the Tanakh and the Old Testament). By interspiritual, I mean I draw on the spiritual resources of different religions, treating them as resources to be nourished by, not as straitjackets in which to bind ourselves (religare in Latin). The commentary is inspired primarily by a Buddhist understanding, but also draws on Sufism and Quakerism,6 as well as the Jewish and Christian traditions to which Elijah is more familiar. The key principle of my hermeneutic is to re-read (relegere) the externals of the story as internal to Elijah’s mind, as he meanders toward enlightenment and ultimately realizes the non-duality of himself and God, YHWH, the ground of being-itself.


This may need some justification, but the story shows Elijah himself as compelled to reassess his boundaries, the boundaries of his religion. He thought YHWH was a henotheistic deity, a national God connected to the land of Israel, rather than the ground of being, being-itself, the God of those who struggle with God (the meaning of the name Israel). We see Elijah’s ideas about God being gradually transformed and enlarged, though he goes backward as well as forward. Many key events in the story occur in liminal space, not quite part of the land of Israel, but not quite apart from it either.


The search for what religions have in common has recently become less popular. Perhaps the zeitgeist has gone back to a yearning for authenticity, in which each tradition must be understood in its own terms, anything else to be denounced as cultural appropriation. But the ground of being is beyond culture, and so is the love of God. It may be impossible to reconcile religious and spiritual traditions, but religion is a love of the impossible made real. Otherwise, the language of cultural authenticity can mask a crypto-fundamentalism, and remember that fundamentalism begins with an insistence that ‘our’ religion has certain fundamentals, certain non-negotiables. Blurring the boundaries is anti-essentialist, and this is essential!


Nothing can have itself as a constituent part, which means (as Thich Nhat Hanh says) that Buddhism is made up entirely of non-Buddhist elements, Christianity of non-Christian elements, etc.7 The Quaker Advices and Queries remind us that Christianity is not a notion but a way,8 and the same is true of Buddhism, Judaism and other spiritual traditions. When the Abrahamic and dharmic religions appear to contradict each other, it may be we have missed something, however obvious or explicit the contradiction appears to us. More specifically, we need to be careful not to confuse the ontological with the experiential, or phenomenological. If Buddhist ontology says one thing and Jewish experience says another (or vice versa), that is not a contradiction. If there is a difference between Buddhist experience and Christian experience, again, that is fine. But sometimes there is a tendency to reify the experience, to ‘ontologize’ it, and this does lead into contradictions.


More practically, in our multicultural, multi-faith world, some of us will be brought up within one religious or spiritual tradition and then discover another, such as Buddhism. (People who are brought up Buddhist within a Western society might also develop a fascination with Christianity, and are probably uniquely placed to distinguish the spiritual path of Christianity from the broader Christian culture.) For such people, there seem to be three possibilities. The first is to convert. If you were a Christian, stop being Christian and start being Buddhist (or vice versa). The second is not to convert, but to practice Buddhism, or certain aspects of Buddhism, with a view to becoming a better Christian (again, or vice versa). The third is something more complex, a dual belonging, where you find it difficult to give a straight yes or no answer to questions like ‘are you a Buddhist?’ or ‘are you a Christian?’


For the converts in particular, there is the danger of the comparative religion ego trap. For example, there can be a temptation to compare a Sunday school version of Christianity with a more sophisticated version of Buddhism, which of course makes Buddhism look more sophisticated. We can all fall into this trap from time to time—not just with religion—and there are a couple of indicators that might give us cause to stop and think. One is when we talk about spiritual paths in a dualistic way, using phrases such as ‘Buddhist and non-Buddhist’, ‘Quaker and non-Quaker’, ‘Muslim and non-Muslim’, etc. It might be that we’re falling into the comparative religion ego trap if we’re using such phrases. Not necessarily, but possibly. Another is when we start reifying the religions and spiritual paths: ‘Buddhism teaches that…’, ‘Christianity believes that.…’ Actually, Buddhism doesn’t have a mouth to teach with, so we’re using this phrase to mean something else. Sometimes it might just be a convenient shorthand, but sometimes it’s not.


