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Chapter 3
- The Unnatural Divorce

[‘ )‘ YSTICS in every spiritual tradition speak at length of the

inner freedom that is our spiritual heritage. Wholeness,
oneness, connectedness, and awakening are words used to attempt to describe
a dimension of being that is essentially indescribable. They are words to
describe a way of living that is an expression of reverence. It is a way of being
that reveres the sacredness and dignity of all life, honors our Earth, and
appreciates the implications of our fundamental interdependence and inter-
connectedness. Mystics speak of it as a fundamental inner awakening that
empowers us to transform our world.

The language of the mystics has become foreign to us. The words they
speak fall on deaf ears. They have become empty of meaning. We know
the language of estrangement and separation. Control, mastery, transcendence,
domination, and success are the words we use to describe our experience and
our relationship with life. Power over, isolation, competition, and alienation
describe the emptiness of this estranged life.

The path of the mystic is directed toward the end of conflict and suffer-
ing. It is the path of honoring the innate dignity and spirit of all life. It is the
path of honoring oneness and truth above all else. It is a life committed to
peace, harmony, and compassion. The mystic spurns domination and false-
hood. She turns aside from exploitation and lives in accord with the oneness
she perceives. Above all, she knows the emptiness of the division between
inner and outer. :

The practice of estrangement is a life without honor. The lines between
“inner” and “outer” are clearly defined. Everything “outside” ourselves
becomes an object, empty of innate spirit and unworthy of respect. The
“outer” becomes subject to the rules of estrangement: objects to domi-
nate, to exploit for our own gratification, to be controlled and subdued.
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When estranged, we see the world as empty of spirit. Oyr
world is determined by the possibilities of threat o gratifi
ceive in objects. We feel free to exploit the gratifying ang

cation We per

t0 oppregg the
threatening.

Just as the erasure of the spirit from nature allows the estra

Nature, the erasure of the spirit from human beings becomesg

the basig for
exploitation, genocide, and hatred. Estrangement from the outer world i
1s say it Was

ants becayge
they were “gooks.” White racists exploit people of color because they cop.

sider them to be subhuman. Developers feel free to mindlessly abuse oy,
ecology because it is inanimate. Similarly, women have been endlessly sub-
ordinated because of their “irrationality” and fundamental inferiority. The
language of estrangement deafens our world. All of this represents a dis-
connection from inner spirit and dignity. The rules of domination and
subjugation are applied inwardly to undermine our own well-being and
wholeness. Our fairy tales are just one set of such rules, We are strangers to
ourselves, divorced from knowing who we are. We become lost in our iso-
lation and experience the effects of our estrangement in despair, alienation,
and the paralysis of our creativity.

In our estrangement, we wear the blinkers of isolationism and become
ineffective, powerless. We are unwilling to acknowledge that the pain of our
world is only an echo of our own pain. We close our ears to the sounds of
grief and anguish from the world, for to listen would inevitably be to per-
ceive our connectedness and to respond appropriately. To live in accord with

our understanding would imply radical changes in ourselves and in our lives.
Perversely, we may be fearful of losin
agony. We become fearful of bein
and fearful of losing control,

symptomatic of estrangement from the inner one. War vetera
possible for them to destroy the villages of Vietnamese peas

g the very isolation that causes us
g deprived of our avenues of gratification

deadens oy

I capacity to empathize and respond. To acknowledge our cot-
nectedness is to
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struct. Hardened to pain, we are equally unreceptive tq sharing ,
the woman giving birth, the woman rejoicing in her love 4 rfig In t}?e.JOy of

A dimension of consciousness other than estrange Creativity,
us. It is the consciousness of immanence and connecte
ciation of the life-destroying consequences of estrangement jngn;
find ways of ending this unnatural divorce from ourselves ang Ot;PIres us to
are ingredients that are essential to this transformation, AWareanSS. Tfhere
necessity and possibility of change is integral to the b eginning of i }‘;nt}::
And I do not use the VV'OI‘d awarencess lightly, Change cannot be born of dfll:
ness or apathy! ‘Trust in our own effectiveness is also essential. We need 4
vision of our own potential for freedom and a vision of how to integrate our
understanding of oneness into our relationships, actions, and our very way
of being on this Earth.