For those who practice Buddhism to become better Christians, and others with some sort of dual belonging, there’s a different hindrance. A common metaphor here is the well. If you want to dig a well, don’t dig lots of shallow holes all over the place, but dig one hole, deeply. Now this metaphor might resonate with you. If it does, you should probably pay attention to it and ask yourself why. To practice one path might be good for you. It might be what you need, in which case you should probably stop reading this book now! But the metaphor of the well doesn’t really do it for me, at least not in the way it’s probably supposed to; I am more struck by the Hindu swami who said there’s a difference between digging lots of wells and digging one well using lots of tools. We can also use tools from different tool sheds, and compare notes on tool maintenance with other tool owners, without abandoning the dream of digging a deeper well.


This same point is sometimes made with different metaphors. For example, different religions and spiritual practices are like pieces of a jigsaw—none of them contains the whole truth, so they really need to be combined, as in the Buddha’s story of the blind men who were allowed to touch different parts of an elephant. One touched the ear, one the tusk, one the leg, one the tail, and so on, and then they argued with each other when asked to describe an elephant. Combining their insights would have been a better strategy.


The metaphors break down a bit in practice. Often what happens is that Christians think Buddhists have a piece of the puzzle they don’t have, like meditation for example. But the encounter with Buddhism is precisely what enables them to discover teachings on meditation within their own tradition, practices such as lectio divina, the Ignatian spiritual exercises or the Jesus Prayer. Jesus was a Jewish Rabbi, and Jewish people also have discovered the richness of their own mystical traditions through an encounter with Buddhism,9 and we encounter some of those traditions in this book. Such practices might be valuable for Buddhists as well. If you are a Buddhist and sometimes find yourself wondering whether to meditate or read, why not try lectio divina, which is a practice that combines the two?


When Buddhists are asked what pieces of the puzzle Christians have that they don’t, they often say a social justice tradition. Of course, not all Christians are actively working for social justice, and some are frankly on the wrong side, but the tradition is there. Jesus doesn’t say you can’t follow God and Buddha, but he does say you can’t serve God and mammon, which the New Testament identifies with the love of money and a cult of wealth, known today as capitalism. You can’t realize anatta—the core Buddhist ontological principle of not-self—while putting yourself at the center. If Ayn Rand is right, and greed is good, then Christ and Buddha have both been defeated. So Jesus’ teaching is diametrically opposed to prosperity theology, to the unholy alliance of Evangelicalism and Trumpism, to the new (and probably old) Constantinianism—be it concerned with money or with power. Like Elijah, it is sometimes necessary to spend time in the desert, traveling, being fed from a single cup of flour, being fed by ravens (which symbolize ritual uncleanness), rather than accommodating to the claimed lordship of Constantine. Whether this accommodation is for the purpose of defending conservative or progressive values is beside the point entirely—indeed, when it is for the purpose of defending progressive values an end-justifies-the-means mentality can become more tempting, more dangerous, and a greater betrayal of those same values.


Yet there is a real need for engaged Buddhism in today’s world. It has been developed by thinkers and teachers as disparate as Ambedkar, Buddhadasa and Thich Nhat Hanh, and there are rich resources in the Abrahamic traditions that Buddhists can draw on, if they are willing to do so. Different pieces of the puzzle or not? I think Paul Knitter answers this question when he says that in order to know whether Christianity and Buddhism have more in common than we thought, ‘we must not only pray and meditate together, but we must first act together with and for the oppressed.’10 The phrase ‘a preferential option for the poor’ is sometimes used in liberation theology, and is even seen to be a characteristic of God, who ‘has chosen the foolish things in the world to shame the wise, the weak to shame the strong, the things that are not to shame the things that are’,11 and this is seen in the story of Elijah, alongside and a part of his journey to enlightenment.


Rather than the jigsaw metaphor, it is possible to use a family tree metaphor. Religious and spiritual traditions are related to each other, they belong to the same family tree, which means they share a common ancestor, they have genetic material in common. Some argue the genetic material is something ethical, a variation on the Golden Rule for example. But the Golden Rule—to do unto others as you would have them do unto you—is more than an ethical slogan. Some people want to replace it with what they call the platinum rule—to treat others as they wish to be treated. But the Golden Rule has something the so-called platinum rule doesn’t have, and that’s what we have called anatta, not-self or no-self. The platinum rule is much more individualistic. The Golden Rule recognizes our interdependence much more. We might not be oppressed, but we’re not different or separate from the oppressed either.


If I’m right about that, then the Buddhist concept of anatta is also taught in other religions, so it’s possible to read Jewish or Christian texts through Buddhist eyes, and do so productively. Buddhism is the way of clarity—and this is essential if we are to demystify the concept of non-duality, for example, which is something that really needs to be done. Buddhism in turn can be enriched by the storytelling of the Abrahamic traditions. We can even say that some of the stories in the Hebrew Bible convey Buddhist insights in story form. The best example I can think of is in the story of Elijah, and it’s what got me started on this book. In 1 Kings 19, Elijah is on the run from Ahab and Jezebel, he’s hiding in a cave, and he’s told to stand at the entrance of the cave, for YHWH is about to pass by. ‘And YHWH passed by, and a great and strong wind tore the mountains apart and broke the rocks in pieces before YHWH, but YHWH was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but YHWH was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but YHWH was not in the fire; and after the fire a still silence-sound.’ Isn’t meditation often like that? The great dramatic epiphanies that come like a mighty wind, an earthquake, a fire; but the real insight is in the ‘still silence-sound’, the gentle whisper which is so quiet we don’t know it’s there, not until we’ve quietened ourselves.


Beyond the jigsaw and family tree metaphors, there are other ways of looking at these questions, and they have practical implications. Very briefly, Simone Weil said each religion alone is true, that is, it demands of us our complete and undivided attention,12 by which she means the radical openness that Elijah needed to hear the gentle whisper. And there’s also something more apophatic, to use a Greek Orthodox term. Some Christian thinkers have said that the more things we say God is not, the closer we get to what God is, because God is beyond human language—including the human language in the statement ‘God exists’. This is also called the via negativa, and Buddhists often find it easier to grasp than Christians: to believe in nirvana, to believe in emptiness, is not to say they exist.13 In one retreat I went on, the leader commented that every time we meditate we discover something new about what meditation is not. When we start out we think meditation is about emptying our minds, or becoming permanently blissful, and over the years we get a longer and longer list of things that meditation has turned out not to be. Maybe it was the same for Elijah, this process of elimination, this via negativa, leading him to enlightenment.


My interspiritual commentary may seem unsystematic, verging on a stream of consciousness with occasional contradictions—but it is not a system. In the story of Elijah, the system-builders are Ahab and Jezebel, the prophets of Baal and Asherah, and Ben-hadad, the Donald Trump of the Hebrew Bible. They’re the bad guys in the story! When people impose a system on a revelation or a realization, it is not long before the system begins to take over. I don’t think Christ and Buddha taught the same thing, but they have more in common with each other than either have with the religion that’s named after them, and that’s because they didn’t teach a system, but a system is precisely what each religion has become. Maybe that’s the difference between religion and spirituality. The commentary is a bit like the sort of spoken ministry you might expect to hear in a Quaker meeting, where people sit in silence and speak when they feel led to speak, ‘out of the silence’ which is ‘where words come from’. Sentences and paragraphs sometimes follow each other in a manner analogous to Japanese renga poetry, in which the links ‘depend mainly on the images of the stanzas, and on the psychic archetypes and actual situations from life which the images represent’,14 meaning that ‘the greatest value or benefit from reading a renga comes from the reader’s mind as he or she makes a completely personal journey from link to link.’15 I can’t avoid reading my own ideas, preoccupations, even prejudices into the text, but neither can anyone else. That’s why Augustine was right when he said ‘the more interpretations the better’, and if he didn’t really say it, then ‘the more ways of loving God and neighbor the better’ amounts to pretty much the same thing.


I hope there will be something, some insight, for the reader. It is an experiment in unsystematic theology, more like a labyrinth than a straight line, so it is not an academic exegesis. I began by sitting quietly with the text, as though in a Quaker meeting, or doing a lectio divina. I aim for what Richard Rohr calls ‘an alternative way of knowing that prayerfully contemplates a text instead of using it as dualistic ammunition’,16 and what Rodger Kamenetz calls ‘a deeper way of reading: a way that performs a tikkun on the text, and finds the light hidden in the text’.17 I don’t treat academic insights as taboo, but I am more interested in engaging a ‘spiritual imagination’,18 because the via negativa means that positive statements about God can only be made through analogy and metaphor. (And remember that metaphors and archetypes are more than literal, not less than literal.) In a finite world, the via negativa bridges an unbridgeable gap, which can only be bridged by personal experience.