The degree to which we can connect with our world, empathize, and
extend sensitivity rests upon the degree to which we can heal the pain of our
divorce from ourselves. Our relationship to our own being is a microcosm
of all our relationships. The degree of estrangement we experience inwardly
is the extent of our estrangement from others.

Nurturing our own inner awareness is essential to a deepening of our
vision of oneness. It is the beginning of our spiritual life. Such nurturing is
more than an act of compassion for ourselves: it is an act of compassion
toward our world. To learn to connect with and honor our own spirit and
dignity is the beginning of learning to honor the spirit and dignity of all life.

Spirituality has frequently been condemned by activists and feminists as
being irrelevant, if not contrary, to bringing about needed change. At times,
spirituality is condemned as being an escape from and avoidance of issues
that “really” matter. Women committed to the spiritual life are sometimes
accused of supporting orders and traditions that essentially have only
oppressed women and perpetuated estrangement. We need to consider
whether these accusations themselves are not rooted in a dualistic way of
seeing that separates the spiritual life from the political one. .

Aspiring to a vision of connectedness is not a spirituality of nar.mssmm or
What some might call a defensive spirituality. The authentic mystflc exten;lls
herself organically, bringing the light of her integrity into her social, ;elriltsl o,f
and politica] relationships. She does not carry within herself t%le bur eli o
attificial boundaries that divorce her spiritual life from her social or po |
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life. Her vision of connectedness and her commitment to the 2
of that vision dissolves the boundaries of estranged seeing. She
sanctity of all life and is committed to its dignity.

The authentic mystic knows deeply and surely that, living Within
body; she is sexual and honors the expressions of love, joy, and sensitivity tl}ller
are made possible through her body: She is social and in each momen; ¢ hat
life she interacts with the world around her. She does not ignore a worlg thz
suffers and wars, but responds wholeheartedly with her wisdom and joy,
She is political because she is aware and a conscious participant in life, Sh t;
is commiitted to the end of estrangement, which is the doctrine of too many
of the structures and value systems that govern our lives. She is contem.
plative, rejoicing in the richness of her aloneness. She is alone and she is
bonded with the world. Her abiding in her vision of connectedness dispels

rualization

all seeming contradiction.
Although a spiritual quest is a turning inward to nurture awareness and

explore the depths of our own consciousness, it is not a turning away from
anything, The only valid spirituality is one that touches and illuminates
every area of our lives. The “armchair” mystic who observes the struggles
of the world from the complacency of her personal achievements pursues
a spirituality that is empty of meaning. Suffering, seen from a vision of con-
nectedness, is never an isolated experience. Nor is freedom a personal pos-
session to be gained and hoarded. To commit ourselves in our spirituality to
anything other than the end of all suffering and the arising of the freedom
and dignity of all life, is to be untrue to the essence of spirituality.

We are easily fascinated and magnetized by the baubles and trophies of
the spiritual life. The “mystical” experience, the “spiritual high,” “enlight-
enment,” and “transcendence” are concepts that excite us with their prom-
ise. When she was traveling the spiritual trail in Thailand, Sheila speaks of

how impressed she was with the monastic life:

Everyone seemed so sincere and graceful. The chanting from the
temple, the color of the monks’ robes, the silence and dignity of the
nuns, the devotion of the lay people all deeply attracted me. [ could
hardly wait to shave my head, don my whites, and join the commu-
nity of these enlightened people. The reality of sitting for hours with
my legs aching and the sun blasting down on my baldness didn’t
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- fulfill my expectations of instant peace and wisdop, Contem
uite 5

ion wasn't always fun. In fact, boredom was initially my pye.
la experience. 1 felt resentful and angry when | 5 d 1o face

inant . .
dom hat being enlightened was vastly different from appearing

the reality t
enlightened'

e can be 50 intent on pursuing the prizes of the spiritual Jife and, at
| orsonal glory that we forget that our spiritual insights are liberating
urnesi’ff;h ey are integrated and applied. What value are our highs if we cop.
Zf::re o live in an uncreative or insensitive way? What value our “experi-
- ces” 0o malter how impressive, if we still do not know how to live with
ignity 3 nd compassion? How meaningful are our “spiritual” gains unless

they teach us how to end conflict and live with integrity? 1

When I first began my own spiritual practice in Tibetan Buddhism, I
remember how important it seemed to be invited to participate in the “ini-
fations” that were periodically conducted by the senior monks. For each
mitiation, you were awarded a red string to wear around your neck, and
these red strings were interpreted by the Westerners as being marks of spir-
itual progress. The Westerner walking around sporting layer upon layer of
these rather grimy red strings was regarded with awe and admiration. It
became something of a life-and-death issue to get those strings. The Tibetan
monks never revealed to us whether or not they were laughing up the
sleeves of their robes at the files of earnest and pious Westerners lining up
for their initiations into the tantric arts. To us it was irrelevant that we nei-
ther understood the initiations (not speaking Tibetan) nor that many of us
were totally unqualified to participate, lacking the spiritual training that
would enable us to fulfill the commitments the initiations called for. What
Wwas important was to receive the badges that showed we were going some-
where,

This fascination with the trophies of the spiritual life is probably a nec-
essary stage to go through. We have to be starstruck before we can land
with our feet on the Earth. Going from naiveté to reality is as important to
our spiritual maturity as going from dullness to awareness.

We live within an undeniable relationship to all life. In every moment of
our _hV@S, we influence the quality of the world we live in with our thoughts,
feelings, and actions, and, in turn, are influenced by it. It is an inescapable
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fact of our interdependence with life that just as we are nourish

world, we also nourish it. This fundamental connectednegg meanzdﬂ?y the
cannot, in truth, separate ourselves from anything or anyone. Nur at ve
awareness of our fundamental connectedness with life, we b egin Ou:lrl'ng
tual quest with a vision that is expansive and holistic. Pl

Love and respect, for ourselves, for all beings, and for the planet we

on, are born of a vision of fundamental connectedness. It is love that imp :l:
us to external action, to extend ourselves in a way that is dedicated to the end
of conflict. It is love that enables our own spiritual potential to unfold and
be expressed fully. When we lack that profound vision of interconnected.
ness, our lives become dedicated to the pursuit of comfortable isolatiop,
creating a personal and estranged world for ourselves, where the maximum
amount of pleasure and gratification is generated and the maximum
amount of challenge and pain avoided.

When our quest for the fulfillment of our potential is empty of this vision
of connectedness, we create an inner world that is barren, and devoid of
the healing and liberating power of love. We inhabit a safe—but desolate—
landscape. Our spirituality becomes twisted in a way that perpetuates
estrangement and pain. Strangers to ourselves and others, we attempt to
create a cocoon of spiritual safety to shelter in.

A woman came to me exhausted by the quality of her life and her inti-
mate relationships. Her home life was a battleground, filled with tension
and violence. She was the scapegoat for her husband’s and children’s sup-
pressed anger. She said, “I desperately need to find some peace, some Way
of enduring all of this, some calmness. Would you teach me how to medi-
tate?” I gave her some simple methods to enhance her awareness and con-
nect with what she was actually experiencing inwardly. Two weeks later,
she returned, absolutely furious with me. She explained that she had fol-
lowed my instructions diligently, and she was so angry. All she experienced
were deep waves of rage and fury for the injustice of her family’s treatment
of her. She said, “All I wanted was peace, not this awareness that is so dis-
turbing.”

It is upsetting for us to discover that the price of safety is, at times, numb-
ness and dullness. It is disturbing to discover that the path of awareness isnot
always a path of bliss. It is a hard lesson to learn that we cannot bypass who
we actually are to gain our spiritual trophies. It is an even more difficult les-
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