So read this commentary slowly, and feel free to pause at any time. If it stimulates your own spiritual imagination, if it serves as a vehicle for your own thoughts and meditations, if it inspires your own interpretation of the metaphors and symbols, then it will have done its job, even if your insight is not what I had in mind when I wrote this, even if it leads us in opposite directions. We live on a globe, after all.


Unless otherwise stated, the text from the Hebrew Bible that is quoted in this commentary is my own reworking of the JPS19 Tanakh (1917) translation, which is in the public domain.20 Some of the reworking is merely an updating of language (e.g. changing ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ to ‘you’), but sometimes I have gone further. I have not followed a consistent translation philosophy. Rather, I have rendered some phrases more literally, or stayed close to the JPS translation, especially when I want to make a point about the Biblical writer’s choice of words. Where that is not the case, I have sometimes been more paraphrastic, and I have attempted to reflect some of the wordplay in the Hebrew. I have taken a similar approach to the few quotations from the New Testament, except these draw on various translations, including the Greek-English interlinear. If you want to consult a more expert translation, I recommend the New JPS Tanakh (1985) and/or the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Where I use technical terms from other languages (such as Pali, Sanskrit, Hebrew and Greek), I have usually avoided diacritical marks, but I have provided some references for anyone who wants to engage with the relevant scholarship, as well as primary sources and more ‘popular’ writing.









The Ground of Being (1 Kings 17)


If God is the becoming possible of the impossible, and the ground of being-itself, then it follows that the becoming possible of the impossible is the ground of being. Furthermore, if the Bible is ultimately about the inner life of God, then it follows that it is ultimately about the inner life of the becoming possible of the impossible, the inner life of the ground of being-itself. If that sounds confusing, then maybe it needs to be expressed in story form, such as the story we’re about to encounter.




17 Elijah the Tishbite, a sojourner in Gilead, said to Ahab: ‘As YHWH the God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there will be years without dew or rain, except according to my word.’ 2 The word of YHWH came to him and said: 3 ‘Leave here and go east, and hide yourself by the Cherith which flows into the Jordan. 4 You will drink from the stream, and I have commanded ravens to feed you there.’ 5 So he went and did according to the word of YHWH, because he went and stayed by the Cherith which flows into the Jordan. 6 The ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning, and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the stream.





The story begins with a drought, representing a dark night of the soul, when spiritual practice doesn’t seem to bear any fruit at all. He is told to go to a valley leading to the Jordan, a place that is only ambiguously, if at all, part of the land of Israel. He is from Gilead, which is also a liminal place, on the margins, part but not part of the land of Israel. A lot of the Elijah story takes place on liminal ground. He is a sojourner, a resident alien in Gilead—not even a permanent inhabitant in that liminal space. He is a nomad, a spiritual seeker, someone journeying in the desert, who stops somewhere as at an oasis.


Elijah’s name means ‘my God is YHWH’. While his story is part of the Deuteronomic history, echoes of the earlier Yahwist author are frequent. YHWH, often translated into English as ‘the LORD’, is the ground of being,1 existence itself, and is juxtaposed with El (translated ‘God’)—the first syllable of Elijah’s name—throughout the Hebrew Bible. When the Cappadocian fathers said ‘we believe in God, we do not say that God exists’, and when Maimonides said ‘there is no reality like his reality’, there were pointing to YHWH as reality itself. It is not that God exists; God is existence itself. It is not that God is a being; God is being-itself. Reality as we perceive it is a shadow of YHWH, not the other way round. In the twentieth century, the view of God as the ground of being was associated with the theologian Paul Tillich, but being-itself is not an academic construct. It is the becoming possible of the impossible. It is love-itself, it is passionate, sometimes even messy. It has its roots in Moses’ encounter with the burning bush, when he asked the deity he experienced ‘what is your name?’, and was told ‘ehyeh asher ehyeh’, I am what I am, I am who is, I am being-itself. The bush was burning, and yet it was not consumed. This is a perfect metaphor for the spiritual life—always burning but never consumed. Hence, Elijah is you, your spiritual journey as a seeker, a questioner. How could being-itself not be burning, and how could it ever be consumed?


Reality itself is personal and impersonal, and also interpersonal. The Three Jewels of Buddhism—the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha—represent this trinity. Although Dharma is impersonal, it is experienced as personal, as the ground of being, the burning bush, the empty tomb. Even the ground of being is a concept, a verbal reification, and there is no difference between squeezing God into a concept and squeezing God into an idol. They are necessary steps but they must be transcended, as the Torah reminds us again and again. We need to transcend the dualism of existence and non-existence. When Anselm formulated his ontological argument for the existence of God, he reasoned that since God is, by definition, ‘than which none greater can be conceived’, and a God who existed in reality and in the imagination was greater than a God who existed in the imagination only, therefore a God who existed in reality was necessarily existent. But we can conceive of something greater than a God who exists in reality, and that is a God who transcends the dualism of existence and non-existence, who is the becoming possible of the impossible, being-itself, the ground of reality and of the imagination.


Thich Nhat Hanh says, ‘God is the ground of being, but…not the being that is opposed to non-being. If it is the notion of being as opposed to non-being, then that is not God.’2 In his translation of the Heart Sutra, he says the true nature of all phenomena is that of no being and no non-being. There is nothing mystical or mysterious about this. The ground of being is necessarily, logically beyond the dualism of existence and non-existence. So what is not God? How can we worship any God besides YHWH, the ground of being? What other objects of refuge are there besides the Three Jewels: the personal, the impersonal and the interpersonal? Yet as the story of Elijah shows, we sometimes forget this. Our journey, like his, is one of removing the obscurations and transforming them into factors of enlightenment.


Elijah speaks to Ahab, who at this stage represents the need to conform, to be all things to all people, not challenging himself or others. The expression ‘as YWHW lives’ is repeated as a refrain in the story of Elijah, and could be paraphrased ‘as being-itself is’, ‘as existence exists’. However, there is also a repeated emphasis on YHWH being the God of Israel. This seems henotheistic, a form of cultural relativism, implying that what is good for other ‘nations’ (a word that is understood differently today) is not necessarily good for Israel, and vice versa. This henotheistic understanding is present in the text, but we also need to remember the meaning of the name Israel, as those who struggle with God (El). When Jacob wrestled with the angel after crossing the ford of the Jabbok,3 which is near Elijah’s nomadic encampment in Gilead, he was given this name. He was told he had struggled with Elohim, plural Gods rather than a singular God,4 and the angel told Jacob (through a rhetorical question) that he must not ask his name, as God in the burning bush told Moses that he was being-itself, beyond naming conventions.


In the story of Elijah, there is a distinction between YHWH and ‘the word of YHWH’, which we see in this passage. It is a distinction, but not a duality. It hints at emanation, as in later Kabbalistic, Gnostic and Neoplatonist thought. The relationship between the word of YHWH and YHWH is also the relationship between the pointing finger and the moon. A Zen Buddhist teacher pointed at the moon and asked a pupil what it was, to which the pupil replied it was a finger. The point was that he missed the point. Sometimes God-talk takes us further from God, rather than closer. ‘God hides pretty well in the word God,’ says Rodger Kamenetz;5 indeed, the one place in the universe where God is most hidden is the word God. This is why, as Jean-Christophe Rufin says in his book on the Camino de Santiago, Buddhism can bring us closer to God’s essence. It is not in spite of not talking of God, but because of not talking of God.6


So we come closer to God in the unspoken, the unwritten, the mindful avoidance of the word ‘God’ and of the tetragrammaton, the replacement of YHWH with Adonai and Adonai with ha-Shem. The Jewish avoidance of pronouncing YHWH is an act of mindfulness, which I have tried to represent in this commentary. We can do this when we read the Elijah story out loud. If we forget to replace YHWH with Adonai, we return to the beginning of the chapter or section we were reading. This is like the practice of counting the breath in meditation—when we lose count, we simply return to the number one, without judging ourselves. When we watch the breath and then lose concentration, we simply bring our attention back, gently. It is not a forfeit, a self-imposed punishment. It is the practice itself, and new layers of meaning get revealed as we start from the beginning again and again.


Most translations say Elijah is fed by ravens, though it has been speculated that the word might mean Arabians. There is deliberate ambiguity, wordplay and punning throughout the Elijah story. Either way, spiritual friendship is more significant than kinship, nationality or even species membership. The Buddha’s disciple Ananda famously remarked that spiritual friendship seemed to be half of the spiritual path, to which the Buddha replied it was the whole of the spiritual path.


The raven is an unclean animal, which does not provide for its young, causing them to ‘cry unto God, they wander for lack of meat’, according to the book of Job.7 Although the ravens provide meat for Elijah, it is a different word in Hebrew. In Job it is okel (meat, food, prey), while here it is basar (flesh, even flesh that is torn from carrion). This draws attention to the unclean nature of the food, emphasizing that ritual purity is less important than meditative absorption, a oneness with God and with all that is (YHWH). In the New Testament, John the Baptist told people with food to share with people who had none,8 but he also used a word for food that was not ritually clean. Elijah’s meditative absorption is highlighted by his drinking from the oasis-like stream, reminiscent of Gideon who accepted as his soldiers only those who drank in mindfulness.9




7 A while later the stream dried up, because there was no rain in the land. 8 The word of YHWH came to him and said: 9 ‘Get up and go to Zarephath, which belongs to Sidon, and stay there. I have commanded a widow there to provide for you.’





The text says Zarephath ‘belongs to Sidon’, not that it is ‘part of Sidon’. It too is a liminal place, a border town at the frontier of Canaan and Phoenicia, which was the home of Baal. This is a challenge to Elijah’s henotheism, the beginning of his movement to monotheism and ultimately to a non-dual realization that there is nothing but God. A widow, a poor person, has been commanded to provide for Elijah; a spiritually poor person has been commanded to feed him spiritually.


What does it mean for a spiritual friend or teacher to be spiritually poor? It means what Origen called apocatastasis—ongoing, eternal progress, the recognition of a never-ending need to learn. It means humility, a willingness to receive as well as give. The widow of Zarephath is willing to share what little she has with Elijah, and by the end of the chapter she is also willing to receive. The spiritually poor means those whose spirits are crushed, either because of material poverty and a desperate yearning for social justice (as we see later), or because they have become conscious of the suffering, the dukkha, that the Buddha tells us is an ontological mark of existence, inseparable from life. In the Psalms we read the experiential statement that YHWH is near to those who have a broken heart and saves those who have a crushed spirit.10 In becoming an interspiritual teacher, Mirabai Starr drew on her own grief, and she cites a grief counselor who also went through great losses.11 It is emphatically not that such suffering is to be desired as a way to become a teacher, but what suffering we do experience has the potential to lead us to empathy, as well as the opposite potential of us sinking into hard-heartedness. On the subject of tonglen—the Tibetan practice of exchanging self with other—Pema Chödron writes:




When you feel the discomfort, have the thought: ‘Other people feel this.’ And then if you want to take it a rather dramatic step further, you can say, ‘May we all be free of this.’ But it’s enough just to acknowledge that other people feel this pain. And the most dramatic and probably most difficult step is to say: ‘Since I’m feeling this anyway, may I be feeling it so all others could be free of it.’ So tonglen meditation has three levels of courage. The first is to say, ‘Other people feel this.’ And that is enough. But if, in that particular moment of time, it feels genuine to say, ‘May this become a path for awakening the hearts of all of us,’ do so. And the one that takes you to the deepest level of courage is: ‘Since I’m feeling this anyway, may I feel it so that others could be free of it’.12





This applies to more than formal meditation practice. In finding our vocation, our path in life, Andrew Harvey advises us to follow our heartbreak,13 to ask which of the world’s wrongs affect us most deeply and resolve to do something about them. This is not opposed to following our bliss (Joseph Campbell), or to asking what makes us come alive and doing that, since what the world needs is people who have come alive (Howard Thurman). It is complementary and overlapping. Your vocation will be found at the point where the answers to these three questions intersect: what is your heartbreak; what is your bliss; what makes you come alive?




10 So Elijah got up and went to Zarephath, and when he arrived at the gate of the city a widow was gathering sticks there. He called her and said: ‘Please get me a small cup of water, so I can drink.’
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